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Preface





Lord Berners died in 1950 and this book should have appeared long ago. In 1985 I stayed at Faringdon with Robert Heber Percy and was intrigued and charmed by stories about Berners, of whom I then knew nothing. With no idea that Heber Percy had lived with Berners for over fifteen years and inherited all the papers and copyrights, I suggested that he really should write about him. There seemed to be a hint of weariness as he shook his head and explained that he was not a writer, indeed that he had a lot of trouble getting over the page with a thank-you letter. The weariness was confirmed when I wrote asking whether, in that case, I could make an attempt and he replied, ‘I am fed to the teeth with the idea of getting someone to write about Gerald, so unless you’ve got nothing better to do, I wouldn’t try.’


Since then I have discovered the somewhat complicated history of that weariness. Immediately after Berners’ death Heber Percy did not want a book of any sort. There was a moment when John Betjeman was going to try a memoir, but the moment passed. (He did write the entry in the Dictionary of National Biography.) After some years, Raymond Mortimer persuaded Heber Percy that something should be done, and when Philip Lane asked for access to papers for a university thesis he was encouraged. Lane completed what is in effect a brief life with, naturally, a heavy emphasis on the music. He has maintained his interest in Berners and supervised the recording of all Berners’ works.


More years passed and Gavin Bryars made an approach. He was particularly interested in composers who also painted and published an article in which Berners was one example. As a result, Heber Percy asked him to write a full-scale biography and indeed he had such a contract with Oxford University Press in 1977. Although he did an impressive amount of research and came to know more about Berners than anyone else, his own career as a composer took off to such an extent that it became clear that he was never going to have time to write anything down. The idea of a partnership foundered. Many others, some distinguished, asked about the situation but, like me, they were discouraged.


Heber Percy died in 1987 and left the papers and copyrights to his widow, Lady Dorothy. She set up the Berners Trust and asked me to write the biography. With extraordinary generosity – and things are so lightly said that I must emphasise that their generosity really was extraordinary – Lane and Bryars gave me their work, as did Peter Dickinson, who had recorded several interviews and done some research when he was preparing the BBC programme which celebrated Berners’ centenary. This book could scarcely exist without them – too many friends had died and other sources proved disappointing. There are some letters to Berners, but I have not traced many written by him, though fortunately (and curiously?) he made drafts, many of which have survived. There is an engagement book, but no diary. He appears in other people’s books often, but briefly.


I confessed my total ignorance of music to Lady Dorothy, and her acceptance of this marked a shift in approach; my attempt was to be more about the man, less about the work. When musical comments are made the reader can be confident that they come from Lane, Bryars or Dickinson. But which? The scholarly has become tangled. I felt that I should do the research myself, and met those who were still alive. Bryars, Dickinson and I asked much the same questions and received much the same answers. I did not permit myself to read Lane until I had completed a draft, but then I found things I had missed and was allowed to incorporate them. It is fair to say, though, that Bryars’ research has been the most extensive, underpins much of what I have written and seems to be faultless. Any mistakes are mine.


I had hoped to produce something in two or three years, but a job and a family stretched that to ten. All the papers have been shifted once and then split between town and country. That is the reason, though it does not rate as an excuse, for any omissions among those that helped me. I apologise to them. Also, I must insist, as I have elsewhere, how unfair such a list appears. One person might happen to remember a useful name, another search through papers, submit to repeated interrogation, save me from embarrassing error. Richard Brain has done all of these things and read the manuscript, as has Alan Bell. Eugenie Boyd has remained calm, friendly and efficient, not as easy as it sounds. Jonathan Burnham was first an important source and then my publisher and proved exemplary in both roles. I was fortunate to have the index compiled by Douglas Matthews, the kindest as well as most able of indexers. Lady Dorothy Heber Percy has been generous, helpful and never betrayed an impatience she must have felt. Among informants Lady Mosley was pre-eminent, as she had more to remember than anyone else and remembered it accurately. But I am grateful to all the following for their memories and, in some cases, for permission to quote copyright material:


 


The late Sir Harold Acton, Patricia Allsop, the Countess of Avon, the late Audrey Beecham, Betty Bennett, the late Sir Isaiah Berlin, Sarah Bradford, John Byrne, Lady Charteris, George Clive, Emile Coia, Artemis Cooper, Andrew Crowden, Meredith Daneman, the late Lady Alexandra Dacre, Caroline Dakers, Michael De-la-Noy, the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire, the late Lady Margaret Douglas-Home, Nigel Duck, Maureen, Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava, Lady Mary Dunn, Leslie Edwards, David Ekserdjian, Patrick Leigh Fermor, Daphne Fielding, the late Dame Margot Fonteyn, Alastair Forbes, Christopher France, Didier Gerard, Victoria Glendinning, the late Miron Grindea, Lady Harrod, Cynthia Hart-Davis, Lady Selina Hastings, Christopher Hawtree, Derek Hill, Bevis Hillier, Alan Hollinghurst, Richard Ingleby, Gerard Irvine, Susannah Johnston, Caroline Joll, Evelyn Joll, Julie Kavanagh, James Knox, Sharon Kusunoki, Archivist of the Edward James Foundation, Gerald Leach, the late James Lees-Milne and the late Avilde Lees-Milne, the Countess of Longford, John Lowe, Candida Lycett Green, Gladys McKenna, Noel Malcolm, Bill Mason, James Michie, Caroline Moorehead, Charlotte Mosley, Nigel Nicolson, Thomas O’Gorman, Sofka Papadimitriou, the late Alan Heber Percy, Diana Heber Percy, Kelvin Pollock, Michael Popkin, Anthony Powell, Alan Ross, Jennifer Ross, the late Dr A. L. Rowse, Richard Shepherd, Sir Reresby Sitwell, Francis Sitwell, D. J. Taylor, Hugo Vickers, Elizabeth Wansbrough, Sir Fred Warner, George Watson, Martin Webb, the Duke of Wellington, the late Oscar Wood, and Victoria Zinovieff.


 


For permission to quote from other copyright material, I must thank:


 


Alan Brodie Representation Ltd, 211 Piccadilly, London, W1V 9LD for permission to quote from Noël Coward © The Estate of Noël Coward, and for permission to quote from Terence Rattigan © The Terence Rattigan Trust; Colin Smythe Ltd on behalf of the George Moore Estate for permission to quote from a letter from George Moore to Lord Berners; David Higham Associates for permission to quote from the work of Denton Welch; The Literary Executors of the late Cecil Beaton; Mr Frank Magro and David Higham Associates for permission to quote from Laughter in the Next Room by the late Sir Osbert Sitwell, © The Estate of Sir Oswald Sitwell; Manches & Co. on behalf of The Worshipful Company of Musicians and Ms Annie Lambert for permission to quote from the work of Constant Lambert; The Society of Authors, on behalf of the Bernard Shaw Estate for permission to quote from a letter from George Bernard Shaw to Lord Berners; the Estate of Gertrude Stein for permission to quote from letters from Stein to Berners; William Heinemann for permission to quote from To Keep the Ball Rolling by Anthony Powell; Adrian Wright for permission to quote from Letters to Friends by K. B. McFarlane.


 


The author and publishers have made every effort to trace holders of copyright. They much regret if any inadvertent omissions have been made, but these can be rectified in future editions.



















Chapter I


Forebears





The ancient title of Berners has been traced back to the kings of Norway, Sweden and Denmark. A French connection, on what an Englishman might consider the wrong side, gave the order for the Normans to fire their arrows upwards and was thus directly responsible for shooting King Harold in the eye. A travelling Berners brought back a monkey from his Crusades with Richard I; a cuckolded Berners had his castle burned down, as well as his wife removed by King John; a charming Berners was a favourite of Richard II, in spite (or perhaps because) of which he was executed, his wife dying of grief. All this is recorded by a descendant in The Spirit of the Berners Past, which turns out, most suitably, to be a spoof. Gerald, fourteenth Lord Berners, though he was to paint moustaches on his ancestral portraits in much the same spirit, was not that descendant.


What is more reliably recorded is that Sir John Bourchier, son of a French count and the daughter of an English duke, great-grandson of Edward III and member of Parliament 1455–72, took his wife’s maiden name for his barony. His grandson, who succeeded in 1474, was the most distinguished of the line. He translated the chronicles of Jean Froissart, our main source of knowledge about the Hundred Years War. It is said to be one of the noblest monuments of English prose, a rival to Malory. He also translated Marcus Aurelius and Huon of Bordeaux, which introduced King Oberon to the English and was used by Shakespeare when writing A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Primarily a man of action, John Berners was a soldier, a diplomat and Chancellor of the Exchequer under Henry VIII. His less remarkable successors were mostly soldiers, sometimes clergymen, or, in Gerald’s words, ‘country squires or businessmen with recreations of an almost exclusively sporting nature’. Osbert Sitwell, in a fictional portrait, wrote that ‘ever since the dawn of English History the [Berners] family had carried on a ceaseless but victorious feud against stags, otters, hares, badgers, rabbits and any other bigger non-domestic animals of which they were able to get within reach.’


The historian A. L. Rowse, in pointing out that Gerald Berners was often but wrongly thought to have Jewish blood, repeats Gerald’s suggestion of a gypsy strain, but that is the only hint of the exotic. The title is an old one, its bearers conventional, although its descent is a wild zigzag of distant cousins. It passes to and through women and lay dormant for almost 200 years before 1720. Like a faithful but energetic dog on a walk, it always reappears, even if in an unexpected place.


The only interesting account of his grandparents comes from Gerald himself. His autobiography, First Childhood, takes 235 pages to get him to the age of thirteen, so it has space enough to dwell on them. It is his best book and a persuasive one, but it was published when he was fifty-one, by which time his image of himself and those surrounding him had long set into an acceptable form.


Some distortions are so marked as to seem deliberate. Lady Berners, his grandmother, who inherited the title rather than marrying it, was the least appealing character and is presented, under the ineffective disguise of ‘Lady Bourchier’ (Gerald liked to leave clues), as an ogre, ‘not unlike Holbein’s picture of Bloody Mary with just a touch of Charley’s Aunt … one of the most forbidding awe-inspiring women I have ever known’. Dressed in black silk, like the Queen, she was ferociously religious, and Gerald claimed that she described herself in Who’s Who as ‘distinctly low’, without any risk of being misunderstood (in fact she put ‘distinctly Protestant’). Secular pictures were turned to the wall on Sundays. The twenty-two servants all went to church and, as they seated themselves, their ‘satins’ made a sound that was still remembered seventy years later. Daily prayers, normal enough, seemed to have the purpose of emphasising ‘her own intimacy with God at the expense of her audience’. The only subjects permitted in her presence were ‘the less sensational items of general news and those preferably of a theological nature … Without saying a single word she managed to radiate disapproval … the air seemed to grow heavy with it and the most garrulous talker would wilt and fall silent.’


She had been born Emma Wilson, an only child in a family well established in Leicestershire, as well as in Norfolk. She married Sir Henry Tyrwhitt when she was seventeen and he was twenty-nine. Sir Henry was a pleasant, easy-going man with a mild liking for politics, ‘in which, however, he was never permitted to indulge’. Gerald’s father, Hugh, was the third son of this ill-matched couple.


Lady Berners spent a good deal of her time paying minatory visits to the sick and the poor. She would set out on these charitable raids in a small pony-chaise, which she used to drive herself, armed with soup and propaganda. The rest of the day she passed in meditation in her grim little study at Stanley Hall in Shropshire, overlooking the ‘rather smelly’ moat. She constantly gave out bibles, which were a problem to dispose of, as the appropriate name was meticulously written in the front of each. Gerald recalls tossing one into that overlooked water and being appalled to discover that, far from sinking, it bobbed buoyantly on the surface.


This is a vivid image, but in fact there never was a moat at Stanley Hall, though there are a series of fish ponds on the far side of the drive and at some distance from the house; perhaps the bible bobbed in one of them. There was, however, a moat at Ashwellthorpe Hall in Norfolk, another family home, where Lady Berners lived following the death of her husband in 1894, and Gerald has clearly borrowed it. Similarly with the picture he paints of an Elizabethan house, ‘deformed by later additions’ and shut in on all sides by tall fir trees, ‘so that even under a blue sky and when the sun shone its brightest, Stackwell [as he calls the house] looked as grim as an ogre’s castle’. Much had been added during the nineteenth century (now once more removed), but old photographs and drawings show only one Wellingtonia and a Scots fir within fifty yards of even the enlarged building. Gerald created the wicked fairy’s dark abode out of any available material.


Lady Berners had nine sons and three daughters but retained formidable energy, as well as will. Gerald’s view of her is the highly prejudiced one of a child. She moved to Ashwellthorpe when he was just eleven and, though she survived for another twenty-three years, he scarcely saw her. Villagers there remembered her as a generous, or at least conscientious, old lady, giving parties at Christmas at which all the guests received presents with their names painstakingly attached. Gerald’s view, however, is supported by his father, who, when asked if she was a baroness in her own right, replied, ‘Yes, and everything else in her own wrong.’ There is a story that she lined up six of her children and dealt the one on the end such a blow that the whole row fell over. Nor did hardship bring them together. They were not a fond family, certainly in later years. All of them grew up to be worldly and irreligious, except one who became a vicar, but – possibly a more subtle revenge – extremely High Church.


Though the parents were rich, the children, apart from the eldest son, were not, because they were too many. Gerald’s father, Hugh, went into the navy at thirteen and was reasonably successful. As a boy, however, he had been brought up with ideas above his income, so at twenty-six he conveniently married the daughter of an immensely rich neighbour.


William Foster, that neighbour, was an ironmaster and employed 5,000 people in south Staffordshire alone, becoming the Liberal member of Parliament there for eleven years. His fortune was based on the expansion of the railways. Much money went on building churches, vicarages and schools, but without denting the surface of his riches. In 1843 he married Isabelle Grazebrook, and Gerald was to remember this grandmother as having ‘the air of an elderly Madonna, placid and matriarchal … she had never been known to utter an unkind word or a hasty judgement’. The only criticism Gerald would allow was ‘limited’. William and Isabelle had six children, of which Julia was the third, and in 1867 moved to Apley Park in Shropshire, ‘a huge neo-Gothic building of grey stone built towards the end of the eighteenth century. It was a little like Strawberry Hill in appearance and if not quite so airy and fantastic in its architecture, was quite as turreted and castellated’.


‘Arley’, as Gerald calls it, is enhanced by its castellation, where Stanley was deformed. It is said to overlook the river, which is in fact a mile or so away. The stone is indeed grey, which could be seen as depressing, but Gerald is painting a contrast; he remembers being happy here and the park, not entirely unlike the land just across the river, was ‘an earthly paradise for children’. Gerald viewed his mother’s family as conventional mid-Victorians, well behaved, devoid of any excess of imagination, perhaps of imagination at all, fond of each other, happy to hunt and shoot at Apley, less delighted to be transported to Belgrave Square in the summer. Once they went to Europe, a great adventure but not exactly enjoyable. Gerald thought that Julia had been romantic when young but, with ‘a nice well-trimmed landscape-gardener’s kind of romanticism’, preferring Scott to Byron; although when she got married, she hurried off to buy Don Juan, which had previously been forbidden her.


Sir Henry Tyrwhitt’s Stanley Hall was only three miles away from Apley Park, with a convenient bridge across the Severn, so Gerald’s parents must have known each other when Julia was sixteen and Hugh was eleven. By 1882, Hugh Tyrwhitt had seen the world. He could be exceptionally charming when there was something in it for him, and his attentions must have seemed exciting to Julia, while her long acquaintance with him was reassuring. They married in 1882 when she was thirty-one and their only child, Gerald Hugh, was born thirteen months later, on 18 September 1883.


When he married, Lieutenant Tyrwhitt’s allowance was just enough to pay for his cigars, but his wife’s family was as rich as his own was grand. Gerald not only thought but put into print that his father had married for money: ‘It is difficult to believe that he could ever have been seriously in love with my mother. But it is only fair to add that he does not seem to have been the kind of man who could ever have been seriously in love with anyone.’ On her wedding, Julia received £30,000 – no more than her share, though the equivalent today of about £1¾ million. (Gerald describes this as being enough for his father to pay off his debts; after that, she had only a modest income.)


At much the same time Julia’s father, who had had a stroke, went almost literally barking mad. Gerald remembered him sitting alone in a darkened room, groaning and cursing continually. ‘He could be heard all over the house … I never saw him smile or take an interest in anything.’ He came to meals and went to church, though on at least one occasion a string of expletives caused the service to be curtailed. Gerald was not frightened; on the contrary, he used to listen with interest and do imitations for his younger cousins, aware that this was a dreadful lapse of taste which would be severely punished if overheard. Foster did not die until 1899, when he was eighty-five and Gerald was fifteen. He left £2½ million, a gigantic fortune.


*


Gerald saw his father as ‘worldly, cynical, intolerant of any kind of inferiority, reserved and self-possessed’ and again ‘curious, moody, rather brilliant’. He became a naval captain at forty-three, going on to command the Renown when it took the Prince of Wales to India in 1905. The son admired the father’s elegance: ‘He took a great deal of trouble about his clothes. He was a small well-built man. He wore a neat, pointed beard and he walked with an imposing swagger. He had that easy superiority of manner which enables people to command respectful attention whether on a battleship or in a restaurant. Anyone meeting him for the first time might have taken him for minor royalty.’ Gerald also admired his wit. He recounts with admiration how a boring neighbour told his father that someone had kicked his wife, adding, ‘And in public too! It’s not cricket, is it?’ ‘“No,” said my father, stifling a yawn, “It sounds more like football.”’


Gerald admitted that his father was strict and critical, but the most important thing about the way Gerald saw his father was that it was not often. This was not only because of Hugh’s career, which he took seriously (two years after his wedding he was away for months, failing to relieve Gordon at Khartoum), but because he found that his wife bored and irritated him. Even when his father was present, Gerald sensed that he was not trying, that what was presented to the family was not nearly as impressive as what was presented to the world. His only child was of peripheral importance. When it was suggested that he should beat Gerald for some wickedness, Hugh said he could not be bothered. ‘I suppose I ought to have been grateful but I remember being offended by his lack of interest.’ Noting that a child’s view of God may be based on that of his father, Gerald quotes himself as replying defiantly to a threat of divine vengeance made by a nanny, ‘Nonsense. God doesn’t care what we do.’ Years later he still seemed to admire his father greatly, but still from a distance.


*


Although Gerald talks of visiting Apley, the family seems in fact to have lived there during his early years. That it was not gloomier depended on the kindly disposition of his maternal grandmother. Unmarried Uncle James and crippled Aunt Constance lived there too, and someone he calls Cousin Emily, ‘a very disagreeable young woman … of small stature, lean and cross-eyed’, used to come and stay for lengthy periods; but there were no other children. Younger cousins and neighbours are mentioned, but Gerald looked back on a little boy very much alone, not only in age but in character. However, nobody’s portrait of his own childhood can be accepted as objective. Gerald’s considered opinion was that he fought his way single-handed out of totally philistine surroundings in which there was no sympathy for his deepest feelings and that, though it was a bore to complain and he did not indulge in it, nobody knew the trouble he’d seen, nobody knew his struggle. The little evidence there is, however, suggests that, though broadly true, this is not the whole truth. The most complicated reactions, the heart of any contradictions, unsurprisingly concern his mother.


The blandest version, endorsed by many of his friends of later years, is that Gerald adored her, surprising though that might seem (Harold Nicolson thought that she had the face of Mr Gladstone and the brain of a peahen), and always behaved well towards her. Certainly he wrote many letters, gave her a house when he could, visited her frequently. There is no known instance of his speaking against her. His own version never contradicts this directly – he is too loyal – but it does undermine it. He begins with the assertion that ‘Fox-hunting was the dominant interest in my mother’s life, the one thing she was good at.’ Even that has a sting, from someone who never cared for hunting; but no one who knew Julia could disagree. More or less deserted by an unloving husband, she turned not to her son but to her horses. He in turn devotes as many pages to the housekeeper as to his mother, drawing a purposeful distinction: the housekeeper (who does not sound particularly warm or lovable) taught Gerald to believe in fairies; his mother opposed all imagination.


His beliefs got him into trouble: bad Cousin Emily saw him in the mirror when he was trying to turn her into a toad; he attempted to cure his mad grandfather by placing a wreath of snowdrops (‘self-righteous little flowers’) on his head. Nevertheless to Gerald this lack of interest in fantasy or imagination was a crucial failing of his mother, representing a large part of what he had to overcome and a lifelong complaint. In notes jotted down only a few years before his death he recorded, ‘Play I wrote at the age of seventeen – under the influence of Ibsen … my mother pronounced it morbid and said “Why couldn’t I write a play like Charley’s Aunt?”’ Elsewhere he wrote that at eighteen he ‘was determined to brave parental displeasure and devote my life to music’, but then, honestly, changed it to the weaker ‘almost made up my mind to …’ Again: ‘How many mothers, I wonder, out of maternal solicitude, have ruined the chances of their sons.’ But at least the blighting mothers are allowed solicitude as a motive.


He recognised the closeness that the two of them shared when he was young, but it was not what he would have chosen: ‘My discrimination was acute enough to let me realise that, of my two parents, [my father] was by far the more interesting. But association with and dependence on my mother led me to give her all my affection and to take her side rather than his.’ So she does receive all his affection, but only because she is there and in power. With that power she tried to thwart Gerald’s deepest wishes: ‘The thought of any son of hers becoming a professional artist filled her with horror.’ She had got him off to a crippling start because of her own taste, ‘which with the cocksureness of her Victorian mentality she believed to be the last word in artistic refinement … for many years she continued to quote the opinions of her governesses on aesthetic matters’. This comment was written when he was middle-aged and Julia was dead, but the irritation lingered on.


Gerald’s letters to his mother have survived, as few of his papers have, and would seem certain to throw light on his daily life, or at least to contain examples of his writing at its most relaxed and personal; these hopes are for the most part disappointed. It seems almost as if he was being dull to keep her at a distance, but his own explanation is slightly different:




it was necessary to exercise the utmost caution to avoid telling her anything that she might seize upon as a motive for alarms and excursions. The slightest provocation would elicit expressions of maternal anxiety. ‘I hope you are not getting into a foreign way of thinking.’ ‘I hope you are taking plenty of exercise and not sitting about all the time talking. Foreigners lead such unhealthy lives.’ ‘I hope you are not falling in love with the niece.’





Solicitude indeed. By this time, Gerald had gone abroad, while still in his teens, and parted from her with ‘intense relief’.


One or two friends thought Gerald felt guilty about not seeing more of his mother when he was grown up, but that he could not bring himself to prolong visits because of the tedium, the undisguisable fact that they had nothing in common. He himself gracefully offers a milder version of the belief widespread among children that they are foundlings, that they must have sprung from something different from, and better than, their parents: ‘I am unable to trace any single one of my distinctive traits to my grandparents and still less to my parents … there were certain disadvantages to being a sport (in the biological sense) in an exclusively sporting environment.’


In the biological sense only. Inevitably his mother made it clear that to ride well was the main aim in life, and started Gerald riding as soon as he could walk; inevitably it was a disaster. He fell off, was laughed at and humiliated, accepted her view that he was uniquely inept. (In fact he became perfectly competent.) Shooting was no more successful:




One day, after luncheon, I went for a walk with Albert [a neighbouring child] in the woods. He was carrying a gun. As we approached a clearing we saw a large rabbit sitting a few yards away. Albert handed me his gun. I took a shot at the rabbit and missed it, and I shall always remember the manner in which Albert took back the gun from me as one of the most contemptuously eloquent pieces of mime I have ever experienced. I know it depressed me for several days afterwards.





His interest in, even enthusiasm for, canoeing impressed nobody.


No sooner has a less amiable portrait of Mrs Tyrwhitt been assembled from Gerald’s later writings than it has to be modified again, partly by other things he said, partly by her own diary, partly by comments from others. The diary is extremely dull, but there are many fond references and constant reports that Gerald is looking well. No one remark is proof that she loved him, but the sum of them is: ‘Drove to the station to meet G. Train 1½ hours late. Arrived looking very well with six wax-bills and a tame mouse.’ ‘Meyrick and I worked nearly all day decorating G.’s bicycle.’ ‘Gerald took Remove at Eton!!!’ His own earliest letters are full of humour and high spirits – ‘I’m so frisky today I am drawing you a picture … A wonderful new American drink called ice-cream soda … it’s rot that you can’t come to the concert.’


Gerald admits that there were signs that Julia was rather proud of his artistic side. She played the piano to him and allowed him to look at her own efficient watercolours, took him to the National Gallery and the Royal Academy, allowed him to read Trilby after a schoolmaster had confiscated it. When, at the age of ten, he wrote a funeral dirge for her, she was amused and used to ask him to play it at parties. So there must have been parties, occasionally. Christabel Aberconway recorded a much later scene:




He was devoted to his old mother, but couldn’t resist training his parrot to walk across the room in front of her chair with his bowler hat covering the parrot, with the brim almost sweeping the floor. Nevertheless this strange sight of a self-moving hat didn’t seem to surprise Gerald’s mother, which did surprise Gerald; perhaps Gerald wasn’t aware how well, even in old age, Gerald’s mother understood her son.





There are no fundamental contradictions in Gerald’s feelings for his mother. His image – of two great houses, run by his grandmothers (a good fairy, and a bad fairy), in which men are of little consequence – stands. His mother, unworldly but unchallenged, changeable but always returning to convention, loved him when he was small, and worried about his enthusiasm for the arts, which were outside her range, only when it threatened his career or threatened to become his career. ‘My mother used to think literature and painting were less dangerous to me than music’, and she was right. Gerald recorded ‘the lack of affection that held between my two parents. I thought at first that it was the normal relationship between husbands and wives.’ This was the more insidious legacy, though he does not himself connect it with the emotional timidity that was to turn to a crippling shyness and spread across his whole life.



















Chapter II


First Childhood





When Gerald was six, his mother moved to Althrey, a small house near Wrexham in Clwyd, close to the border with Shropshire. He did not care for it, thinking two storeys too few, and longed for the spaciousness of Apley. He also came to think that times were changing for the worse. ‘The nineties in a distant provincial neighbourhood such as ours were a tawdry and unprepossessing period, a certain solid grandeur had given way to gimcrack.’ All around there was nothing but ‘a welter of cane and bamboo furniture, draped easels, standard lamps with flounces, mirrors with roses …’ Surprisingly he allows that his mother’s jumble of the excellent and the trashy, Chippendale and Sheraton amid crude late-Victorian pieces, things bought or kept because she had become fond of them or liked the giver, combined to produce ‘so delightful an atmosphere of peace and content that people would exclaim upon entering it for the first time “What a charming room”’. It was the formula he would himself follow years later at Faringdon, but with more striking effect. His mother’s taste was less catholic, her mind less lively and her humour non-existent. Her room reflected ‘an inner harmony of the soul’.


The position of the house was good. Meadows sloped down before it to the River Dee, ‘a winding picturesque stream, not unlike the Severn which made an almost complete circle leaving in the same direction as that it entered, as though it had met with some geological opposition and was not going to insist’. If the river managed to be reminiscent of Apley, the woods surpassed it by containing a greater variety of birds. Gerald’s enthusiasm for birds had already reached the point where he felt that he had been one in a previous incarnation and ‘in my earliest childhood I used to like pretending to be a bird. In default of being able to fly I used to enjoy making nests for myself in a haybarn and I had a passion for ornithology.’ He deprecates this interest – ‘at an early age I became a bird bore’ – but is not really apologetic.


In later years Gerald seemed uncertain whether he was happy or lonely, or both, at this time. ‘I liked being in the country. I had a Wordsworthian enjoyment of nature, and in my childhood, when I could spend my time rambling in the woods, boating on the river or riding about the countryside without having to join in collective sport, I had been blissfully happy.’ In this mood he remembers his resentment at being forced to spend time with boring neighbours. On other occasions, however, he remembers being dull by himself, but reconciles the two by claiming that it was the solitary routine of getting up, eating, resting and going to bed without friends that was lowering.


Sometimes he was too much for his mother. She had four dogs: a collie, a fox-terrier, a spaniel and a bloodhound. It was the spaniel that he threw out of a first-floor window. This was done in a spirit of scientific enquiry. He had heard it remarked that if you threw a dog into water it instinctively swam. Would it, if thrown into the air, instinctively fly? ‘It was a fat dog and I had some difficulty in lifting it up onto the window-sill. After giving it an encouraging pat, I pushed it off. I watched the unfortunate animal gyrating in the air, its long ringletted ears and tail spread out by centrifugal force.’ In retrospect, the face reminded him of George Eliot. The animal was unhurt; not so Gerald. His father refusing to beat him, his mother felt that she must do it herself. At the first blow with a bedroom slipper he became enraged, seized it and hit her about the bosom and face until she ran from the room. This was the most dramatic example of a formidable temper. As is natural, he remembered victories: how, when he was put out of a pony-cart and made to run along behind, his rage was so sustained that he had, eventually, to be allowed back in without repentance; how, after he had been shut in a dark cupboard, he locked all the lavatories and threw the keys in a pond – and there were visitors in the house. Yet, in later life, he was almost never known to get angry, rarely even to show irritation.


Gerald’s lack of enthusiasm for his local contemporaries has already been mentioned. For one particular bossy girl it was something closer to hatred. His account of Nesta is mixed up with his failure to achieve Manliness, indeed his failure to discover exactly what Manliness was. She could ride and climb and told him that he should have been born a girl. She persuaded him to exchange a toy horse for a doll, to the mortification of his mother. ‘Nesta of course was delighted – it was just the effect she had hoped to produce.’ There was a violent suggestive climax to the feud. With two other boys, who rather liked Nesta, she and Gerald climbed a haystack. She taunted him, he pushed her off and she cut her leg on a cart below. ‘She broke out into a torrent of abuse, at the same time pulling down her stocking to examine the wound. Then a very odd thing happened. For a moment the air seemed full of electricity. We were beset by the primaeval panic that brings about mass hysteria, pogroms or stampedes. I jumped down from the haystack, followed by the two boys. We all three fell upon Nesta simultaneously and, tearing away her clothes, each of us gave her a resounding smack on her bare bottom.’ The outrage, the nearest that seven-year-olds could get to gang-rape, was over in a flash. Nesta ran sobbing to the house and was gone before they followed, never to return. The boys were sheepish. A little later, indoors, Gerald – who in his own eyes was entirely responsible – hating her now for making him behave like a cad, broke into shrill laughter, which could not be quieted, and finally turned to hysterical howling. Whatever his mother was told on her return, she was strangely complacent, commenting, ‘Well, I hope it will be a lesson to her not to be so bumptious.’ Again this is an aggression that Gerald would seem incapable of showing in later years.


*


Grown-up neighbours proved more attractive. A faintly ridiculous pair of women, who used to make trips to Europe, showed Gerald their sketches of Italy and Switzerland and kindled a burning desire for ‘abroad’. Later, he was allowed to visit someone whom he had heard described as ‘a woman of fashion’, ‘a beauty’, ‘very fin de siècle’. She had two daughters. He was entranced by their style, perhaps in a tiny way falling in love with the family. His mother was impressed too. When she explained a bruise on her neck and received the comment ‘How disappointing, my dear, that it should only be a hunting accident, I had hoped you had a passionate lover,’ Gerald thought her secretly pleased. This went against all Julia’s firmest instincts, including her mistrust of cleverness. As her husband consistently bested her in rational argument, she had been forced to abandon it in favour of prejudice. When Gerald tried to speak in the manner of these sophisticates, his aphorisms were condemned, fairly but unkindly, as ‘trying to be clever’. No one ever accused her of that fault.


Neighbours might offer glimpses of other worlds; they could not alter the reality of his. Gerald was found wanting in areas in which he had no wish to compete. Nor, as yet, did he have much idea of what he did want. Nature in general, and birds in particular, had turned out to be acceptable outlets for his enthusiasm and sensitivity. He tried watercolours, in the manner of Turner, and produced a sunset that outdid his hero’s ‘most lurid efforts in almost every respect’. His father commented that, although he was sure it was very nicely painted, he was not sufficiently fond of either poached eggs or tomato soup for the picture to have any very great appeal to him. ‘This chilling appreciation rather put me off sunsets.’ At Apley, Gerald had fastened on the house itself, and its furnishings. There had been a screen in the drawing-room covered with pictures cut from magazines. It glowed in his memory: ‘A gigantic green and crimson parakeet appeared to have alighted on the spire of Cologne cathedral, whilst a company of mediaeval knights on richly caparisoned horses caracoled in front of the sphinx and the pyramids.’ Later he found that though these things were indeed there, they formed but a small part of the whole, which comprised also political cartoons and sporting prints. He had selected what he was yearning for, the startling juxtapositions that fed his imagination, and had rejected what was never to appeal to him.


Music, which was to be his escape from his uncongenial surroundings, first appeared in his life visually. He had had no interest in it; indeed, as loathsome Cousin Emily sang, he was against it. Then, in the library at Apley, with its classical busts and leather armchairs, he came upon an ancient volume of ‘Pieces for the Harp’. ‘My imagination was strangely moved by the sight of these black waves of notes undulating across the page, and, having collected all the blank sheets of paper I could find, I set to work to cover them with imitation cadenzas.’ He drew music he had never heard and could not read. ‘After a while, helped no doubt by the romantic character of the titles, they came to suggest surging waves of melody and rhythm.’


When a visitor sat down to play the piano, Gerald was sent out, as it was assumed, reasonably enough, that he would be bored. Through the half-open door the little boy heard the Fantaisie Impromptu by Chopin. He stood entranced. Afterwards she played it for him over and over again, and other pieces too. She even taught him to play the first few bars. When this artistic missionary had departed, Gerald found that no one minded or indeed noticed if he played in the billiard-room – vast, gloomy and smelling of tobacco smoke, as billiard-rooms do. He says that his mother was a little ashamed but reassured by the family that music was harmless. An aunt gave him ‘a thick volume bound in scarlet cloth’, which contained a mazurka by Chopin. The piano tuner helped with lessons. Soon Gerald was asked to play in the drawing-room and delighted in doing so – usually the mazurka. He said that Cousin Emily also played the piece, did not care for a rival and had it banned. Even so, music had been successfully enlisted in the struggle of Little Gerald against the Philistines.


*


Gerald’s formal education began without undue upset when he was seven. He walked a few hundred yards to a mild, bearded tutor who filled him with enthusiasm for Greek and Latin mythology. He could not, however, be persuaded to like arithmetic: ‘When I read in one of my bird-books that crows experienced difficulty in counting up to more than six I sympathised with them heartily, and having previously rather disliked crows, I began to regard them with an almost sentimental interest.’ After two years, a Swiss governess, Bertha Fasnacht, was thought desirable. This move was less successful; indeed, his volcanic temper not yet extinguished, Gerald soon reached open warfare, pointing to an atlas and crying derisively, ‘Switzerland is only a third-rate country. It has no coastline’, before tearing it to pieces. His ears were boxed. The end to which the governess came was elaborate. With the help of the gardener’s boy, a water-closet in the shrubbery was booby-trapped so that it dealt a terrific blow to a descending bottom – more alarming than painful, Gerald claimed. In any case, it was enough.


The way was now cleared for the far more formidable alternative of boarding school. Gerald allows that Cheam was perhaps a good school; ‘certainly it was expensive’. His father and uncles had been there, and now it had about a hundred boys. Though he felt small and did not much care for his new bowler hat, he was not at first too apprehensive, even when the headmaster told his mother, ‘We shall make a man of him.’ The first advice he received was sound: do not under any circumstances let it be known what your sisters are called. Having none, Gerald was in no danger, but later turned this knowledge against an enemy who, from that moment on, could not so much as pick up a pen without cries of ‘Writing to Tabitha and Jane?’ He was not a completely defenceless innocent. Soon, however, he pictured himself as just as unhappy as most boys in such circumstances seem to have been (though his letters home remain jaunty). The food was foul, the beating and the bullying were savage, and the threat of them made him walk in constant fear; he was hopeless at games, at best bored, often humiliated. The list is a familiar one. Gerald’s own account is so vividly written that it convinces, and clearly he thought then and always that his headmaster was quite exceptionally sadistic. He may have been right, but standards in these things are high.


One traditional figure, often the only benevolent one, is glimpsed but snatched away – the inspiring teacher. ‘In his hands the Iliad, the Odyssey, the Aeneid, the odes of Horace became something more than mere exercises in syntax. Alas! I was only in his class for a single term and the enthusiasm he had succeeded in arousing for the Latin and Greek authors was speedily dispelled by his successor.’ Other masters tended to seem dim or odd, or both. One very, very old one, always interested in agriculture, managed only with the greatest difficulty to mount the pulpit for his farewell address. ‘My good cows,’ he began and burst into tears. Gerald had one hero whom he calls Longworth and describes as a suitable figure for the role, Captain of the Second Eleven, a tall athletic youth with regular features and an engaging smile, but hopelessly out of reach. Gerald wrote to his mother to see if she could in some way engineer an introduction. In vain.


Holidays flew past, terms dragged. If Gerald’s misery was conventional, it was misery nonetheless. His homesickness was so acute at one moment that matron gave him a dose of castor-oil. Then music came to the rescue. Sammy, the music master, was not talented. He referred to Bach, Beethoven and Mozart as ‘those boring old boys’ and insisted on mid-Victorian drawing-room pieces. At the end of the winter term there was a school concert. Gerald despised what he had been allotted, ‘The Lover and the Bird’, but its riot of trills and arpeggios sounded difficult, he played it with great dash and scored a considerable success. Both his parents were present and they were pleased. Gerald was delighted that others should see his father’s elegance and his glamorous personality. More important than all this, Longworth Major said ‘“Well played”, as if I had hit a boundary or scored a goal.’


Even more wonderful, the Easter term seemed to carry on as happily as the winter one had ended. Athletics were much more acceptable than team games, and briefer; the headmaster was mysteriously benign; and Longworth smiled and asked if Gerald had enjoyed the holidays. A friendship blossomed, turning to – for want of a better word – love. Gerald, denying all consciousness of sex, otherwise holds back nothing: ‘His image haunted my waking thoughts and dreams. Anything in the least way related to him, however commonplace, however trivial, was imbued with an almost celestial radiance … but of what Longworth was really like I have no longer the vaguest idea. I imagine he must have been a very ordinary sort of boy.’


Summer came, and though Longworth tried to coach him, cricket remained a tedious business. Meetings were difficult, the tension perhaps slackened. Longworth used to go onto the roof at night to smoke. Gerald was greatly excited to have been entrusted with this dangerous secret; then one evening Longworth invited him to come too. Terrified, thrilled, Gerald could not refuse and crept up the ladder with fumbling hands under a full moon. He feared he might not be able to light a cigarette – he never had done – and indeed, several matches sputtered out before this was achieved. He puffed vigorously, happiness stole over him. Then it grew cold:




My nightgown flapped in the wind and my teeth began to chatter … The light of the moon fell full on his [Longworth’s] face and made it glow like alabaster against the shadowy background. Never before in my life had I seen such disturbing beauty in a human face. For a moment I forgot my acute discomfort and stared at him in wonder. He had perhaps some telepathic inkling of the wave of awe-struck admiration that swept over me, for he suddenly threw his arm round my neck and drew me closer to him. Then a dreadful thing occurred. Almost before I knew what was happening I was violently sick.





When he had recovered sufficiently to descend, they parted and Longworth ‘gave me a look in which fury was mingled with contempt’.


That summer Gerald was not quite eleven and he spent three more years at Cheam, an undistinguished scholar, generally in the lower half of the form. He does not record those years, saying only that ‘the Longworth episode and the change at Apley cast a benumbing spell on the closing years of my childhood’ and that it was not until Eton that his adolescence began. He was not too numbed, though, to enjoy Stanley J. Weyman and H. Rider Haggard, and he had further successes in the school concert – ‘I was encored, only I didn’t play it again.’ A composition of his was performed, and he wrote a bright, even cheeky limerick to his mother:






There was a young lady called Julia


Whose manners were very peculiar.


She went in with a look


That frightened the cook.


That awful young lady called Julia.








The whole of First Childhood is written with a clarity and detail that persuade. The drama with Longworth adds an open emotional intensity that Gerald never attempts elsewhere. It is impossible now to discover any alternative account, corroborative or not.


*


Straight after the disaster with Longworth, Gerald records changes at Apley, entirely for the worse. There is a hymn of hate to the detestable Cousin Emily, who, at thirty, ‘had developed into a prematurely aged wizened little creature. Her beady eyes had just a little more expression than those of a frog and slightly less than those of a parrot.’ She gradually took control and ‘her increasing domination was like some strange insidious mildew’. No one else noticed.


His account is overdone, almost hysterical, and unconvincing. The bad fairy has entered his childhood paradise in a new guise and ruined everything. Perhaps, as he grew up, Apley lost its magic and he needed, in retrospect, an explanation as to why he no longer fitted in, or felt at one with it. Emily may have been a nasty person, but she is loaded with all the particular faults that Gerald came to feel he had been at war with – lack of imagination, hatred of the new, conventional authority. He also gets in a muddle about his grandfathers’ funerals, seeming to confuse one with another, although they were five years apart. Whatever the facts, the emotional bleakness of these years remained important to him.



















Chapter III


Eton





In the spring of 1897 Gerald was thirteen and a half (not fourteen and a half, as he himself states) and, with his Eton entrance examinations upon him, he was given extra coaching. His tutor, whom he calls ‘Mr Prout’, was a dangerous radical who referred casually to ‘the idle rich’. ‘“Oh, but Mr Prout,” said Mrs Tyrwhitt, “all the rich people I know are very busy. They always have a lot to do.” “I don’t count hunting and shooting,” said Mr Prout, “or going to parties.” “Why not?” my mother asked,’ and the subject was dropped.


Gerald objected not to his politics, not to being patted on the head and having his hair stroked suspiciously often, but to his smugness and flatulence. Nevertheless, he worked hard and took ‘remove’, the best place available to a boy not sitting for a scholarship. It seems odd, perhaps the result of a lack of parental confidence, to make him cram, only for him to sail through. (This was the last exam, Gerald later noted, he was ever to pass.) His favourite writers at this time were Dickens, Thackeray, Kipling, Rider Haggard, Anthony Hope and Marie Corelli; and painters: Raphael, Greuze, Turner and Lord Leighton – dated but creditable enough lists for a boy not yet at his public school (and, in the case of Turner, showing Gerald to be rather ahead of fashion).


Gerald was uncharacteristically confident when he first arrived at Eton. Friends had spoken well of it and he liked the look of the place: the river, the castle, the gay and friendly High Street, the neat eighteenth-century houses. No tourists (a contemporary saw just three in his years there) and very little traffic: just a few tradesmen’s vans and four-wheeled cabs.


His house, called Coleridge House and now destroyed, was on the right of Keate’s Lane as it heads away from the High Street towards open, if bleak, country. His mother saw his room as something into which she would be reluctant to place a pantry boy, but, thinking along the same lines, Gerald was pleasantly reminded of the servants’ quarters at Apley and thought it ‘a snug little den’. The light filtering through the leaves of a plane tree gave it the rustic air of a potting-shed.


This had been a good house but was sinking, and A. A. Somerville was not the man to buck a trend. As Sir Annesley, he became Conservative MP for Windsor in 1922 and he was not a brute, indeed he was popular, but totally ineffectual. Gerald was rather relieved to find standards less than demanding; he would not have found a group bound together by the pursuit of success at games naturally congenial. A Scot and an Irish boy asked him to have tea with them each day and he wrote home that he had already made two delightful friends.


He conscientiously learned all the things that new boys were supposed to do or, more often, not do – eat in the street, sit on a certain wall, furl one’s umbrella. The work was boring and remained so. Classics dominated, and ‘Homer became tedious, Horace commonplace and Greek tragedy a grammatical inferno.’ The author A. C. Benson taught him and was an exception. Languages were skimpy but, surprisingly, there was occasional astronomy. Games were tedious – soccer existed, but rugger had failed and tennis had yet to appear – and Gerald was allowed to avoid them all. He was always to claim that Eton had not merely taught him nothing, but had set him back several years, by blunting a natural enthusiasm for learning. A few surviving reports seem to agree.


The word he used to sum up his life at Eton was ‘leisurely’. ‘I passed a good deal of my time sauntering in the streets or in the playing fields, bathing or going to the river, frequenting the sock [food] shops when I had money to spend. Later when I had acquired a little more self-confidence I used to go out sketching.’ An artist in a sporting world, he was at best tolerated. Perhaps he was also hungry, as his five shillings a week pocket money (though worth over £15 today) was quickly gone and the food was neither good nor plentiful.


Nevertheless, tea was an event and you were likely to become friendly with those with whom you shared it; but not Gerald. His relationship with the Scot and the Irish boy turned to something approaching mutual loathing. Nor did he find anyone else that he liked more. Nor did anyone else like him. By the end of his second term there were, by his own account, very few boys who would speak to him at all. He sat silent throughout the conversations at meals and ‘long hours of enforced solitude, spent in my room within earshot of the noisy companionship from which I was debarred, brought with them an intolerable sense of inferiority and loneliness.’ He was acutely aware of being odd-looking; known as ‘newt’, he would sign letters with a drawing of one, mocking himself in order to pre-empt the mockery of others.


In an echo of the drama with Longworth, music brought him to the attention of an older boy and then left him worse off than before. Though he had promised his mother that he would not allow music to interfere with his studies, a piano in the dining-room proved too great a temptation. He crept down one evening with a volume of Chopin nocturnes – ‘the mere touch of the keys after so long an abstinence was joy to me’ – but soon he was interrupted. The older boy, whom he calls Ainslie, merely asked for some tunes from the musical of the moment, The Geisha. Gerald had seen it and obliged. Further performances were demanded and were a success; he even introduced a little Chopin without giving offence. But if there was a moment of hubris, nemesis was on its way. The senior boys acknowledged that their relationship with Gerald was slightly altered – that he was now an entertainer as well as a junior – by nodding to him or even smiling in public. Gerald’s contemporaries, ignorant of the truth, assumed that the favour he had found was in some form sexual, and disapproved. The horrid Irishman would no longer have tea with him. Gerald, innocent in every sense, was baffled and eventually vindicated but, unfairly, he was not entirely forgiven.


Finally, his first great friend appears. He calls him ‘Marston’, an ugly, clever, impertinent contemporary with a long face and unruly hair. His father was rumoured to have been a grocer from Wolverhampton, but he admitted only that he was ‘in the fortunate position of being an orphan’. For the first time Gerald’s hero worship was intellectual. Marston recommended books, and Gerald began to spend happy hours in the school library. Marston was the centre of a group, ‘a sort of schoolboy version of the Souls’, which was exactly what Gerald needed: like-minds bolstering each other’s confidence in elegance, wit and the arts, while the uncomprehending and potentially hostile philistines prowled around outside the magic circle.


After they had been friends for nearly a year, however, Gerald made a disastrous social blunder: he asked Marston to stay. This was not being bold or loyal or defiant, it was being naive. Things went wrong immediately. ‘Marston appeared almost to glory in his ignorance of country pursuits and was unsympathetic about dogs and horses.’ On Sunday he criticised the vicar. Soon he moved on to Queen Victoria, ‘A tiresome old woman who had only acquired importance through having lived so long’, and continued with his fear that the politicians might ‘take it into their heads to try and achieve popularity by living a long time and resembling old ladies’. By instinct, presumably, rather than intent, the grocer’s boy was attacking what Julia Tyrwhitt held most dear. Nor did she care for his style. As we know, she disliked all cleverness, and that of a schoolboy was cleverness at its most naked.


That night she came to Gerald’s room. She launched her attack immediately and Gerald tried to defend Marston. Dirty? Well, weren’t many of the saints dirty? But Marston was not a saint; not even, perhaps, quite a gentleman. Perhaps not, but he was a genius. Not the sort of genius of whom Mrs Tyrwhitt could approve, like Edison, Cecil Rhodes. Anyway, Gerald liked him. ‘That, my dear, is just what I’m complaining about.’


Marston cut short his visit. Gerald felt badly about not having put up a better defence of his friend, but he also felt that Marston’s personality, which among the books of the school library had seemed so brilliant, had produced in rural surroundings an effect that was a little meretricious. It had struck a jarring note, like one of the new-fangled motor-cars in a country lane. The friendship foundered. Another round had been won by his mother and all she stood for.


*


Gerald decided to reform, which turned out to mean taking rowing seriously. It was not a success, and soon a new hero arrived. Deniston, at sixteen, was a few months older and, if not exactly stupid, certainly not clever; but he was elegant and ‘an object of a good deal of scandalous gossip’. Gerald, who would not have dared approach him, was simply picked up on the way out of chapel: ‘Care for a walk?’ The motive soon appeared. ‘I hope you are going to be amusing,’ Deniston said, ‘I’ve heard that you are.’ Reassuringly, he agreed that the boys in Somerville’s were indeed a ghastly lot, except ‘one fellow there I liked quite a lot. He was sacked.’


Gerald was in a fever of nervous excitement, but he must have been sufficiently amusing, for soon they did everything together, even went sketching, though Deniston did not actually attempt it himself: ‘Why on earth should I? I’m good at cricket. I’m better looking and better dressed than most people, and that’s quite enough, I should have thought.’ Gerald secretly wondered if he did not agree.


Deniston’s mother was a friend, even ‘a friend’, of the Prince of Wales, and Gerald later saw this new relationship as an example of his lifelong oscillation between the world of scholarship and the world of fashion. This is fair enough, if art is substituted for scholarship and it is allowed that fashion was represented in these early days by handsome youths; Gerald had in fact fallen for what sounds like the school tart. That certainly is how the puritanical boys of Somerville’s house looked upon it. An anonymous letter in the hand of the Irish boy threatened that, if the two continued to meet, their housemaster would be told. A photograph of Deniston was taken from Gerald’s mantelpiece, torn up and thrown into his grate. The elegant new hero was up to this, however. Deniston knocked off the Irish top-hat in the High Street, humiliating its owner before the world.


Simultaneously with fashion, music had reappeared. The junior Souls did not care for Wagner, but Deniston had a kind word for him and by coincidence Gerald came across a book called A Synopsis of Wagner’s Nibelungen Ring. Without having heard a note of the music, he was enchanted in an entirely literary way by this new realm of gnomes and gods. Then he saw a vocal score of Das Rheingold in a shop window. He frightened the shopkeeper by the violence with which he burst in, but he was allowed to handle it, and his excitement and longing, recalled in First Childhood, were vivid:




I turned the pages feverishly. There they were, the Rhinemaidens swimming about in semi-quavers, Alberich climbing up from the depths of the Rhine to the accompaniment of syncopated quavers and rising arpeggios, the theft of the gold followed by a scurry of descending scales out of which emerged the majestic strains of the Valhalla motif.





Alas, the score cost twelve shillings, beyond his means. There was a consolation, however, in the form of a libretto for only one shilling. The translation was hopeless, but Gerald soared past the style, read it again and again and ‘accompanied it on the dining-room piano with an improvisation based on the memory of my brief glimpse of the score’. He thought of writing an opera himself but could not find a sufficiently inspiring subject. In a letter to his mother he does mention a musical play ‘in more than one act’, and this is probably An Egyptian Princess, which was found among his papers and deals with characters called Abanazar, Iris, Boubastes and Serapis. In its two short acts are thirteen numbers, seven solos, four choruses, a duet and a trio. There are interludes of dance. The obvious influence is not Wagner at all, but Gilbert and Sullivan (‘A dear little maid am I,’ sings Iris) and musical comedy, so this light work, impressive for a schoolboy with scarcely any training, probably dates from a little earlier. There are already anticipations of his musical sense of humour; for instance, in a chorus of owls that repeat ‘Tyrwhitt, Tyrwhitt’.


Still he returned to gaze longingly into the shop window at Rheingold. This exciting impasse was broken by the appearance of his father, who, having nothing better to do in London, had popped down to see Gerald. Disloyalty to his mother was immediate. His father belonged to the world of fashion, as his mother did not. ‘It was perhaps the first time in my life that I had seen my father away from home. Devoted as I was to my mother … it was far more exciting to be in his company than in hers.’ As before, he wished to exhibit his father’s social style and, with unprecedented social adroitness, when he saw Deniston, not yet a close friend, across School Yard, he managed to engineer a meeting. It was a brilliant success. His father was acquainted with the glamorous mother, and Gerald felt glory reflecting upon him from every side. To crown it all, his father asked if he wanted anything. A book, rather an expensive book? Yes, he could just about manage twelve shillings and he slipped Gerald two sovereigns. All was well, it was still there and his life was transformed: ‘As I sat unspoken to at meals, my thoughts wandered happily in a maze of Wagnerian legend. My ears, deaf to the chatter of my neighbours, were charmed by Wagnerian harmony, Mr Somerville was dispossessed by Alberich and the clinking of the cutlery by the anvils of the Nibelungen.’ At home he staged Wagner productions in a doll’s house.


The above account is, as usual, Gerald’s own and, as usual, the scant documentary evidence does not support the detail. His few surviving letters of the time to his mother are consistently cheerful, even high-spirited, and conventional, decorated with drawings and talking freely of the sketching of which she was supposed to disapprove. The tone is almost flippant, one beginning, ‘Dearest Ma, I am so sorry for not ’avin’ wrote before but – (excuse left out)’; another complains in turn, ‘You’re getting very casual in your letters.’ There is no suggestion of unpopularity or of feuds with particular boys; indeed, ‘can’t I be photographed? … lots of chaps want my photograph’, and when he is: ‘I think they are very good and very flattering.’ He thanks her for a chocolate cake, refers to a visit to meet his father and does have music lessons, as well as German, £3 10 shillings extra. Another letter includes:






I have got the Rheingold by Wagner. It is lovely. I should like to go to Beaurheit [sic] to see the Wagner festival. Is there a chance of us going to the Wagner festival next holidays? I am sketching a great deal … I am rowing in a race on Tuesday. It is very hot again today. Where is father now? Is he in London? He has never been down to Eton as he said he would.





If ‘never’ means what it says and not ‘never again’, then the whole scene of his father’s almost magical appearance and promotion of Gerald’s love of music and friendship with Deniston must be a wish-fulfilling conflation of the facts. He has his music; his father has not yet come. Possibly his father gave him the money in London; or perhaps it was indeed his mother who paid, despite Gerald adding in his own version, ‘If it had been my mother I should have felt obliged to tell her it was a musical score, and it would probably have been denied to me.’ She certainly bought him the score of Die Walküre later on.


In any case, just when everything was going better, Gerald was definitely and suddenly struck down by rheumatic fever – ‘extraordinary pains in all my joints’. After more than a week, he was deemed well enough to move to Windsor. Julia Tyrwhitt came and stayed there for two weeks before taking him home.


*


The next term, probably the summer of 1899, Gerald tells us, Deniston and he are friends (the illness never mentioned). The boys in his house like him better as a recovering invalid and he is able to continue not being intimate with any of them, in the confident knowledge that this is now his choice. A new friend popped up with ‘a small narrow face and a prominent beaklike nose that was surmounted by enormous goggles’. Certainly not fashionable, he turned out to be artistic – an expressionist dancer in need of an accompanist. Gerald was given by him such titles as ‘The Soul of Man in Conflict with the Universe’ and ‘Ideal Beauty emerging from a Chrysalis of Materialism’, and was told that Beethoven and Brahms would be suitable. Not sufficiently familiar with them, he instead composed something himself, and what might be seen as his first ballet score was a surprising success: ‘He advanced to the centre of the room and began to revolve rapidly, launching out defiant gestures in every direction. After this had gone on for some time, he returned to his crouching position.’ And so on.


When told to imagine the beaky nose and goggles as a beautiful woman, Gerald was surprised to find that he could: ‘My sense of humour had been completely knocked out and I was able to disregard the absurdity of his physique and see only the beauty of the idea.’ His friend grudgingly allowed that ‘You seem to have a real talent for Pantomime music’ It was the collision of Gerald’s two worlds that brought this partnership to an end. Deniston was allowed to watch, but he interrupted facetiously and commented afterwards, ‘Your little friend is quite ridiculous.’ Gerald replied with spirit that Deniston would never have thought so if he were better-looking. Nevertheless Gerald was shaken, recognising that what Deniston said was true, if not the whole truth. Again a friendship foundered under criticism, this time from Fashion rather than Convention.


Suddenly, when it all seemed most promising, and after only two-and-a-half years, Eton was over. Gerald was less than well once more, perhaps exaggerating his condition in his letters, and his mother, terrified by the illness of the summer, whisked him away, saying that it was an unhealthy spot. It was now December, and he was a little over sixteen. An appeal to his father did no good. Husband and wife were now far apart and growing still more distant. (Old William Foster, the mad grandfather, died that autumn. He had taken particular trouble to exclude Hugh Tyrwhitt from his will, though Julia received another £20,000.) Gerald expected at least a dramatic farewell from Deniston, but the sophisticate refused to oblige, leaving Gerald with the reflection that he had been the fonder of the two and that this had been the pattern of his life so far. Still, any such melancholy was blown away by the promise of the future – France. Abroad meant colour, romance, adventure and the unknown and he was to be there by himself. Already he felt ‘an ecstasy of longing’.
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