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Bowing down in blind credulity, as is my custom, before mere
  authority and the tradition of the elders, superstitiously swallowing a story
  I could not test at the time by experiment or private judgment, I am firmly
  of opinion that I was born on the 29th of May, 1874, on Campden Hill,
  Kensington; and baptised according to the formularies of the Church of
  England in the little church of St. George opposite the large Waterworks
  Tower that dominated that ridge. I do not allege any significance in the
  relation of the two buildings; and I indignantly deny that the church was
  chosen because it needed the whole water-power of West London to turn me into
  a Christian.

Nevertheless, the great Waterworks Tower was destined to play its part in
  my life, as I shall narrate on a subsequent page; but that story is connected
  with my own experiences, whereas my birth (as I have said) is an incident
  which I accept, like some poor ignorant peasant, only because it has been
  handed down to me by oral tradition. And before we come to any of my own
  experiences, it will be well to devote this brief chapter to a few of the
  other facts of my family and environment which I hold equally precariously on
  mere hearsay evidence. Of course what many call hearsay evidence, or what I
  call human evidence, might be questioned in theory, as in the Baconian
  controversy or a good deal of the Higher Criticism. The story of my birth
  might be untrue. I might be the long-lost heir of The Holy Roman Empire, or
  an infant left by ruffians from Limehouse on a door-step in Kensington, to
  develop in later life a hideous criminal heredity. Some of the sceptical
  methods applied to the world's origin might be applied to my origin, and a
  grave and earnest enquirer come to the conclusion that I was never born at
  all. But I prefer to believe that common sense is something that my readers
  and I have in common; and that they will have patience with a dull summary of
  the facts.

I was born of respectable but honest parents; that is, in a world where
  the word "respectability" was not yet exclusively a term of abuse, but
  retained some dim philological connection with the idea of being respected.
  It is true that even in my own youth the sense of the word was changing; as I
  remember in a conversation between my parents, in which it was used with both
  implications. My father, who was serene, humorous and full of hobbies,
  remarked casually that he had been asked to go on what was then called The
  Vestry. At this my mother, who was more swift, restless and generally Radical
  in her instincts, uttered something like a cry of pain; she said, "Oh,
  Edward, don't! You will be so respectable! We never have been respectable
  yet; don't let's begin now." And I remember my father mildly replying, "My
  dear, you present a rather alarming picture of our lives, if you say that we
  have never for one single instant been respectable." Readers of Pride and
  Prejudice will perceive that there was something of Mr. Bennet about my
  father; though there was certainly nothing of Mrs. Bennet about my
  mother.

Anyhow, what I mean here is that my people belonged to that rather
  old-fashioned English middle class; in which a business man was still
  permitted to mind his own business. They had been granted no glimpse of our
  later and loftier vision, of that more advanced and adventurous conception of
  commerce, in which a business man is supposed to rival, ruin, destroy, absorb
  and swallow up everybody else's business. My father was a Liberal of the
  school that existed before the rise of Socialism; he took it for granted that
  all sane people believed in private property; but he did not trouble to
  translate it into private enterprise. His people were of the sort that were
  always sufficiently successful; but hardly, in the modern sense,
  enterprising. My father was the head of a hereditary business of house agents
  and surveyors, which had already been established for some three generations
  in Kensington; and I remember that there was a sort of local patriotism about
  it and a little reluctance in the elder members, when the younger first
  proposed that it should have branches outside Kensington. This particular
  sort of unobtrusive pride was very characteristic of this sort of older
  business men. I remember that it once created a comedy of cross-purposes,
  which could hardly have occurred unless there had been some such secret
  self-congratulation upon any accretion of local status. The incident is in
  more ways than one a glimpse of the tone and talk of those distant days.

My grandfather, my father's father, was a fine-looking old man with white
  hair and beard and manners that had something of that rounded solemnity that
  went with the old-fashioned customs of proposing toasts and sentiments. He
  kept up the ancient Christian custom of singing at the dinner-table, and it
  did not seem incongruous when he sang "The Fine Old English Gentleman" as
  well as more pompous songs of the period of Waterloo and Trafalgar. And I may
  remark in passing that, having lived to see Mafeking Night and the later
  Jingo lyrics, I have retained a considerable respect for those old and
  pompous patriotic songs. I rather fancy it was better for the tradition of
  the English tongue to hear such rhetorical lines as these, about Wellington
  at the deathbed of William the Fourth,

For he came on the Angel of Victory's wing

  But the Angel of Death was awaiting the King,

than to be entirely satisfied with howling the following
  lines, heard in all music-halls some twenty years afterwards:

And when we say we've always won

  And when they ask us how it's done

  We proudly point to every one

  Of England's soldiers of the Queen.

I cannot help having a dim suspicion that dignity has something to do with
  style; but anyhow the gestures, like the songs, of my grandfather's time and
  type had a good deal to do with dignity. But, used as he was to ceremonial
  manners, he must have been a good deal mystified by a strange gentleman who
  entered the office and, having conferred with my father briefly on business,
  asked in a hushed voice if he might have the high privilege of being
  presented to the more ancient or ancestral head of the firm. He then
  approached my grandfather as if the old gentleman had been a sort of shrine,
  with profound bows and reverential apostrophes.

"You are a Monument," said the strange gentleman, "Sir, you are a
  Landmark."

My grandfather, slightly flattered, murmured politely that they had
  certainly been in Kensington for some little time.

"You are an Historical Character," said the admiring stranger. "You have
  changed the whole destiny of Church and State."

My grandfather still assumed airily that this might be a poetical manner
  of describing a successful house-agency. But a light began to break on my
  father, who had thought his way through all the High Church and Broad Church
  movements and was well-read in such things. He suddenly remembered the case
  of "Westerton versus Liddell" in which a Protestant churchwarden prosecuted a
  parson for one of the darker crimes of Popery, possibly wearing a
  surplice.

"And I only hope," went on the stranger firmly, still addressing the
  Protestant Champion, "that the services at the Parish Church are now
  conducted in a manner of which you approve."

My grandfather observed in a genial manner that he didn't care how they
  were conducted. These remarkable words of the Protestant Champion caused his
  worshipper to gaze upon him with a new dawn of wonder, when my father
  intervened and explained the error pointing out the fine shade that divides
  Westerton and Chesterton. I may add that my grandfather, when the story was
  told, always used to insist that he had added to the phrase "I don't care how
  they are conducted," the qualifying words (repeated with a grave motion ot
  the hand) "provided it is with reverence and sincerity." But I grieve to say
  that sceptics in the younger generation believed this to have been an
  afterthought.

The point is, however, that my grandfather was pleased, and not really
  very much amazed, to be called a monument and a landmark. And that was
  typical of many middle-class men, even in small businesses, in that remote
  world. For the particular sort of British bourgeoisie of which I am speaking
  has been so much altered or diminished, that it cannot exactly be said to
  exist today. Nothing quite like it at least can be found in England; nothing
  in the least like it, I fancy, was ever found in America. One peculiarity of
  this middle-class was that it really was a class and it really was in the
  middle. Both for good and evil, and certainly often to excess, it was
  separated both from the class above it and the class below. It knew far too
  little of the working classes, to the grave peril of a later generation. It
  knew far too little even of its own servants. My own people were always very
  kind to servants; but in the class as a whole there was neither the coarse
  familiarity in work, which belongs to democracies and can be seen in the
  clamouring and cursing housewives of the Continent, nor the remains of a
  feudal friendliness such as lingers in the real aristocracy. There was a sort
  of silence and embarrassment. It was illustrated in another hearsay anecdote,
  which I may here add to the anecdote of the Protestant Champion. A lady of my
  family went to live in a friend's house in the friend's absence; to be waited
  on by a sort of superior servant. The lady had got it fixed in her head that
  the servant cooked her own meals separately, whereas the servant was equally
  fixed on the policy of eating what was left over from the lady's meals. The
  servant sent up for breakfast, say, five rashers of bacon; which was more
  than the lady wanted. But the lady had another fixed freak of conscience
  common in the ladies of the period. She thought nothing should be wasted; and
  could not see that even a thing consumed is wasted if it is not wanted. She
  ate the five rashers and the servant consequently sent up seven rashers. The
  lady paled a little, but followed the path of duty and ate them all. The
  servant, beginning to feel that she too would like a little breakfast, sent
  up nine or ten rashers. The lady, rallying all her powers, charged at them
  with her head down, and swept them from the field. And so, I suppose, it went
  on; owing to the polite silence between the two social classes. I dare not
  think how it ended. The logical conclusion would seem to be that the servant
  starved and the lady burst. But I suppose that, before they reached that
  point, some communications had been opened even between two people living on
  two floors of the same house. But that was certainly the weak side of that
  world; that it did not extend its domestic confidence to domestic servants.
  It smiled and felt superior when reading of old-world vassals who dined below
  the salt, and continued to feel equally superior to its own vassals, who
  dined below the floor.

But however we may criticise the old middle-class, and however heartily we
  may join in those immortal words of the Song of the Future, which are said to
  run:

Class-conscious we are, class-conscious we'll be;

  Till our foot's on the necks of the bourgeoisie,

it has a right to historical justice; and there are other
  points to remember. One point is that it was partly the real "culture
  conquests" of this stratum of the middle-class, and the fact that it really
  was an educated class, that made it unduly suspicious of the influence of
  servants. It attached rather too much importance to spelling correctly; it
  attached enormous importance to speaking correctly. And it did spell and
  speak correctly. There was a whole world in which nobody was any more likely
  to drop an h than to pick up a title. I early discovered, with the malice of
  infancy, that what my seniors were really afraid of was any imitation of the
  intonation and diction of the servants. I am told (to quote another hearsay
  anecdote) that about the age of three or four, I screamed for a hat hanging
  on a peg, and at last in convulsions of fury uttered the awful words, "If you
  don't give it me, I'll say 'at." I felt sure that would lay all my relations
  prostrate for miles around.

And this care about education and diction, though I can see much to
  criticise in it now, did really have its good side. It meant that my father
  knew all his English literature backwards, and that I knew a great deal of it
  by heart, long before I could really get it into my head. I knew pages of
  Shakespeare's blank verse without a notion of the meaning of most of it;
  which is perhaps the right way to begin to appreciate verse. And it is also
  recorded of me that, at the age of six or seven, I tumbled down in the street
  in the act of excitedly reciting the words,

Good Hamlet, cast this nighted colour off, And let thine eye
  look like a friend on Denmark, Do not for ever with thy veilèd lids Seek for
  thy noble father in the dust,

at which appropriate moment I pitched forward on my
  nose.

What is perhaps even less appreciated is that the particular class I mean
  was not only cut off from what are called the lower classes, but also quite
  as sharply from what are called the upper classes. Since then we may say,
  with all graceful apologies, that this class has split up into the two great
  sections of the Snobs and the Prigs. The first are those who want to get into
  Society; the second are those who want to get out of Society, and into
  Societies. I mean Vegetarian Societies and Socialist Colonies and things of
  that sort. But the people I mean were not cranks, and, what is more, they
  were not snobs. There were plenty of people in their time, of course, who
  were snobbish; but those I mean were really a class apart. They never dreamed
  of knowing the aristocracy except in business. They had, what has since
  become almost incredible in England, a pride of their own.

For instance, almost all that district of Kensington was and is laid out
  like a chart or plan to illustrate Macaulay's Essays. Of course we read
  Macaulay's Essays; and in our simple isolation, often even believed them. We
  knew all the great names of the Whig aristocrats who had made the Revolution
  (and incidentally their own fortunes) and those names were written
  conspicuously all over the Kensington estates. Every day we passed Holland
  House, that opened its hospitality to Macaulay, and the statue of Lord
  Holland inscribed with the boast that he was the nephew of Fox and the friend
  of Grey. The street opposite where we came to live bore the name of Addison;
  the street of our later sojourn the name of Warwick, the step-son of Addison.
  Beyond was a road named after the house of Russell, to the south another with
  the name of Cromwell. Near us, on our original perch in Campden Hill, was the
  great name of Argyll. Now all these names thrilled me like trumpets, as they
  would any boy reading Macaulay. But it never so much as crossed my mind that
  we should ever know any people who bore them, or even especially want to. I
  remember making my father laugh very much by telling him of the old Scots
  ballad with the line,

There fell about a great dispute between Argyle and
  Airlie.

For he knew, as a house-agent, that Lord Airlie's house was actually quite
  close to Argyll Lodge; and that nothing was more likely than that there might
  fall about a great dispute, directly affecting his own line of business. He
  knew the old Duke of Argyll in purely business relations, and showed me a
  letter from him as a curiosity; but to me it was like a delightful curiosity
  in a museum. I no more thought of expecting McCallum More to come in any way
  into my own social existence, than I expected Graham of Claverhouse to ride
  up on his great black horse to the front-door, or Charles the Second to drop
  in to tea. I regarded the Duke living at Argyll Lodge as an historical
  character. My people were interested in an aristocracy because it was still
  an historical thing. The point is worth mentioning, because it is exactly
  this difference, whether for good or evil, that justifies a fight or feud of
  which I shall have to write on a later page. Long afterwards, I had the luck
  to figure in a political row about the Sale of Peerages; and many said that
  we were wasting our energies in denouncing it. But we were not. The treatment
  of a title did make a difference; and I am just old enough to be able to
  measure the difference it has really made. If, regarding Lord Lome with
  historical respect, I had been introduced to an unknown Lord Leatherhead, I
  should have respected him also as something historical. If I were to meet him
  now, I should know he might be any pawnbroker from any gutter in Europe.
  Honours have not been sold; they have been destroyed.

One considerable family connected with the family business, merely in the
  way of business, may be worth mentioning for quite other reasons. The firm
  was, and indeed still is, agent for the large Phillimore Estate then owned by
  two brothers who both played considerable public parts; Admiral Phillimore
  who died long ago and Lord Justice Phillimore, one of the most famous of the
  modern English judges, who died more recently. We had nothing to do with such
  people, nor tried to, though I remember more than one quite independent
  testimony to the magnanimity of the old Admiral. But I mention this vague
  background of the great Kensington Estate for another reason. For the name of
  Phillimore was destined in a strange and double and rather ironic fashion, to
  be entwined with my subsequent adventures in life. The Admiral I never saw;
  but his son, who must have been a child of about my own age, I was long
  afterwards to know and love and lose, as a friend and an ally in a cause
  which would then have seemed fantastically far away from our boyhoods. And
  the Judge I was destined to see sitting on the seat of judgment, and to give
  evidence before him on behalf of my brother, who stood in the dock at the Old
  Bailey and was found guilty of patriotism and public spirit.

My mother's family had a French surname; though the family, as I knew it
  by experience as well as tradition, was entirely English in speech and social
  habit. There was a sort of family legend that they were descended from a
  French private soldier of the Revolutionary Wars, who had been a prisoner in
  England and remained there; as some certainly did. But on the other side my
  mother came of Scottish people, who were Keiths from Aberdeen; and for
  several reasons, partly because my maternal grandmother long survived her
  husband and was a very attractive personality, and partly because of a
  certain vividness in any infusion of Scots blood or patriotism, this northern
  affiliation appealed strongly to my affections; and made a sort of Scottish
  romance in my childhood. But her husband, my maternal grandfather whom I
  never saw, must have been an interesting person too; and something of an
  historical type, if not an historical character. He had been one of the old
  Wesleyan lay-preachers and was thus involved in public controversy, a
  characteristic which has descended to his grandchild. He was also one of the
  leaders of the early Teetotal movement; a characteristic which has not. But I
  am quite sure there was a great deal in him, beyond anything that is implied
  in mere public speaking or teetotalism. I am quite sure of it, because of two
  casual remarks he made; which are indeed the only two remarks I ever heard of
  him making. Once, when his sons were declaiming against mode and convention
  in the manner of all liberal youth, he said abruptly, "Ah, they talk a lot
  about fashion; but fashion is civilisation." And in the other case, the same
  rising generation was lightly tossing about that pessimism which is only
  possible in the happy time of youth. They were criticising the General
  Thanksgiving in the Prayer-Book, and remarking that a good many people have
  very little reason to be thankful for their creation. And the old man, who
  was then so old that he hardly ever spoke at all, said suddenly out of his
  silence. "I should thank God for my creation if I knew I was a lost
  soul."

Of the other side of my family I may say more when I come to my own
  memories; but I put this side of the matter first because there is so much
  more of it that I have received only at secondhand. And this is the part of
  the book which is forced to be biography and cannot be autobiography. It
  deals with the things that were just behind me and merely threw their shadows
  on my earliest path; the things I saw in reflection rather than reality. Of
  these there were more on my mother's side; especially that historical
  interest in the house of Keith, which was mixed up with my general historical
  interest in things like the house of Argyll. But on my father's side also
  there were legends; the nearest and most eminent figure being that Captain
  Chesterton, who was famous in his day as a reformer of prisons. He was a
  friend of Dickens, and, I suspect, himself something of a Dickens character.
  But indeed these first memories and rumours suggest that there were a good
  many Dickens characters in the days of Dickens. I am far from denying the
  inference; that a good many Dickens characters are humbugs. It would not be
  fair to say all I have said in praise of the old Victorian middle-class,
  without admitting that it did sometimes produce pretty hollow and pompous
  imposture. A solemn friend of my grandfather used to go for walks on Sunday
  carrying a prayer-book, without the least intention of going to church. And
  he calmly defended it by saying, with uplifted hand, "I do it, Chessie, as an
  example to others." The man who did that was obviously a Dickens character.
  And I am disposed to think that, in being a Dickens character, he was in many
  ways rather preferable to many modern characters. Few modern men, however
  false, would dare to be so brazen. And I am not sure he was not really a more
  genuine fellow than the modern man who says vaguely that he has doubts or
  hates sermons, when he only wants to go and play golf. Hypocrisy itself was
  more sincere. Anyhow, it was more courageous.

What I can but call a Great Gusto breathed out of that epoch; something
  now only remembered in the rich and rollicking quotation of Swiveller and
  Micawber. But the point is that the savour of it could then be found in
  scores of quite worthy and obscure people; certainly much more worthy than
  the blatantly Pecksniffian person with the prayer-book; and much more obscure
  than the eccentric but efficient, and even eminent, prison governor and
  reformer. To use a trade term of the period, this indescribable sort of
  relish was by no means only a gentlemen's relish. It was the effect, I think,
  of that popular humour, which is still perhaps our only really popular
  institution, working upon the remains of the rhetoric of the
  eighteenth-century orators, and the almost equally rhetorical rhetoric of the
  nineteenth-century poets, like Byron and Moore. Anyhow, it was evidently
  common to countless common or average people, and rather specially to
  commercial clerks. The clerk came afterwards to figure rather as a mere cheap
  Cockney with clipped speech; a sort of broken English that seems broken by
  accident; chipped rather than clipped. But there was a race that really dealt
  in periods as rounded as Christmas platters and punchbowls. My father told me
  of a fellow clerk of his youth, or boyhood, who took leave of the tavern or
  chop-house with a stately message of thanks, which he delivered in a big
  booming voice, before stalking into the street, "Tell Mrs. Bayfield that the
  steak was excellent; the potatoes done to a turn; in short a dinner fit for
  an Emperor." Is not that exactly like "F.B." in the moments when Thackeray
  was most Dickensian? From the same remote source, I recall another quite
  Dickensian scene; a bland, round-faced little man in spectacles, the sort
  that is always chaffed anywhere; and a fellow clerk named Carr, of more
  mysterious humours; both ghosts from my father's time of apprenticeship. At
  intervals the more sombre clerk would call out across the office, "Mr.
  Hannay!" The round face, bright with its smile and spectacles, would bob up
  with never-failing freshness and expectation: "Yes, Mr. Carr." Then Mr. Carr
  would fix him with a sphinxlike visage and say in hollow but resounding
  tones, "Boundless Space!" And then Mr. Carr would turn more briskly to the
  other clerks, shaking his head, and repeating in a hopeless tone, "He can't
  grasp it!" I do not know what either of them would have thought of the idea
  of Professor Einstein entering the office and avenging Mr. Hannay on Mr.
  Carr, by suggesting that space is not boundless at all. The point is that
  there is this element of pomp and ritual about jokes; even about practical
  jokes; indeed even about practical deceptions. It was known in humbler walks,
  among mountebanks and even monstrosities, as well Dickens knew; and there was
  something as stately about the cheap-jacks demanding money as the orators
  demanding fame. One of my own earliest memories is of looking from a balcony
  above one of the big residential roads of a watering-place, and seeing a
  venerable party with white hair solemnly taking off a white hat as he walked
  down the centre of the street, and saying to nobody in particular in the loud
  voice of a lecturer, "When I first came into Cannon Street--I beg your
  pardon, Cannon Place ..." a performance which he repeated every day, always
  falling into the same error to be followed by the same apology. This gave me,
  I know not why, enormous pleasure; partly, I think, from the feeling that a
  gigantic clockwork doll had been added to what Mr. Maurice Baring calls the
  puppet-show of memory. But his importance here is that the rest of his speech
  seemed all the more polished and faultless for that one strangely recurrent
  fault; and it always ended with a beautiful peroration, about recalling in
  the distant future, and in the hour of death, "the kindness I have met with
  in Cannon Place." Later, I remember the same seaside paths paraded by a yet
  more loquacious public character wearing cap and gown, I fear with but little
  academic authority; but I think he marked a much later stage, because he was
  acrid and antagonistic, and appealed to his audience by calling them
  hypocrites and whited sepulchres; which had the curious effect upon that very
  English crowd of causing them to throw pennies into his mortar-board. But in
  the earlier stage which concerns me here, a glow of convivial courtesy
  covered everything; and the wing of friendship could never moult a feather.
  The amazing patience of our populace then went with a certain pomp, but it
  was a pompous geniality; and even their jeers were still jovial. Their
  mockery and their heroism still remain, heaven knows; but they no longer thus
  combine in the mock heroic. But anybody who heard, or heard of, the men I
  mention, will be certain to his dying day that Dick Swiveller did say, "When
  he who adores thee has left but the name--in case of letters or parcels," or
  that the poor usher at the party did whisper to each lady in turn, "Had I a
  heart for falsehood framed I ne'er could injure you." There was a glow in it;
  not to be copied by sparks, even when they really sparkle. The world is less
  gay for losing that solemnity.

Another real Victorian virtue, not to be discredited by many imaginary
  Victorian virtues, belongs not so much to my generation as to my father's and
  grandfather's; or at least, if I was specially lucky, to my father and
  grandfather. It should, therefore, be mentioned in this place; if it is
  illustrated by incidents within my own memory. My own people in any case had
  a strict standard of commercial probity; but I fancy the standard was
  stricter in all that more stolid commercial class than in a later time, when
  the notion of success was mixed up not only with cynicism but with a queer
  sort of piratical romance. The change may be felt, as in the word
  "respectable," in the very atmosphere of certain words. The favourite modern
  ideal in morals and even in religion, especially the religion popularised in
  the papers for millions of modern business men, is the word "adventure." The
  most menacing monster in morals, for the business men of my old middle-class,
  was branded with the title of "adventurer." In later times, I fancy, the
  world has defended some pretty indefensible adventurers by implying the
  glamour of adventure. Anyhow, this is not merely my own belated opinion in an
  age of reaction. It was the opinion of the best even of the old optimists and
  orthodox economists, who lived when the change was beginning, and believed
  they were living in an age of reform. My own father and uncles were entirely
  of the period that believed in progress, and generally in new things, all the
  more because they were finding it increasingly difficult to believe in old
  things; and in some cases in anything at all. But though as Liberals they
  believed in progress, as honest men they often testified to
  deterioration.

I remember my father telling me how much he had begun to be pestered by
  great swarms of people wanting private commissions upon transactions, in
  which they were supposed to represent another interest. He mentioned it not
  only with the deepest disgust, but more or less as if it were a novelty as
  well as a nuisance. He was himself in the habit of meeting these unpleasant
  people with a humorously simulated burst of heartiness and even hilarity; but
  it was the only sort of occasion on which his humour might be called grim and
  even ferocious. When the agent, bargaining for some third party, hinted that
  an acceptable trifle would smooth the negotiations, he would say with
  formidable geniality, "Oh, certainly! certainly! So long as we are all
  friends and everything is open and above-board! I am sure your principals and
  employers will be delighted to hear from me that I'm paying you a small--" He
  would then be interrupted with a sort of shriek of fear and the kind
  diplomatic gentleman would cover his tracks as best he could in terror. "And
  doesn't that prove to you," said my father with innocent rationalism, "the
  immorality of such a proposal?"

My Uncle Sidney, who was his partner in the business, was a more
  unanswerable witness, because a more unwilling witness. My father was very
  universal in his interests and very moderate in his opinions; he was one of
  the few men I ever knew who really listened to argument; moreover, he was
  more traditional than many in the liberal age; he loved many old things, and
  had especially a passion for the French cathedrals and all the Gothic
  architecture opened up by Ruskin in that time. It was not quite so
  inconceivable that he might admit another side to modern progress. But my
  uncle was the very reverse of a laudator temporis acti. He was one of those
  sensitive and conscientious men, very typical of the modern world, who had
  the same scrupulous sense of the duty of accepting new things, and
  sympathising with the young, that older moralists may have had about
  preserving old things and obeying the elders. I remember him assuring me
  quite eagerly of the hopeful thoughts aroused in him by the optimistic
  official prophecies of the book called Looking Backwards a rather ironical
  title, seeing that the one thing forbidden to such futurists was Looking
  Backwards. And the whole philosophy, afterwards sublimated by the genius of
  Mr. Wells, was the duty of Looking Forwards. My uncle, much more than my
  father, was this scrupulously sanguine sort of man; and the last man in the
  world to hold any brief for the good old times. But he was also a quite
  transparently truthful man; and I remember him telling me, with that wrinkle
  of worry in his brow, which confessed his subconscious and sensitive anxiety,
  "I'm bound to confess that commercial morality has got steadily worse through
  my lifetime."

Of course I admit, or rather I boast, that in anything like sympathy with
  any such Utopia, such individuals were in advance of the times. But I boast
  much more that, in the great modern growth of high finance, they were behind
  the times. The class as a whole was, indeed, dangerously deaf and blind upon
  the former question of economic exploitation; but it was relatively more
  vigilant and sensitive upon the latter question of financial decency. It
  never occurred to these people that anybody could possibly admire a man for
  being what we call "daring" in speculation, any more than a woman for being
  what we call "daring" in dress. There was something of the same atmospheric
  change in both cases. The absence of social ambition had a great deal to do
  with it. When the restrictions really were stuffy and stupid, they were
  largely those of ignorance; but this was nothing like so evil and ruinous as
  the ignorance of the real wrongs and rights of the working classes. Heaven
  knows, it is even possible that in some cases the reader knows, that I am no
  admirer of the complacent commercial prosperity of England in the nineteenth
  century. At the best it was an individualism that ended by destroying
  individuality; an industrialism which has done nothing except poison the very
  meaning of the word industry. At the worst it turned at last into a vulgar
  victory of sweating and swindling. I am only pointing out a particular point
  about a particular group or class, now extinct; that if they were ignorant
  of, or often indifferent to the sweating, they were really indignant at the
  swindling. In the same way, few will accuse me of Puritanism; but I think it
  due to the Puritan tradition to say that certain notions of social sobriety
  did have something to do with delaying the full triumph of flashy finance and
  the mere antics of avarice. Anyhow, there has been a change from a
  middle-class that trusted a business man to look after money because he was
  dull and careful, to one that trusts a business man to get more money because
  he is dashing and worldly. It has not always asked itself for whom he would
  get more money, or whose money he would get.

I know well I was very fortunate in my own family. But even those less
  fortunate were not subject to the special evils now commonly labelled
  Victorian. Indeed, in the modern sense, Victorian was not at all Victorian.
  It was a period of increasing strain. It was the very reverse of solid
  respectability; because its ethics and theology were wearing thin throughout.
  It may have been orderly compared with what came after; but not compared with
  the centuries that came before. It sometimes boasted of being domestic; but
  the Englishman's home was not half so domestic as that of the horrid
  foreigner; the profligate Frenchman. It was the age when the Englishman sent
  all his sons to boarding-school and sent all his servants to Coventry. I
  cannot imagine why anybody ever said that the Englishman's house was his
  castle; since he was one of the few Europeans who did not even own his house;
  and his house was avowedly a dull box of brick, of all the houses the least
  like a castle. Above all, so far from being stiff with orthodox religion, it
  was almost the first irreligious home in all human history. Theirs was the
  first generation that ever asked its children to worship the hearth without
  the altar. This was equally true, whether they went to church at eleven
  o'clock, with more decent thoroughness than the gay deceiver with the
  prayer-book, or were reverently agnostic or latitudinarian, as was much of my
  own circle. For the most part, it was family life stripped of its festivals
  and shrines and private cults, which had been its poetry in the past. It was
  a joke to talk of the heavy father's heavy furniture, and call the chairs and
  tables his household gods. It was the fact that he was the first man, for
  whom there were no household gods but only furniture.

That was the duller side; but there has been even more exaggeration about
  the darker side. I mean that modern novelists and others have started a trick
  of writing as if the old middle-class home was almost always a private
  lunatic asylum, with the lunatic in charge; as in the case of the exceedingly
  Mad Hatter who inhabited Hatter's Castle. This is a grotesque exaggeration;
  there were parents with this savage degree of selfishness; I recall not many
  more than three of them in the whole of our old social circle; but the wrong
  associations are attached even to them. A few of them may have been religious
  fanatics. I remember one, who locked up his daughters like prisoners; and one
  of them said to me, "You see he thinks nobody else can think at all, except
  himself and Herbert Spencer." I remember another who was an extreme Radical,
  a champion of liberty everywhere except at home. The point is of some
  historic importance. Tyrants, religious or irreligious, turn up anywhere. But
  this type of tyrant was the product of the precise moment when a middle-class
  man still had children and servants to control; but no longer had creeds or
  guilds or kings or priests or anything to control him. He was already an
  anarchist to those above him; but still an authoritarian to those below. But
  he was an abnormal fellow anyhow; and none of my people bore the least
  resemblance to him.

What Puritanic element there was in this forgotten society must certainly
  be allowed for as a part of the picture. It was mostly, among my people, a
  rather illogical disapproval of certain forms of luxury and expenditure.
  Their tables would groan under far grander dinners than many aristocrats eat
  today. But they had, for instance, a fixed feeling that there was something
  rather raffish about taking a cab. It was probably connected with their
  sensitive pride about not aping the aristocracy. I can remember my
  grandfather, when he was nearly eighty and able to afford any number of cabs,
  standing in the pouring rain while seven or eight crowded omnibuses went by;
  and afterwards whispering to my father (in a hushed voice lest the blasphemy
  be heard by the young), "If three more omnibuses had gone by, upon my soul I
  think I should have taken a cab." In the matter of driving about in cabs, I
  cannot claim to have kept the family escutcheon unspotted, or to have lived
  up to the high standard of my sires. But in the matter of their motive for
  not doing so, I am disposed to defend them, or at least to say that they are
  much misunderstood. They were the last descendants of Mrs. Gilpin, who told
  the chaise to stop a few doors from her house, lest the neighbours should
  think her proud. I am not sure that she was not a healthier person than the
  smart lady who will be seen in anybody's Rolls Royce, lest the neighbours
  should think her humble.

Such, so far as I know it, was the social landscape in which I first found
  myself; and such were the people among whom I was born. I am sorry if the
  landscape or the people appear disappointingly respectable and even
  reasonable, and deficient in all those unpleasant qualities that make a
  biography really popular. I regret that I have no gloomy and savage father to
  offer to the public gaze as the true cause of all my tragic heritage; no
  pale-faced and partially poisoned mother whose suicidal instincts have cursed
  me with the temptations of the artistic temperament. I regret that there was
  nothing in the range of our family much more racy than a remote and mildly
  impecunious uncle; and that I cannot do my duty as a true modern, by cursing
  everybody who made me whatever I am. I am not clear about what that is; but I
  am pretty sure that most of it is my own fault. And I am compelled to confess
  that I look back to that landscape of my first days with a pleasure that
  should doubtless be reserved for the Utopias of the Futurist. Yet the
  landscape, as I see it now, was not altogether without a visionary and
  symbolic character. And among all the objects in that landscape, I find
  myself returning at the last to those which I mentioned first. In one way and
  another, those things have come to stand for so many other things, in the
  acted allegory of a human existence; the little church of my baptism and the
  waterworks, the bare, blind, dizzy tower of brick that seemed, to my first
  upward starings, to take hold upon the stars. Perhaps there was something in
  the confused and chaotic notion of a tower of water; as if the sea itself
  could stand on one end like a water-spout. Certainly later, though I hardly
  know how late, there came into my mind some fancy of a colossal water-snake
  that might be the Great Sea Serpent, and had something of the nightmare
  nearness of a dragon in a dream. And, over against it, the small church rose
  in a spire like a spear; and I have always been pleased to remember that it
  was dedicated to St. George.




II.—THE MAN WITH THE GOLDEN KEY
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The very first thing I can ever remember seeing with my own eyes was a
  young man walking across a bridge. He had a curly moustache and an attitude
  of confidence verging on swagger. He carried in his hand a disproportionately
  large key of a shining yellow metal and wore a large golden or gilded crown.
  The bridge he was crossing sprang on the one side from the edge of a highly
  perilous mountain chasm, the peaks of the range rising fantastically in the
  distance; and at the other end it joined the upper part of the tower of an
  almost excessively castellated castle. In the castle tower there was one
  window, out of which a young lady was looking. I cannot remember in the least
  what she looked like; but I will do battle with anyone who denies her
  superlative good looks.

To those who may object that such a scene is rare in the home life of
  house-agents living immediately to the north of Kensington High Street, in
  the later seventies of the last century, I shall be compelled to admit, not
  that the scene was unreal, but that I saw it through a window more wonderful
  than the window in the tower; through the proscenium of a toy theatre
  constructed by my father; and that (if I am really to be pestered about such
  irrelevant details) the young man in the crown was about six inches high and
  proved on investigation to be made of cardboard. But it is strictly true to
  say that I saw him before I can remember seeing anybody else; and that, so
  far as my memory is concerned, this was the sight on which my eyes first
  opened in this world. And the scene has to me a sort of aboriginal
  authenticity impossible to describe; something at the back of all my
  thoughts; like the very back-scene of the theatre of things. I have no shadow
  of recollection of what the young man was doing on the bridge, or of what he
  proposed to do with the key; though a later and wearier knowledge of
  literature and legend hints to me that he was not improbably going to release
  the lady from captivity. It is a not unamusing detail of psychology that,
  though I can remember no other characters in the story, I do remember noting
  that the crowned gentleman had a moustache and no beard, with a vague
  inference that there was another crowned gentleman who had a beard as well.
  We may safely guess, I imagine, that the bearded one was by way of being a
  wicked king; and we should not need much more converging evidence to convict
  him of having locked up the lady in the tower. All the rest is gone; scenes,
  subject, story, characters; but that one scene glows in my memory like a
  glimpse of some incredible paradise; and, for all I know, I shall still
  remember it when all other memory is gone out of my mind.

Apart from the fact of it being my first memory, I have several reasons
  for putting it first. I am no psychologist, thank God; but if psychologists
  are still saying what ordinary sane people have always said--that early
  impressions count considerably in life--I recognise a sort of symbol of all
  that I happen to like in imagery and ideas. All my life I have loved edges;
  and the boundary-line that brings one thing sharply against another. All my
  life I have loved frames and limits; and I will maintain that the largest
  wilderness looks larger seen through a window. To the grief of all grave
  dramatic critics, I will still assert that the perfect drama must strive to
  rise to the higher ecstasy of the peep-show. I have also a pretty taste in
  abysses and bottomless chasms and everything else that emphasises a fine
  shade of distinction between one thing and another; and the warm affection I
  have always felt for bridges is connected with the fact that the dark and
  dizzy arch accentuates the chasm even more than the chasm itself. I can no
  longer behold the beauty of the princess; but I can see it in the bridge that
  the prince crossed to reach her. And I believe that in feeling these things
  from the first, I was feeling the fragmentary suggestions of a philosophy I
  have since found to be the truth. For it is upon that point of truth that
  there might perhaps be a quarrel between the more material psychologists and
  myself. If any man tells me that I only take pleasure in the mysteries of the
  window and the bridge because I saw these models of them when I was a baby, I
  shall take the liberty of telling him that he has not thought the thing out.
  To begin with, I must have seen thousands of other things before as well as
  after; and there must have been an element of selection and some reason for
  selection. And, what is still more obvious, to date the occasion does not
  even begin to deal with the fact. If some laborious reader of little books on
  child-psychology cries out to me in glee and cunning, "You only like romantic
  things like toy-theatres because your father showed you a toy-theatre in your
  childhood," I shall reply with gentle and Christian patience, "Yes, fool,
  yes. Undoubtedly your explanation is, in that sense, the true one. But what
  you are saying, in your witty way, is simply that I associate these things
  with happiness because I was so happy. It does not even begin to consider the
  question of why I was so happy. Why should looking through a square hole, at
  yellow pasteboard, lift anybody into the seventh heaven of happiness at any
  time of life? Why should it specially do so at that time of life? That is the
  psychological fact that you have to explain; and I have never seen any sort
  of rational explanation."

I apologise for this parenthesis; and for mentioning child-psychology or
  anything else that can bring a blush to the cheek. But it happens to be a
  point on which I think some of our psycho-analysts display rather unblushing
  cheek. I do not wish my remarks confused with the horrible and degrading
  heresy that our minds are merely manufactured by accidental conditions, and
  therefore have no ultimate relation to truth at all. With all possible
  apologies to the freethinkers, I still propose to hold myself free to think.
  And anybody who will think for two minutes will see that this thought is the
  end of all thinking. It is useless to argue at all, if all our conclusions
  are warped by our conditions. Nobody can correct anybody's bias, if all mind
  is all bias.

The interlude is now over, thank you; and I will proceed to the more
  practical relations between my memory and my story. And it will first be
  necessary to say something about memory itself; and the reliability of such
  stories. I have begun with this fragment of a fairy play in a toy-theatre,
  because it also sums up most clearly the strongest influences upon my
  childhood. I have said that the toy-theatre was made by my father; and
  anybody who has ever tried to make such a theatre or mount such a play, will
  know that this alone stands for a remarkable round of crafts and
  accomplishments. It involves being in much more than the common sense the
  stage carpenter, being the architect and the builder and the draughtsman and
  the landscape-painter and the story-teller all in one. And, looking back on
  my life, and the relatively unreal and indirect art that I have attempted to
  practise, I feel that I have really lived a much narrower life than my
  father's.

His mere name, of course, is enough to recall wider memories. One of my
  first memories is playing in the garden under the care of a girl with ropes
  of golden hair; to whom my mother afterwards called out from the house, "You
  are an angel;" which I was disposed to accept without metaphor. She is now
  living in Vancouver as Mrs. Kidd; and she and her sister had more to do with
  enlivening my early years than most. Since then, I have met what used to be
  called the wits of the age; but I have never known wittier conversation.
  Among my first memories also are those seascapes that were blue flashes to
  boys of my generation; North Berwick with the cone of green hill that seemed
  like the hill absolute; and a French seaside associated with little girls,
  the daughters of my father's old friend Mawer Cowtan, whom I shall not
  forget. But indeed I had a whole background of cousins; Tom Gilbert (my
  godfather, who gave me his last and my first name) had a large family of
  daughters, and my uncle Sidney a large family of sons; and they all still
  move in my memory almost like a male and female chorus in a great Greek play.
  The eldest of the boys, the one whom I once knew best, was killed with my
  brother in the Great War; but many of the others, I am glad to say, are still
  friends as well as relations. All these are memorable memories; but they do
  not resolve that first individual speculation about memory itself. The girl
  with the yellow hair is an early memory, in the sense in which some of the
  others have inevitably become later memories, at once expanded and
  effaced.

Really, the things we remember are the things we forget. I mean that when
  a memory comes back sharply and suddenly, piercing the protection of
  oblivion, it appears for an instant exactly as it really was. If we think of
  it often, while its essentials doubtless remain true, it becomes more and
  more our own memory of the thing rather than the thing remembered. I had a
  little sister who died when I was a child. I have little to go on; for she
  was the only subject about which my father did not talk. It was the one
  dreadful sorrow of his abnormally happy and even merry existence; and it is
  strange to think that I never spoke to him about it to the day of his death.
  I do not remember her dying; but I remember her falling off a rocking-horse.
  I know, from experience of bereavements only a little later, that children
  feel with exactitude, without a word of explanation, the emotional tone or
  tint of a house of mourning. But in this case, the greater catastrophe must
  somehow have become confused and identified with the smaller one. I always
  felt it as a tragic memory, as if she had been thrown by a real horse and
  killed. Something must have painted and repainted the picture in my mind;
  until I suddenly became conscious about the age of eighteen that it had
  become the picture of Amy Robsart lying at the foot of the stairs, flung down
  by Vamey and another villain. This is the real difficulty about remembering
  anything; that we have remembered too much--for we have remembered too
  often.

I will take another example of this psychological trick, though it
  involves the anticipation of much later events in my life. One of these
  glimpses of my own prehistoric history is a memory of a long upper room
  filled with light (the light that never was on sea or land) and of somebody
  carving or painting with white paint the deal head of a hobby-horse; the head
  almost archaic in its simplification. Ever since that day my depths have been
  stirred by a wooden post painted white; and even more so by any white horse
  in the street; and it was like meeting a friend in a fairytale to find myself
  under the sign of the White Horse at Ipswich on the first day of my
  honeymoon. But for that very reason, this image has remained and memory has
  constantly returned to it; and I have even done my best to deface and spoil
  the purity of the White Horse by writing an interminable ballad about it. A
  man does not generally manage to forget his wedding-day; especially such a
  highly comic wedding-day as mine. For the family remembers against me a
  number of now familiar legends, about the missing of trains, the losing of
  luggage, and other things counted yet more eccentric. It is alleged against
  me, and with perfect truth, that I stopped on the way to drink a glass of
  milk in one shop and to buy a revolver with cartridges in another. Some have
  seen these as singular wedding-presents for a bridegroom to give to himself;
  and if the bride had known less of him, I suppose she might have fancied that
  he was a suicide or a murderer or, worst of all, a teetotaller. They seemed
  to me the most natural things in the world. I did not buy the pistol to
  murder myself or my wife; I never was really modern. I bought it because it
  was the great adventure of my youth, with a general notion of protecting her
  from the pirates doubtless infesting the Norfolk Broads, to which we were
  bound; where, after all, there are still a suspiciously large number of
  families with Danish names. I shall not be annoyed if it is called childish;
  but obviously it was rather a reminiscence of boyhood, and not of childhood.
  But the ritual consumption of the glass of milk really was a reminiscence of
  childhood. I stopped at that particular dairy because I had always drunk a
  glass of milk there when walking with my mother in my infancy. And it seemed
  to me a fitting ceremonial to unite the two great relations of a man's life.
  Outside the shop there was the figure of a White Cow as a sort of pendant to
  the figure of the White Horse; the one standing at the beginning of my new
  journey and the other at the end. But the point is here that the very fact of
  these allegories having been acted over again, at the stage of marriage and
  maturity, does in a sense transform them, and does in some sense veil even
  while it invokes the original visions of the child. The sign of the White
  Horse has been repainted, and only in that sense painted out. I do not so
  much remember it as remember remembering it. But if I really want to be
  realistic about those remote days, I must scratch around till I find
  something not too much blunted to scratch me; something sufficiently
  forgotten to be remembered. I make the experiment at this moment as I write.
  Searching for those lost surroundings, I recall for the first time, at this
  moment, that there was another shop, next to the milk-shop, which had some
  mysterious charm for my childhood; and then I recall that it was an oil and
  colour shop, and they sold gold paint smeared inside shells; and there was a
  sort of pale pointed chalks I have been less familiar with of late. I do not
  think here of the strong colours of the common paint-box, like crimson-lake
  and prussian-blue, much as I exulted and still exult in them. For another boy
  called Robert Louis Stevenson has messed about with my colours upon that sort
  of palette; and I have grown up to enjoy them in print as well as in paint.
  But when I remember that these forgotten crayons contained a stick of
  "light-red," seemingly a more commonplace colour, the point of that dull red
  pencil pricks me as if it could draw red blood.

From this general memory about memory I draw a certain inference. What was
  wonderful about childhood is that anything in it was a wonder. It was not
  merely a world full of miracles; it was a miraculous world. What gives me
  this shock is almost anything I really recall; not the things I should think
  most worth recalling. This is where it differs from the other great thrill of
  the past, all that is connected with first love and the romantic passion; for
  that, though equally poignant, comes always to a point; and is narrow like a
  rapier piercing the heart, whereas the other was more like a hundred windows
  opened on all sides of the head.

I have made here a sort of psychological experiment in memory. I have
  tried to think of the things I forget adjoining the things I remember; and in
  the childish case, though they are without form, I am sure they are of the
  same tint. I have long remembered the milk-shop; I have only just remembered
  the oil-shop; I have no notion at all about the next shop to the oil-shop. I
  am sure it was a shop shining with the same lost light of morning; because it
  was in the same street under the same sky. I have no notion on what street
  the row of windows in the long uplifted room looked out, when the white horse
  head was carved. But I feel in a flash that it was a happy street; or, if we
  must be pedantic, a street in which I should have been happy. Now it is not
  like that with even the happiest hours of the later things called
  love-affairs. I have already mentioned how my honeymoon began before the
  White Cow of my childhood; but of course I had in my time been myself a calf,
  not to say a moon-calf, in the sort of calf-love that dances in the moonshine
  long before the honeymoon. Those day-dreams also are wrecks of something
  divine; but they have the colour of sunset rather than the broad daylight. I
  have walked across wide fields at evening and seen, as a mere distant dot in
  a row of houses, one particular window and just distinguishable head; and
  been uplifted as with roaring trumpets as if by the salute of Beatrice. But
  it did not, and does not, make me think the other windows and houses were all
  almost equally interesting; and that is just what the glimpse of the baby's
  wonderland does. We have read countless pages about love brightening the sun
  and making the flowers more flamboyant; and it is true in a sense; but not in
  the sense I mean. It changes the world; but the baby lived in a changeless
  world; or rather the man feels that it is he who has changed. He has changed
  long before he comes near to the great and glorious trouble of the love of
  woman; and that has in it something new and concentrated and crucial; crucial
  in the true sense of being as near as Cana to Calvary. In the later case,
  what is loved becomes instantly what may be lost.

My point here is that we can test the childish mood by thinking, not only
  of what was there, but of what must have been there. I think of the backs of
  houses of which I saw only the fronts; the streets that stretched away behind
  the streets I knew; the things that remained round the corner; and they still
  give me a thrill. One of the sports of the imagination, a game I have played
  all my life, was to take a certain book with pictures of old Dutch houses,
  and think not of what was in the pictures but of all that was out of the
  pictures, the unknown corners and side-streets of the same quaint town. The
  book was one my father had written and illustrated himself, merely for home
  consumption. It was typical of him that, in the Pugin period he had worked at
  Gothic illumination; but when he tried again, it was in another style of the
  dark Dutch renaissance, the grotesque scroll-work that suggests woodcarving
  more than stone-cutting. He was the sort of man who likes to try everything
  once. This was the only book he ever wrote; and he never bothered to publish
  it.

My father might have reminded people of Mr. Pickwick, except that he was
  always bearded and never bald; he wore spectacles and had all the Pickwickian
  evenness of temper and pleasure in the humours of travel. He was rather quiet
  than otherwise, but his quietude covered a great fertility of notions; and he
  certainly liked taking a rise out of people. I remember, to give one example
  of a hundred such inventions, how he gravely instructed some grave ladies in
  the names of flowers; dwelling especially on the rustic names given in
  certain localities. "The country people call them Sailors' Pen-knives," he
  would say in an offhand manner, after affecting to provide them with the full
  scientific name, or, "They call them Bakers' Bootlaces down in Lincolnshire,
  I believe"; and it is a fine example of human simplicity to note how far he
  found he could safely go in such instructive discourse. They followed him
  without revulsion when he said lightly, "Merely a sprig of wild bigamy." It
  was only when he added that there was a local variety known as Bishop's
  Bigamy, that the full depravity of his character began to dawn on their
  minds. It was possibly this aspect of his unfailing amiability that is
  responsible for an entry I find in an ancient minute-book, of mock trials
  conducted by himself and his brothers; that Edward Chesterton was tried for
  the crime of Aggravation. But the same sort of invention created for children
  the permanent anticipation of what is profoundly called a Surprise. And it is
  this side of the business that is relevant here.

His versatility both as an experimentalist and a handy man, in all such
  matters, was amazing. His den or study was piled high with the stratified
  layers of about ten or twelve creative amusements; water-colour painting and
  modelling and photography and stained glass and fretwork and magic lanterns
  and mediaeval illumination. I have inherited, or I hope imitated, his habit
  of drawing; but in every other way I am emphatically an unhandy man. There
  had been some talk of his studying art professionally in his youth; but the
  family business was obviously safer; and his life followed the lines of a
  certain contented and ungrasping prudence, which was extraordinarily typical
  of him and all his blood and generation. He never dreamed of turning any of
  these plastic talents to any mercenary account, or of using them for anything
  but his own private pleasure and ours. To us he appeared to be indeed the Man
  with the Golden Key, a magician opening the gates of goblin castles or the
  sepulchres of dead heroes; and there was no incongruity in calling his
  lantern a magic-lantern. But all this time he was known to the world, and
  even the next-door neighbours, as a very reliable and capable though rather
  unambitious business man. It was a very good first lesson in what is also the
  last lesson of life; that in everything that matters, the inside is much
  larger than the outside. On the whole I am glad that he was never an artist.
  It might have stood in his way in becoming an amateur. It might have spoilt
  his career; his private career. He could never have made a vulgar success of
  all the thousand things he did so successfully.

If I made a generalisation about the Chestertons, my paternal kinsfolk
  (which may be dangerous, for there are a lot of them still alive), I should
  say that they were and are extraordinarily English. They have a perceptible
  and prevailing colour of good nature, of good sense not untinged with
  dreaminess, and a certain tranquil loyalty in their personal relations which
  was very notable even in one, like my brother Cecil, who in his public
  relations was supremely pugnacious and provocative. I think this sort of
  sleepy sanity rather an English thing; and in comparison it may not be
  entirely fanciful to suppose there was something French, after all, in the
  make-up of my mother's family; for, allowing for the usual admixture, they
  ran smaller in stature, often darker in colouring, tough, extraordinarily
  tenacious, prejudiced in a humorous fashion and full of the fighting spirit.
  But whatever we may guess in such matters (and nobody has yet done anything
  but guess about heredity) it was for another purpose that I mentioned the
  savour of something racial about such a stock. English in so many things, the
  Chestertons were supremely English in their natural turn for hobbies. It is
  an element in this sort of old English business man which divides him most
  sharply from the American business man, and to some extent from the new
  English business man, who is copying the American. When the American begins
  to suggest that "salesmanship can be an art," he means that an artist ought
  to put all his art into his salesmanship. The old-fashioned Englishman, like
  my father, sold houses for his living but filled his own house with his
  life.
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