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            It’s wanting to know that makes us matter. Otherwise we’re going out the way we came in.
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            1

            First Acts

         

         
            G: What’s the first thing you remember?

            R: Oh, let’s see … The first thing that comes into my head, you mean?

            G: No – the first thing you remember.

            R: Ah. (Pause.) No, it’s no good, it’s gone. It was a long time ago.

            G (patient but edged): You don’t get my meaning. What is the first thing after all the things you’ve forgotten?

            R: Oh I see. (Pause.) I’ve forgotten the question.

         

         The first thing he remembers, he thinks, comes from the winter of 1940 or 1941, when he was three or four. There was a man dressed up as a devil with a forked tail, who was making the children frightened. They had to promise to be good, and all the children received a present: a tin boat, was it? This would have been St Nicholas’s Eve, 5 December, when the Czech Santa Claus, Svatý Mikulāš, appears with two figures, an angel who rewards every good boy with favours and a devil who frightens the bad children to make them be good. He was Tomáš, or Tomik, Sträussler. His baby words would have been in his natal language, which he would soon forget. These children were not in Czechoslovakia. They were a little group of exiles, war refugees and survivors, in transit. They were in Singapore; and this is one of his very few memories of being in Singapore. Another was of being on a beach with his family. His father must have been there. But he couldn’t remember his father. He had disappeared from memory.

         Children like these from Czechoslovakia were being scattered all over the world – to India, Kenya, Canada, Argentina, the USA, England. History seized them and chucked them about. Their lives would be shaped out of random acts of fate. Language, family, home, histories, would survive, or be lost and erased, and sometimes eventually re-found, on the throw of a coin.

         When asked, all his life, about his ‘Czech-ness’, Tom Stoppard’s answers have varied. When he suddenly became famous in the late 1960s, and all the interviewers asked him about his past, he said he was a ‘bounced Czech’. He told them he couldn’t speak Czech and he’d been speaking English for almost as long as he could remember. When the USSR invaded Czechoslovakia in 1968, and his first wife thought he should be taking it more personally, he said that he ‘used to be Czech’ but he didn’t feel Czech. When he went to Prague in 1977 to ‘do his bit for Charter 77’, he ‘felt no identification at all’. From then onwards, though, his friendship with Václav Havel, his involvement with human rights causes in Russia and Eastern Europe, his plays on those subjects, and, in the 1990s, his discoveries about his family, and his mother’s death, altered the way he talked about being Czech. In the 2000s, receiving an honorary doctorate at the University of Brno, and reminiscing with pride about his parents, he spoke with tender feeling about his origins: ‘I grew up far away, knowing that Moravia was where I come from and where my mother and father came from.’ In a speech on the stage of the Czech National Theatre, when the Czech Republic entered the European Union in 2004, he talked about his ‘patriotic pride’ in the Czech flag ‘when I and my elder brother and our mother were still a Czech family far from home’. And he ended the speech: ‘Some things are ineradicable.’ Among these things, too, was his Jewishness, which, he came late to recognise, was also ineradicable.

         As with the world histories that encircle and forge the destinies of characters in his plays, plays such as The Coast of Utopia, Rock ’n’ Roll and Leopoldstadt, behind his English life stands the history of Central and Eastern Europe: two hundred years of war, national conflicts, pogroms, exile and shifting borders. The ideological and national forces at work in the course of these centuries – imperialism, Nazism, Communism – also shaped the lives of his ancestors and his family, and composed his ‘ineradicable’ origins.

         The story goes back to territories right in the heart of Europe, the ancient lands of Bohemia (capital, Prague) and Moravia (capital, Brno), bordered by Poland, Germany, Austria, Hungary and Silesia. It goes back to a mixed ancestry of Czechs, Austrians and Germans, with Czech and German speakers living in the same towns, Jews and Catholics often linked in families by marriage. It goes back to generations of hard-working, bourgeois professionals, bringing up their families, keeping the peace, none of them artists or actors or musicians or philosophers, but earning their living on the railways or in shoe factories or in hospitals or schools, moving across borders between Vienna and Prague, Brno and Zlín, the city of Tomáš Sträussler’s birth in 1937.

         Tomáš Sträussler’s name would change, and all the names have changed. Bohemia and Moravia were part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, until its demise at the end of the First World War. In 1918, Czechoslovakia became an independent nation under its first president, Tomáš Masaryk. The Austro–Czech borders shifted. Part of Austria became Czech; place names were changed all along the border. When Nazi Germany invaded Czechoslovakia in 1939, it was renamed ‘The Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia’. Germany annexed the Sudetenland, the German-speaking borderlands of Bohemia and Moravia. When the Communists ‘liberated’ the region at the end of the Second World War, in 1945 – and expelled the minority German population – it became the Czechoslovak Republic. The town of Zlín, in Moravia, was renamed ‘Gottwaldov’, after the first Communist president of the Republic. Zlín stayed that way until 1990, after the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia and the fall of Communism in much of Eastern Europe. In 1993, Czechoslovakia split into the Czech Republic and Slovakia.

         Tom Stoppard’s father, Eugen Sträussler, born in 1908, had a quite common Austrian surname. A well-known early-twentieth-century Austrian neuropathologist, for instance, called Ernst Sträussler (no relation), was born in Moravia and worked in Prague and in Vienna. Eugen’s family, who were all Jewish, similarly crossed borders. His paternal grandparents, Lazar Sträussler and Fani (née Spitzer), and his maternal grandparents, Josef Bechynski and Hermine (née Stein), had a mix of Austrian and Moravian surnames.

         Eugen’s father, Julius Sträussler, the son of Lazar and Fani, was born in 1878 in Březové, an ore-mining town in south-eastern Moravia. He worked on the rapidly expanding Austro-Hungarian railway network, and rose to be superintendent. He was, according to his future daughter-in-law, an autocratic and bossy character. He married twice, the second time to Eugen’s mother Hildegard, daughter of Josef and Hermine Bechynski. They moved between Prague and Podmokly, in the north-west of Bohemia, on the Austrian border, where Eugen was born, and Vienna, where Eugen grew up and where his sister Edit was born. Julius Sträussler did his military service for the cause of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, from 1914 to 1918. (The future president, Masaryk, saw his people ‘answering the call-up in horror, as if going to the slaughter’.) Julius survived the war and took his family back to the newly independent Czechoslovakia in 1918, to live in Brno, on Francouzská Street, and take up the lucrative position of head of the Czechoslovak State Railways. In Brno, Eugen was a student in the newly established Medical Faculty of Masaryk University, and his sister Edit met and married Frantisek Hevelka, a law student who, decades later, would become a ‘Judge of the People’s Court’ in Communist-ruled Brno. She worked in an office and had no children. The young Sträusslers were Czechs of the new, post-imperial, post-war world, full of aspiration and energy.

         While Eugen was still a medical student, he took holiday jobs as a trainee doctor in the hospital at Zlín, about seventy kilometres away. There, on a skiing trip with some fellow students, he met a beautiful, dark, lively young woman called Marta (or Martha) Becková, who was training as a nurse and doing secretarial work for what she, and everyone else, called ‘The Firm’. They were both in their twenties; she was three years younger than him.

         The Becks were less well established and comfortably off than the Sträusslers. Like the Sträusslers, they were Jewish Czechs, but they came from a different part of the country, and they made marriages, like many Czechs of the time, which intermixed Jewish and Catholic families. Marta’s father, Rudolf Beck, was a teacher, so the family had to move whenever he was appointed to another school. His parents, Marek and Anna, came from northern Bohemia, on the Sudeten–Czech border, near the town of Ústí, which when the Germans annexed the Sudetenland was renamed Aussig (and was infamous for a massacre of native Germans in 1945, at the end of the war). Rudolf Beck was born in 1874 in a town in the Sudetenland called Lovosice. Both parents died young, and he was brought up by an aunt and had to make his own way. His daughter Marta remembered him as a hard-working, kind and decent man, bringing ‘stacks of marking’ home every day, smoking his pipe and doing the crossword for relaxation.

         His wife, Regina Ornstein, came from a Bohemian family. Her three sisters lived in Prague and after her marriage she would visit them once a year; Marta remembered being told, as a regular item of family gossip, that ‘two of them did not speak to each other for years; they had a cat and spoke to each other via the cat’. But the eccentric Prague aunts were living in another world; the Becks hardly ever went there. Between 1898 and 1911, moving between small towns in the heart of Czechoslovakia, they had six children – one son, Ota (or Otto), and five daughters. Marta, born on 11 July 1911 in Rosice, near Brno, was the baby. When Marta was a teenager, the family moved to Zlín. Her mother Regina, a much more demanding character than Rudolf, dominated the household; she was jealous of her husband, somewhat fussy and over-protective and given to making occasional scenes. By her sixties she was an invalid, suffering from heart disease. But for as long as she could, she worked non-stop, bringing up the children, doing the housework, cooking, and in her spare time reading the papers cover to cover – as her youngest daughter would, all her life.

         Marta led a sheltered life, going to a bilingual and then a Czech school before starting work, and always accompanied by her mother as chaperone when she went out to a dance. The expectation was that the girls would live at home and then get married. The eldest, Wilma (or Vilemina), married a country doctor, Antonín, who died young. Berta married a German, Arnošt Kind, but the marriage did not last. Irma married Bartolomei Cekota, who would move his family to Argentina before the war, where he worked for Bata and became an extremely wealthy man. Only Anny, the middle daughter, stayed single.

         Eugen kept coming over from Brno to Zlín to see Marta, on free first-class rail tickets provided by his father – who withdrew the favour when he found out his son was going to visit a girlfriend rather than for his medical education. But Marta was accepted by the Sträusslers – Hildegard, Eugen’s mother, was very kind to her. By the time Eugen graduated from Brno, in 1933, they had decided to get married. The custom was that the bride and her family paid for the wedding. Marta and her family were saving like mad, but Eugen knew there would be no dowry. A photograph of Marta in 1927, shown to her younger son many years later, made him understand what her standard of living had been: ‘The fact that my mother was beautiful had escaped me and the realisation was shocking, and then touching when I saw that the dress had obviously been run up at home, and the coat was a poor girl’s best.’ Unlike many young Czech men of the time, Eugen was marrying for love, not for money. Looking back, she would consider this ‘heroic’.

         Somehow her parents managed to provide them, as the custom was, with a furnished house, ‘carpets, curtains, everything from the first day, all table and bed-linen hand-embroidered’. Eugen got a job with ‘The Firm’, as a doctor in the hospital at Zlín, with the aim of becoming a heart and lung specialist. On 23 June 1934, he and Marta were married in Zlín. An enchanting photograph shows a warmly smiling, dark-eyed Marta looking joyously at the camera, wearing a lacy cream suit and jauntily tilted hat, with her husband gazing at her adoringly. He is wearing thick black spectacles and a formal suit, and has dark receding hair, a big toothy smile and huge ears. He looks very young, very intelligent and very much in love.

         They settled down to a life in Zlín, living near the river Dřevnice on a pretty, leafy street called Zálešnà III, one of a grid of twelve identical, numbered Zálešnà streets, in a small square redbrick house (number 2619), with a flagstone path running through a little front garden, very like its neighbours, ‘with exactly 193 square feet for a living room, a bathroom and a kitchenette, and upstairs another 193 square feet for the bedroom’. There were minor variations – slightly larger houses for the doctors or managers, houses placed at an angle to each other for privacy and to break up the straight lines. But in each one there was a cellar for storage, a tiny kitchen and living room, two or three small bedrooms on the upper floor, and a garden. The houses were called batovky, because, like almost everything else in Zlín, they belonged to ‘The Firm’.

         The Firm was the shoe-making company Bata, which owned, built, designed and managed the house, the street, the hospital and the town, and controlled the employment, income and lives of most of Zlín’s inhabitants. The Firm’s policies and administrative decisions dominated the life of the young Sträusslers and would play a part in their children’s journeys into the world, like those two children setting out on their long path in the advertisement of Bata’s English rivals, Start-Rite, with the motto: ‘Children’s Shoes Have Far to Go’.

         Zlín, since the turn of the century, was Bata. This otherwise unremarkable Moravian town, 250 kilometres south-east of Prague (about four hours on the train), nestled in a deep valley between high hills, with a river running through it, surrounded by farmlands, mountains and forests, and once known mainly for its plum brandy, slivovitz, became the site of a social and industrial project with a global reach, a project which was, in its own way, as ambitious and unremitting as any empire or ideological movement.

         The Bata shoe factory began as a cobbler’s workshop in Zlín in the 1880s. Through the next generations of the Bata family, it became a global enterprise and, in its home town of Zlín, a highly controlled community. ‘Bata-isation’ became, after 1918, a symbol of the new independent Czechoslovakia. Amazingly, it survived two world wars, family feuds, the German occupation and the Communist regime. Tomáš Bata, the cobbler’s son who founded the Bata empire, modelled it on Henry Ford’s assembly-line theory. Everything was geared to speed, productivity, profit and competition. His factory survived the Great War by supplying thousands of boots to the Austro-Hungarian army. His half-brother Jan Antonín, who took over the business in 1932 after Tomáš’s death in an air crash (flying in his own aeroplane from Bata’s own airport), expanded the enterprise to Africa, Canada, France, South America, Singapore, Malaysia and India – where a city called Batanagar was founded. ‘Bata shoes conquer the world’, was the message. These Bata outposts would be crucial way-marks in the Stoppard story.

         The Bata family ruled with a controlling hand over their workforce. (A satirical account of their Orwellian control is given in Mariusz Szczygieł’s book Gottland, while more hagiographical accounts emphasise the family’s benevolent paternalism.) The town was structured in functional sections: workplace, management, leisure, domestic accommodation, health-care. As well as providing residential housing for all its employees, much admired by Le Corbusier, it founded schools to train up ‘Batamen’ and built an eight-storey Community Centre (now the Hotel Moskva), with facilities for sport, chess, dancing and eating, but no alcohol. The kitchens in the Bata houses were designed small, so as to encourage the employees to eat in the communal canteen. There were signs on the walls and fences of Zlín reading: ‘OUR CUSTOMER – OUR MASTER’. There were also Bata department stores, a movie theatre, the first Czech skyscraper office block, the first Czech escalator, a company savings bank and a hospital. This opened in 1932 under the direction of the enlightened and pioneering Dr Bohuslav Albert, with 320 beds and jobs for twenty-six doctors. Dr Albert hired a large number of Jewish doctors, including Eugen Sträussler and his friend Alexander ‘Sanyi’ Gellert.

         Dr Albert noticed the young Dr Sträussler’s exceptional qualities, and within four years promoted him as assistant to the head consultant. Others noticed him too. He was a writer and a public speaker as well as a promising doctor. Because he could speak German, he was chosen to give lectures to German-speaking doctors around the country. Between 1934 and 1936, he wrote a number of pieces for the local newspaper, on tuberculosis and its treatment, on visiting the ill, on the workings of the Bata hospital, on sunburn and on sleep. The articles are interested in changing medical practices, and in the way everyday behaviour affects illness. They are commonsensical rather than theoretical, clear-headed and morally sound. On sleep, for instance: ‘It is important that we realize that the sine qua non of good sleep is good work and that only good work makes good sleep possible … It is not healthy to sleep in underwear worn during the day. Bodily hygiene is a condition of sound sleep … insomnia is relieved by appropriate life-styles … the best therapy for insomnia is orderliness, good will and self-discipline.’

         He looked after children and delivered babies. (Quite possibly one of these was John Tusa, broadcaster and arts administrator, who was born in the hospital at Zlín in 1936.) He was the doctor the youngest patients asked for when they had measles or such childhood illnesses. He always made them feel that everything would be all right, and he was well remembered by his patients. He brought ‘jollity’ into the room with him. In his spare time, he relaxed by playing billiards at the hotel in the centre of town, owned by a fellow doctor’s father, Mr Bájaja. Marta described Eugen, many years later, as ‘not handsome in the conventional way’ but very charming (she was ‘always fighting off the nurses’). He had a ‘first class brain’, great modesty and total integrity.

         The Sträusslers and the Gellerts were next-door neighbours. Nelly Gellert was Marta’s best friend. They were always dropping in on each other. They went as a foursome to the movies and to dances and Red Cross functions in the Community Centre; their friends would drop in and ‘stay up half the night talking’. Another friend of the Gellerts at the hospital, Dr Friedmann, remembered Marta as a charming woman with a ‘slightly mischievous smile’, a melodious voice and a willingness to join in with his schemes for abolishing some of the strict Bata social rules.

         The Sträusslers were well off enough to have a car, and went on local excursions with Sanyi and Nelly. Once, Eugen was driving when they had an accident, and Nelly was hurt. As an apology, Eugen and Marta gave Nelly a ring with a pale-blue, local spinel stone, set with clasps. She wore it all her life – and her daughter wears it still.

         Marta had two children during these years. Petr Sträussler was born on 21 August 1935. Tomáš Sträussler was born, two years later, on 3 July 1937. Tomáš was circumcised; Petr wasn’t. Nelly had had her daughter Vera two months before. Marta couldn’t breastfeed her second baby, so Nelly acted as a wet nurse and fed him. Tomik and Vera, almost exact contemporaries, were milk-brother and sister, and friends in the cradle: their mothers thought they should get married when they grew up. Marta had a girl who lived in to help and to babysit. She was enjoying her life as a wife and mother in her twenties; she remembered those times as ‘blissful’.

         
            *

         

         For the Sträusslers and the Gellerts, for the other Jewish doctors working in the Bata hospital, and for hundreds of thousands of other Czechoslovakians, those agreeable, domestic, steady patterns of life were now to be wiped out. There had been anti-Semitism in Czechoslovakia, and anxiety in Bata about Hitler’s rise to power for some time, but life had gone on as normal for many people. Then, on 12 March 1938, the Anschluss took place: Nazi Germany invaded Austria. On 29 September 1938, the Munich Agreement permitted the Third Reich’s annexation of parts of Czechoslovakia. On 1 November, German troops occupied the Sudetenland. Large-scale displacements and flights into exile, and the persecution of Jews and Romanis, began. On 15 March 1939, Germany invaded the rest of Czechoslovakia. Two days before that, Jan Antonín Bata left for America; his nephew, Thomas Bata, was already in Canada, from where he would continue to run the business.

         Dr Albert had seen what was coming. He got a phone call early on the morning of 14 March telling him that the Germans had crossed the border. He immediately called in all the Jewish doctors to his house, and told them they had to get out. His wife was there, and she saw the doctors, all smoking, all sweating with fear. Dr Albert set himself to save as many of them as he could, making contact with Bata branches all over the world and arranging for a number of his employees to be offered jobs there. On 23 March, Jewish doctors were suspended from practising. Eugen and Sanyi discharged themselves from the hospital. Dr Albert offered them the chance of a refuge in Singapore or a refuge in Kenya. Who chose which destination first became a matter of family legend. The Gellerts remembered that Eugen didn’t want to go to Kenya, and that Dr Gellert said that it was all the same to him, he didn’t mind where he went; so he took the Kenya offer, and Eugen took Singapore. The Stoppard family would remember it the other way round, that it was Gellert who definitely didn’t want to go to Singapore, so Eugen agreed to swap with him. In any case – it was a matter of chance.

         With the job offers in hand, Alexander Gellert went every day to the Gestapo office in Zlín, to get permission to travel. Visas were required for them to get out of the country. The Gestapo office kept telling him to come back the next day. In despair, he gave it up, telling Nelly it was no use. Nelly Gellert got dressed up, went to the office and told the Gestapo officer that she wouldn’t leave until he gave her the permits. The story she would tell her children in the years to come was that the officer was charmed by her and ‘didn’t believe that she could be Jewish’; that she told him she was proud to be Jewish, and that she was doing this for the sake of her two-year-old daughter; and that he said it might cost him his job, but he would give her the permits. And then – the heroic story continues – she said that she wouldn’t leave without two more permits, for her friends the Sträusslers and their little boys.

         The Gellerts, equipped with their green visas, stamped 5 April 1939 and valid for a month, got out on 19 April and set out for Nairobi. The Sträusslers, leaving behind their family, friends, employment and lifelong habits, like millions of other wartime refugees desperately fleeing Europe, set out on their enormous journey to Singapore – probably via Hungary and Yugoslavia and thence to Genoa. Petr was three and a half; Tomik was eighteen months old. In all, about fifteen of the Bata doctors got out. The others did not.

         
            *

         

         Rock ’n’ Roll, staged in 2006, nearly seventy years after that journey, has as its central character a young man called Jan, who was born in Zlín and whose family left Czechoslovakia before the German occupation because they were Jewish, but returned – to what was then Gottwaldov – in 1948. In the 1960s, Jan has the chance of staying in Cambridge as a student but chooses to go back to Prague under Communism. The play has the vestigial trace of something Stoppard has often thought of writing, an ‘autobiography in a parallel world’, in which his family has returned ‘home’ after the war and he has grown up in Communist Czechoslovakia, through the middle of the twentieth century. In the first draft of the play, ‘Jan’ was called ‘Tomas’, ‘my given name’, Stoppard writes, adding, a little doubtfully, ‘which, I suppose, is still my name’.
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            In Transit

         

         
            Did you ever feel like a refugee?

I don’t think one thinks like that at that age. One accepts one’s fate.

            
                

            

            I wouldn’t have known the word ‘refugee’ when I was one … It was just my childhood.

         

         The Czechs from Bata reached the British colony of Singapore in the spring of 1939. A branch of Bata had been set up there in 1930, and a Bata factory was being built. They were housed in the city of Singapore, temporarily, in a semicircular ring of fifteen or so small block-houses, where there were about five other Czech families. In the early days, Marta found it pleasant. Their first experience of the tropical climate, the intense warm heat and greenery of the island, was exciting; the locals were friendly; the food – especially the fruit – was exotic. They had a car, and a daily cleaner from the Bata office, and a kind Malayan ayah who pushed the little boys around in a double cane pushchair and tried to speak Czech to them: ‘Don’t cry!’ ‘Hurry up, bath-time!’ After a while the boys went to a nearby English convent kindergarten, travelling by rickshaw. Some letters came through from the families left behind. Marta and Eugen spoke Czech at home, so that was the language the two-to-four-year-old Tomáš first heard and spoke, but she started to pick up some English. The first film he ever saw, Disney’s newly released Pinocchio, was in English. He would always remember Pinocchio’s nose growing like a branch ‘for telling lies’, and a bird’s nest on the end of it. There was an English family, the Smiths, living next door, and they went to the open-air swimming club on Sundays together. When Mrs Smith dropped in, Petr would call out, ‘Mama! Pani Smithova!’ Eugen had a harder time: the situation at the hospital was difficult, he didn’t like the heat and food, and a stomach ulcer he’d had as a student flared up. But they settled in, and started to look for a house nearer the sea.

         In Stoppard’s screenplay for the 1987 film of J. G. Ballard’s Empire of the Sun, when Shanghai is falling to the Japanese in 1937, an Englishman at the club advises Jim’s father to get him out somewhere safe: ‘Singapore.’ The irony was not lost on the screenwriter. The fall of Shanghai was rapidly followed by the invasion of the eastern seaboard of China and of Indo-China, and the relentless advance southward of the Japanese by air, land and sea. On 7 December 1941, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. The following day they launched air attacks on British airfields in Malaya and Singapore, and Britain and the United States declared war on Japan. On 11 December, Germany and Italy declared war on the US. By the end of 1941, Hong Kong had fallen to the Japanese, the campaign in Burma had begun and Japanese troops were fighting their way down through the jungles of Malaya towards Singapore. In January 1942 the British forces withdrew from Malaya to Singapore, which was heavily bombarded by the Japanese. Every night, the Sträussler family went to a friend’s shelter. The boys would remember hiding under a table covered with blankets while bombs were falling, and the smell of sandbags.

         On 8 and 9 February, the Japanese army crossed the Johore straits from the Malayan mainland. The big British naval defences, the long-range guns all pointing out to sea, from where the attack had been envisaged, could not be moved. The airfields and the water reservoirs were taken within days. Many people were killed, many taken prisoner. By the end of the week, on 15 February 1942, Singapore fell and the British general surrendered. The island would be occupied by the Japanese until the dropping of the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, and the end of the war.

         The official evacuation had got underway in January, in terror and confusion. Most of the women and children had left by the middle of January – and many of the ships they were on, heading for Australia, were bombed – but Marta stayed on as long as she could, hoping they would all be able to leave together. She did not want to travel alone to Australia. But by the end of the month she had to take the children and go. Eugen, who like some other Czechs enlisted in a British volunteer Defence Corps, would follow when he could. She got onto a ship with the children, and he spent about two hours with them and then had to leave.

         People crowded onto any ship that was there, each of them packed with a thousand or two thousand refugees. On 30 and 31 January, the Empress of Japan, Duchess of Bedford, West Point and Wakefield were among the ships that got out. The Empress (renamed Empress of Scotland on her journey) took seventeen hundred evacuees – including Marta and the boys – to Colombo. Their ship, like others, got off to a slow start. The evacuation ships would pull away from the docks, which were being bombed and shelled, wait for several days to avoid the bombs, return for more passengers, wait to form a convoy, locate the minefields and wait again for the tide. The journey was memorably horrible. There was great fear, and great anxiety about the men left behind. There wasn’t enough to eat, the cabins were overcrowded, children were always getting lost, and people slept on mattresses on the deck. At Colombo, there was utter confusion. People were being pushed onto the decks of other ships, with mattresses, not knowing where the ships were going to. Marta and the boys were put off one ship and put on another. Half of her luggage got lost on the dock, including a bag with photographs and personal documents from home. Then she found that the American ship they were on wasn’t going to Australia but to India. One of her worst moments, when the tragedy of it all struck home, was when she was giving the boys a bath. (Tomik noticed how the soap wouldn’t lather, because it was sea water.) Nelly Gellert had given the boys two little St Christopher medallions to wear round their necks, engraved with their names. Marta hung them on a hook in the bathroom and forgot them, and when she went back for them, they had disappeared. She cried and cried. The boys never forgot it.

         In Singapore, in the week of the invasion, there was chaos. Thousands were milling around on the docks, while bombs and shells were falling, all struggling to push onto the boats. Allied ships were being blown up in minefields. Eugen was wounded while on guard duty and spent a few days in hospital. On 13 February, he and another Czech went to see his English friend Leslie Smith and asked him – he was the manager of a firm making navigational instruments – if he could get them out. Smith took them down to the docks and persuaded the captain of one of the ships to take them. They all shook hands, and that was the last he saw of them. There was a large group of ships assembling to leave as a convoy, and many of them were attacked. In 1999, Stoppard met Leslie Smith, then ninety, and was told that his father’s ship had been bombed and sunk in the strait between Sumatra and the island of Bangka, trying to get to Australia. The Vyner Brooke, a merchant ship hastily requisitioned and terribly overcrowded, with many doctors and nurses on board, was bombed and sunk at 2 p.m. on 14 February 1942, in the Bangka Strait. Those who weren’t killed on board and jumped or fell into the sea were strafed and killed in the water. Another, much smaller ship, carrying some of the Czech Bata employees, the SS Redang, was attacked on 13 February, about fifty miles from the Berhala Strait, which separates the islands of Sumatra and Singkep in the South China Sea. Most passengers were killed; a few survivors reached the coast of Sumatra by lifeboat, but were later taken prisoner. Eugen was killed on one of these two ships.

         On 14 February, Marta and her sons arrived in India, and docked at Bombay. Petr, who was six and a half, remembered his mother weeping, all through one evening, after they arrived. Tomik, two years younger, would not remember the arrival.

         
            *

         

         In the next four years, the family would move across India six or seven times. There were other survivors from Bata and to an extent they kept together, without feeling especially welcomed or at home. Bata looked after its own, up to a point, but, as Marta said, ‘they really did not know what to do with us apart from thinking that they had to keep us all together’. The main Bata headquarters in India was a huge factory at Batanagar, south of Calcutta (now Kolkata). But there were other outposts of Bata across India. In the first winter the family went to Naini Tal and then, because it was so bitterly cold, to Lahore, in the Punjab, still under British rule. A Bata outlet opened there in 1942, the year they arrived. It was dusty and wretched and full of flies and mosquitoes. For Marta it was all nightmarish. After a couple of months they retraced the enormous journey to the hill station of Naini Tal, at the foot of the Himalayas. Once the summer capital of the North-Western Province, Naini Tal is a beautiful place, set high among wooded hills, with a deep-green volcanic lake, and an extinct volcano. The family shared a big house with other Czech wives and children and ate together in a canteen, and the boys went, as boarders, to a Roman Catholic convent school, St Mary’s, founded in the 1870s, where most of the pupils were girls. It was very strict and very clean. They were taught in English, and they spoke English.

         The Bata group were beginning to get on each other’s nerves. Some of the women wanted to leave, and in all this time there was no news of their husbands, while the Red Cross and the Czech Consul in Calcutta were trying to find out what had happened to them. ‘It was just a matter of waiting and waiting.’ After a year or so, Marta, by now ill and depressed and bored, all the joyousness gone out of her, took her boys to Darjeeling, in West Bengal, fourteen hundred kilometres and several days’ journey eastwards. In Darjeeling there was a Bata shoe shop which needed a manager. ‘I learned for about two weeks to know one end of a shoe from another,’ she remembered, and then was put in charge. Her bookkeeping was not up to much and the staff probably took advantage of this. But the Nepali salesman, Mr Singh, was helpful, and his wife knitted winter woollies for the boys to wear at school. She introduced a chiropody corner, and made a success of the job. The shop was right at the heart of the town, next to the popular Keventer’s Milk Bar, looking out onto a busy street.

         The boys had liked Naini Tal, but they adapted, as children mostly do under such circumstances. Darjeeling in the 1940s was a lively place. Its setting is dramatic, seven thousand feet up in the foothills of the Himalayas, reached from the plains of northern India by train, or up a switchback mountain road. Steep wooded canyons, tiny villages clinging to the edge of the road, vertiginously sloping tea plantations, drop away from the town. Densely green in summer with mountain flowers and towering pines, firs and cedars, it is bitter and icy in winter. From the upper square, Chowrasta, where the people congregate to sit and talk and children take pony rides, and from the Mall, the pedestrian circuit round the top of the town, where monkeys scamper alongside the walkers, there is a view of one of the world’s highest mountains, Kanchenjunga (or Khangchendzonga), with the Himalayan range stretching out on either side of it. For days on end the mountains pretend not to be there, concealed by thick swathes of mist rolling across the deep valleys. And then they emerge, distant, gigantic, glistening, unbelievable. ‘Very often’, Stoppard wrote, returning in 1991, ‘a belt of mist lifts the mountains off the earth. They float in the sky, infinitely far off and yet sharply detailed, massive yet ethereal, lit like theatre, so ageless and permanent as to make history trivial. It is perhaps the most mesmerising view of the earth from anywhere on the earth.’

         Darjeeling had kept its nineteenth-century colonial function as a hill station and a ‘rest and recuperation’ sanatorium for the troops and the governing classes of the British Raj, and drew its prosperity from the tea plantations. In wartime it was a recruiting centre for the British Gurkha regiments. It was famous, then as now, for the narrow-gauge steam railway or ‘Toy Train’, which puffed its way on its astonishing journey of eight or nine hours up and down from Siliguri, labouring round the bends, warning off animals and walkers with a screaming whistle, stopping often for water, sometimes breaking down en route. In the early 1940s the town was heaving with British and American soldiers and sailors, alongside its usual mixture of inhabitants – Nepalese, Tibetans, Chinese, Anglo-Indians. Stoppard would remember Tibetan traders in the narrow street going up past the Bata shop and the Planters’ Club to Chowrasta. American and British soldiers stayed in the big hotels, like the Mount Everest, and packed out the Gymkhana Club, the Chinese restaurants and the Capitol Cinema (next to the shop where Tomik bought his copies of the Dandy and the Beano). Outside the town there were the dak bungalows, built for the tea planters and the colonial summer visitors, and the summer palaces of the maharajahs. Something of those memories of pre-Independence India would get into In the Native State, his radio play of 1991, and its stage version of 1995, Indian Ink.

         Darjeeling had a number of rather grand public schools, the most famous of which was St Paul’s, modelled on the English system and founded by missionaries. The Sträussler boys went to a not-so-grand co-educational American Methodist missionary school, Mount Hermon, founded in 1895 by a headmistress from a Calcutta school. It had first opened in a house in the middle of Darjeeling called Arcadia. It took pupils from all over the world and from all denominations, and – unlike the English schools – included baseball in its sports. By 1943, when the Sträusslers arrived, it had taken over an estate belonging to the Lebong Tea Company, a group of solid grey buildings built four-square around a quadrangle, at North Point on the Lebong Road, on the outskirts of Darjeeling. From the windows was the view of Kanchenjunga. One of the day girls who went there in the 1950s would remember her mother telling her to be home before the mountains turned pink.

         They were boarders, and slept in the small boys’ dormitory, nearest to the Matron. (As the boys at Mount Hermon got older, their dormitories got further away from the girls’.) The iron beds had stretched interlocking springs and the boys used to bounce up and down on them like trampolines. One boy kept them awake with nightly stories of his secret life as a fighter pilot with the American Air Force. But this was not Tomáš. He was a well-behaved little boy, eager to learn, not ‘interestingly naughty’ or extrovert, though talkative, with curly hair, big eyes, a Czech accent, an enormous smile and an affectionate nature. He was ‘besotted’ with the Matron’s daughter:

         
            We smallest boys lived in two dormitories at the end of the corridor, and on hair-wash nights we congregated in the larger one to have our hair dried by Matron or by her daughter. The smell of damp hair cooking in the blast of an electric dryer is still a Proustian trigger for pleasurable and disturbing emotions. I received a letter from the Matron’s daughter a few years ago – ‘You won’t remember me but,’ etc – and I wrote back, ‘Not only do I remember you, I was madly in love with you’, and never heard from her again.

         

         The school motto was Non Scholae Sed Vitae Discimus: ‘We do not learn for school, but for life’. Round the buildings were engraved the words ‘Character’, ‘Faithfulness’, ‘Godliness’, ‘Trust’ and ‘Loyalty’. The day started early, with a six-thirty breakfast, and religious assembly taken by the chaplain. The younger boys had a break in the morning, with milk, and a rest upstairs in the dormitories after lunch. They wore a blue school uniform with a striped tie. Discipline was firm – no running or shouting in the corridors – but not harsh. The smaller children got away with sliding down the banisters. There was no corporal punishment. Many of the children were far from home or separated from their parents (though quite a few of the parents lived in Darjeeling), and the school’s aim was to be a home from home and to make them feel safe.

         Most weekends, Marta would come to see them, walking down the zigzagging Lebong Road from the centre of Darjeeling, bringing food parcels and treats. On Sunday afternoons, the boys would sit on a bench under a large and particularly splendid fir tree, looking up the long track down which their mother would eventually be seen coming to visit them. In the distance they couldn’t tell if it was her; ‘but it was always her in the end’, and they would run to meet her, bring her back to the bench and unpack the packages she had brought. While they were waiting, they carved their initials in the tree. For many years Stoppard wanted to go back to see if the bench, the tree and his initials were still there. When he did return, in 1991, he found that the tree had been chopped down long ago.

         It was a comfort to Marta that both the boys were doing well at school. T. Sträussler’s school report, aged seven, in November 1944, put him tenth in a class of thirty and marked him as Good, Very Good or Excellent in all topics: Excellent in Literature, and Very Good in Dictation and Arithmetic. He played the triangle in the school band. He liked books, and he and his mother had a shared fantasy of opening a bookshop together – a rival to the famous Oxford Book Store on Chowrasta.

         Their home was Minto Villa, on Auckland Road, a grey house with pillars. (Later they moved to a big solid apricot-coloured mansion called Struan Lodge.) At home, Tomáš used to hang around outside the gateway of Minto Villa, hoping to see American soldiers go by. They seemed to him debonair, romantic and stylish, and they dominated his memories of Darjeeling: meeting with ‘easy manners’ his request for ‘Any gum, chum?’, coming into the school sports ground to play baseball, showing him how to aim his toy revolver or getting out of the train to make a snowball for him when, on their very first journey to Darjeeling, the train broke down above the snow-line – the first sight of snow he would remember. Writing a screenplay for a film about an American bodyguard in the early 1980s, he noted: ‘When I was a boy in India, Americans were glamorous.’

         In retrospect, life at Minto Villa and Mount Hermon seemed ‘familiar and safe’, ‘a lost domain of uninterrupted happiness’. That generalised memory of happiness centred on a particular remembered moment, ‘a day when I was walking along the corridor which led from the door to the playground, trailing a finger along a raised edge on the wall, and it suddenly came upon me that everything was all right, and would always be all right’.

         ‘All right’, that was, in comparison with their life before Darjeeling, a turmoil of uprootings, and of dimly remembered chaos and fear. He was six, seven, eight; he was being looked after; he felt secure; he took every day as it came. He had no imaginary idea of another possible life, and he was not worrying about what had happened to his father, or what would happen to them next. But on one of his returns to India, in old age, asked about that vividly remembered moment, he supposed there must also have been some underlying anxiety.

         For Marta, nothing was stable, anything could happen to them, and the worrying never stopped. Quite soon after they moved to Darjeeling, she was advised to go to the Czech Consul in Calcutta to get what information they had. She was told that as many civilian Czechs as possible had been accounted for, and that Eugen Sträussler was amongst those missing, presumed lost. She knew no details then of how he died, but may have learned them later from survivors from Singapore, though she never passed them on to the boys. She returned to Darjeeling the next day, but said nothing to them, feeling that they had enough to cope with. A habit of protecting them through her silence had begun. Some time later, perhaps fearing that she would upset the boys with her own emotions, perhaps unable to bear to give them the final news, she asked a woman friend to tell them (in English) that their father was dead. They were taken for a walk, carefully given the information, and on their return found their mother waiting ‘teary-eyed and anxious’ to see how they had taken it. Tomáš took it well: that is, he felt almost nothing. ‘I felt the significance of the occasion’, he would recall, ‘but not the loss.’

         
            *

         

         In the school holidays, there were visits to other places in Northern India like Lucknow or Cawnpore (now Kanpur). Marta once took them to a rajah’s palace. An attractive young widow in her thirties, she made friends, and wanted to enjoy herself if she could, even though her life felt, to her, uncertain and provisional. For a while she was seeing someone called Rudi, a Czech or a German, who ran Pliva’s, a Darjeeling restaurant (later renamed Glenary’s). Then a Czech girlfriend came to stay, who had a contact with a Chinese-American woman whose husband was in the army. Marta and this woman became friends, and she invited Marta to a celebratory dinner in the Mount Everest Hotel when her husband came home on leave. One of the other guests was Major Kenneth Stoppard, who was in service with the army in New Delhi and was on leave in Darjeeling for a fortnight.

         After the dinner party, in those two weeks, he came to the Bata shop every day and took Marta out to lunch, and he bombarded her with flowers and chocolates. It sounds like love at first sight. He went with her on one of her Sunday visits to the school, and thought her sons were decent boys. The rapid courtship went on ‘at a crazy pace’, she remembered, for some months, while Major Stoppard shuttled back and forth between New Delhi and Darjeeling. A lieutenant-commander who also used the Jodhpur Officers’ Mess in New Delhi in 1944 and 1945 remembered how Ken would often talk of a young woman, whom he referred to affectionately as ‘Bobby’, living in Darjeeling with two sons. He said that after the war was over he hoped they would get married.

         Stoppard was a handsome, clean-cut Englishman, with a passion for fly-fishing and a strong commitment to King and Country. His family – a mother and a sister – were based in Nottinghamshire; his father had died when he was young. His mother ran a dressmaker’s business in Retford. Before the war he had been a sales rep for a steel company. Early on in the war he had been in China, and had plans to get into reconstruction work when the war ended, either with the construction company Balfour Beattie in China or with Firth-Brown steel agents in Bombay.

         Ken Stoppard rushed Marta off her feet, with a forceful set of moves which set the terms of their future life together. From Delhi, he sent her a telegram asking her to marry him. He was due to go back to China, but he went to his colonel and asked for forty-eight hours’ leave to get married. Then he followed up his telegram with a phone call, telling Marta he had got the weekend leave so they could be married. According to her, she said, ‘No, we’re not, what are you talking about?’ He told her he would be court-martialled if he went back unmarried. She had no time to think and no one to consult. ‘I had to decide on my own what I thought would be best for us.’ It was wartime, a time of rapid changes and choices, her fortune was completely uncertain, she was widowed, she had lost her family. Here, out of the blue, was a good-looking, fit, competent Englishman with prospects, an army officer, who had fallen for her and who liked her boys, and seemed to have the decisiveness and energy to take care of them all. Without telling the boys, or anyone in the shop, and missing her Sunday visit to the school, she got on the train from Darjeeling and travelled all day (a six-hundred-kilometre journey) to marry Major Stoppard in St Andrew’s Church, Calcutta, on 25 November 1945.

         For years afterwards, she would feel guilty about not having told the boys in advance. But they took it just as the next thing in their lives. They had a new stepfather, who played games and ran races with them and whom they called Daddy or Father. Eventually his younger stepson settled for ‘Dad’ in his letters home, though Peter remembered that Ken thought ‘Dad’ was vulgar. Ken decided that he wouldn’t stay abroad but would take them all to England. Perhaps Marta had asked him to do this; perhaps it was a condition of the marriage. England was the ultimate desirable place, ‘the place everybody would want to go to if only they were allowed to’. They left Darjeeling for Delhi. Next they went to the army transit camp of Deolali (where the long wait to embark could drive you ‘doolally’), and then boarded ship for England.

         After he was grown up, Peter found it hard to understand why Kenneth Stoppard had married his mother. Peter and his brother both came to see their stepfather as a bitter, disappointed man, bigoted, xenophobic and anti-Semitic. He became the sales manager of a company manufacturing machine tools. He bullied their mother, was often bad-tempered and had to be placated. Peter thought that Ken’s father’s early death, and his poorly rewarded army service, had blighted him, and that he spent the rest of his life feeling that he should have been treated better by the world. Why would such a man marry a Jewish widow with two small children? As adults, their sense of him did not take into account what he might have felt for her, and what he might have been like when he first met her.

         Why she married him, though, was not hard to understand. He represented safety and control. From now on he would make the decisions. And because of his overriding Englishness, from now on she would speak only English, play down her Czech history, discount her Jewishness and keep quiet about the past. If she knew, by the time she left India, what had happened to her family, she said nothing.

         
            *

         

         While Eugen and Marta were together in Singapore, Eugen’s parents, Julius and Hildegard Sträussler, both in their sixties, were evicted from their house in Brno and, early in 1941, were put on the transport of Moravian Jews to the Theresienstadt concentration camp at Terezin. On 9 January 1942, a month before their son Eugen’s death, they were transported to the ghetto in Riga, in Latvia, where they died. The following year, Eugen’s grandmother, Hildegard’s mother Hermine Bechynski, died at Terezin, aged eighty-two. Eugen’s married sister Edit was transported to Terezin in 1945, but survived and returned to Brno. In 1944, Marta’s parents, Rudolf Beck, aged seventy, and Regina, a chronic invalid at sixty-nine, died at Auschwitz. So did two of her four sisters, Wilma and Berta. They had married Gentiles, but ‘that had not saved them’. Berta Kindová’s son Sascha (Saša) was sixteen, a Bata apprentice, when the Germans came. She wrote instructions for whoever could look after him, went into a church and approached two strangers, a married couple. She asked them to take her son; and they did so. A few days later, she was put on the transport. Saša survived the war. Anny, the unmarried sister, died in Riga. Marta’s brother Ota survived and lived on in Brno; her sister Irma, with her husband Bartolomei Cekota, had gone to Argentina. It is not certain when Marta learned of the fate of her parents, her three sisters and her in-laws. She was certainly told at some time; Berta’s fostered son and Wilma’s children knew the facts, and so did Irma. But she never told her sons, either that she was Jewish or that most of her family had perished in the Holocaust. They would find out, very much later.

         
            *

         

         The Stoppards left India at the beginning of 1946. Marta – now Mrs ‘Bobby’ Stoppard – was thirty-five, Peter was ten, Tom was eight. It was their third marathon sea journey in seven years. Just as they had narrowly escaped the Nazi atrocities in Czechoslovakia and the Japanese atrocities in Singapore, they left India before the violence, mass displacement and loss of life which accompanied independence and Partition, they avoided a post-war return to Czechoslovakia under Communism and they arrived in England after the end of the wartime bombing. With good reason did Stoppard come to think of himself, in this historical context, as a lucky man, leading a charmed life. The luck of the draw, the road not taken, the alternative possible path to the one chosen, was not something he thought about as a child. But it came to haunt him as an adult. What would that other Tom have been, the one who didn’t become an Englishman?

         Soon after they arrived, deed polls authorising a change of name were made out. Petr became Peter Stoppard; Tomáš, or Tomik, became Thomas, or Tom, Stoppard. (His mother went on calling him Tommy.) They were from now on to be English schoolboys. Ken, their legal guardian, would say to Tom, in later moments of hostility: ‘Don’t you realise I made you British?’ The boys weren’t naturalised as British subjects, though, perhaps through an oversight. Peter was surprised when, years later, in the late 1950s or early ’60s, the local policeman came to see him where he was living in Bristol to inform him that he was an ‘alien’. He was shocked to discover he was still Czech, and organised his naturalisation papers at once. Tom Stoppard’s own naturalisation certificate wasn’t issued until 22 February 1960, when he was registered as ‘from Czechoslovakia, living in Bristol’. Neither of them had a birth certificate, but Marta’s Czech passport, with their names and dates of birth, was accepted in lieu when their names were changed and, much later, when their naturalisation was formalised.

         Their long journey to England, unlike their journey from Singapore to India, was made without disturbance or confusion, on a British troopship. Peter vividly remembered going through the Suez Canal, the passageway to the West. They arrived in England, docking at Southampton, on 14 February 1946, the same day they had reached India four years before. It was freezing; Tom’s feet were so cold that he cried. Bomb damage was everywhere. They were going to Nottinghamshire by train. Peter was amazed to be on a train with no bunk-bed, where you sat up. Their destination was Retford, where they were to stay with Ken’s widowed mother Alice and his sister Muriel. Always he would remember, with a kind of nostalgia and intensity, the strangeness of those first weeks in England. Marta was extremely apprehensive, but the Stoppard family was kind to her. The war was over. She had brought her boys to a safe haven.
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            Englishness

         

         
            Jenkins (to Gale): … And it was all pasture land then, you know. On long summer evenings when we were all in bed and almost asleep, we’d hear the farmer’s boy on the hill, calling the cattle home. Singing them home … God, yes.

            Marks (loudly, independently): Happiest days of my life, to coin a phrase!

         

         The Stoppard boys were sent to boarding school soon after they arrived in England. Kenneth used a contact in Retford, who knew the headmaster, to get them into the Dolphin School. This was a boys’ preparatory school run by Charles Roach, a South African Rhodes Scholar, son of the Bishop of Natal, and later by his son Peter. The school had moved during the war, for safety, from just outside Newark to Okeover Hall, near Ashbourne, on the border of Staffordshire and Derbyshire. Bobby, let alone the boys, had no say in the matter, it was all settled for them. But, as she said to them, much later: ‘How could I have asked you if you wanted to go there, knowing that there was no alternative? Luckily it worked out all right.’

         The school did work out all right. It was a humane, easy-going, though not outstanding, English prep school. This was what it advertised:

         
            The Dolphin School, C. G. Roach, Head. Prepares boys for the Public Schools and the Royal Navy. Boys go to bed in relays starting at 7 p.m. The youngest boys sleep in a dormitory next door to the Matron. Domestic and feeding arrangements are under the direct control of Mrs Roach … a well balanced diet … The milk is TB tested. All boys are given some nourishment between games and afternoon school.

         

         Stoppard Two, with his brother, Stoppard One, settled into the routine of classes and games, in what he would describe as a ‘somewhat decaying’ stately home. Okeover Hall was a splendid mid-eighteenth-century Palladian house with three wings (a fourth had been demolished), an imposing stable block, an ivy-covered church and landscaped grounds sloping away to farmland beyond. This landscape immediately became, and would always be, at the heart of Stoppard’s strong feeling for England. It provided a romantic introduction to his new country. In that first summer and in the legendarily cold, snowy winter of 1946–7 that followed, Okeover Hall ‘was just paradise’. The small boys went to bed when it was still light, and out of the dormitory window on the first floor was the rather unkempt garden, leading to a ha-ha, and beyond that the farmer’s fields. In the long, long summer evenings, as the light was dimming outside the windows, the farmer’s boy would yodel – half-sing, half-call – the herd of cows home, and the small boys would lie in bed listening to the sound.

         In the daytime, in their breaks, they would run free in the grounds, where there were wild paths and a hidden pond. They would make insecure rafts and navigate the pond – even though some of them, like Stoppard, couldn’t swim. They would build dens in the woods out of branches and sacking. There was great excitement when the ivy covering the church caught fire. When the big winter came, they would toboggan down the slope through the fields.

         Again and again, in his memory and his imagination, Stoppard would return to this scene, where, as he would say, he put on Englishness like a coat. ‘At the age of eight I fell in love with England almost at first glance, never considering that the England I loved was, in the first place, only a corner of Derbyshire, and, in the second place, perishable.’ Sidley Park, the eighteenth-century house with its hermit and its English country landscape, the setting for Arcadia, is firmly sited in Derbyshire. In 1947, the school relocated to Langford Hall in Nottinghamshire, another grand 1740s house in an equally tranquil pastoral setting. But Okeover was always, for Stoppard, the primal English scene.

         At the Dolphin School, where he stayed for four years, till he was thirteen, he became a reader, a writer, a cricketer, a boy scout, and as English as he could be. His ‘foreignness’ came out in his pronunciation of ‘s’ and ‘th’ and his rolling ‘r’, which he retained. He was slightly teased for this, though not so much as to make him feel alien: ‘I was foreign, but I did not know it.’ He traded a little on his exotic Indian history. But, just after the war, there were plenty of other dramatic stories to be heard at the school. The headmaster’s son Peter Roach had just come back from a heroic war. An adventurous, unconventional man, he taught the boys English, sitting at a big Edwardian oak table with a fire burning in winter. He thought Tom was very bright. His father, the headmaster, said: ‘That boy will go far.’

         There were no books to speak of at home – Ken’s collection was mainly of fishing books and the odd Nevil Shute, later on some Alistair MacLean and Winston Churchill’s The Second World War. There were some visits from home to the local library. But it wasn’t a literary household. It was a long time, for instance, before he realised that a play could also be a published object. Nevertheless, he rapidly became a voracious reader, the kind of child ‘who read the sauce bottle and the cornflake packet if there was nothing else to hand’, and who later would never dream of getting on a bus without something to read. The first real book he picked up, soon after getting to England, was Arthur Ransome’s Peter Duck, the third in the ‘Swallows and Amazons’ series, a 1930s epic of Atlantic Ocean travel, shipwreck, hostile pursuit and secret treasure. He spotted on the jacket that Ransome had written some other books too. ‘My method of searching for these books had a sort of pathos about it: I simply went around picking up any book I saw lying about to see if it was called Swallows and Amazons. But it never was.’ At school, though, there were ‘sets’ of Ransome, Richmal Crompton (Just William) and Captain W. E. Johns (Biggles). He read the usual classics, The Wind in the Willows, Treasure Island, The Coral Island, Stalky & Co.

         The other big passion, for both boys, was cricket. Their school reports noted that they were ‘precocious and good at sport’. Stoppard One was more of an all-rounder; Stoppard Two was mainly a wicket-keeper – though as a bowler he developed a nice left-arm finger spin delivery. He enjoyed the feeling of having the hands ‘protected by thick armoured gloves made of leather and rubber’, the satisfaction of catching the ball and of the quick strategic understanding there has to be between wicket-keeper and bowler – even though, as a rapidly growing, tall, thin boy, he wasn’t the ideal shape and size: ‘Great wicket-keepers are small men with the sort of energy contained in those rubber balls that come back up into your hand when you drop them on a stone floor.’ His hero was England’s legendary wicket-keeper, Godfrey Evans, who had ‘the reflexes of a mousetrap’. ‘At the age of ten, I felt I understood him completely.’ For his tenth birthday, he was given Evans’s book, Behind the Stumps, and at the 1948 Test Match against Australia at Trent Bridge in Nottingham (not too far from home and school), he witnessed one of Evans’s most astonishing catches, made while running backwards at great speed, still written of with awe in histories of the Test Match, which left him, thinking of his own cricketing skills, ‘chastened’. Peter Roach taught the little boys their cricket, and would yell at them (in Stoppard’s later paraphrase) at every other stroke: ‘Suffering cats, what the hell was that supposed to be, you raving nit – you look like a carthorse on roller skates trying to dance Swan Lake.’ They all adored him.

         Other school obligations were less compelling, but had to be done, like rugby on Wednesdays – where he played full-back, and found it rough – or praying on Sundays. (If you were English, you were Christian, it seemed then.) In class, he was good at reading, Latin, geometry, algebra, arithmetic and English, where he was one of the best at writing essays, though marked as ‘careless’ in his history and ‘only fair’ in music. He got mildly involved with school theatricals. There was a tradition of a production every Guy Fawkes Night. In 1948 he and his fellow actors were told they had done very well. On 5 November 1949, he played a puppet, Francisco, in a one-acter called ‘The Puppet Show’, set in Old Maffeo’s Caravan.

         The only blot on the landscape was the corporal punishment, standard practice at the time. The boys would be cuffed round the ear and shouted at for misdemeanours – ‘all very frightening if you were a small child’. There was one particular red-faced bully, who had to be propitiated and flattered in case he turned on you. His repressed sexuality would not have been recognised, and he was a good teacher; but the boys found him intimidating. Once, when Tom was sick and couldn’t go to lessons, he asked his brother to lend him a book, because he was so anxious about keeping up with that teacher’s classes. When, in the English lesson, Peter was found to be without the book, he was beaten. Having landed his brother in this situation was a terrible feeling, not to be forgotten. Years later he would say, of the ‘bastard’ who terrified him, I hope his soul is already damned. The fear and guilt fed into a lifelong distaste for coercion, and is given to one of the reminiscing characters at the school reunion in the radio play of 1970, Where Are They Now?:

         
            Gale: We walked into French like condemned men. We were too afraid to learn. All our energy went into ingratiating ourselves and deflecting his sadism on to our friends … Once when I was ill – itself an admission of some obscure failure, you will remember – I spent my time in the San feverishly keeping up with the French I had missed, using my brother’s exercise book – he used to lend me it. One day he forgot to pick it up and found himself in a French lesson without any prep to hand in. Jenkins slapped him around for five minutes … What a stupid man!

         

         Half-terms were often spent by the Stoppard boys at school, rather than at home – perhaps this was Ken’s preference, or perhaps Bobby didn’t understand that most English boys went home for half-term. They would be taken to Ashbourne by Matron, who would provide a bag of plums, or other goodies. One of these outings was to see the 1948 film of Laurence Olivier’s Hamlet: ‘God, it was boring!’ (There was no reason for him to notice that Olivier had cut out the characters of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.) Much better was a 1942 film called The First of the Few, in which Leslie Howard played R. J. Mitchell, the designer of the Spitfire.

         While they were at school, their mother sent them regular parcels of ‘tuck’, symbols of her affection – and her displacement. There were ‘plum dumplings powdered with cinnamon, and delicious jam-filled buns called buchti … Her tuck parcels were misshapen triple-wrapped double-trussed Kellogg boxes overstuffed with things she thought were good for you, like glucose tablets and dried fruit, to offset the quantity of things which were definitely not.’

         They were fifty miles away from home, which seemed far. The first Stoppard house, after Retford, was an unexceptional pebble-dash semi called Rosegarth in the Derbyshire village of Calver Sough, just off the main through road, with woods beyond the narrow garden. It was about two miles from Baslow and the great Devonshire estate of Chatsworth. When Stoppard, in much later life, met the Duke of Devonshire, he said to him, ‘I used to live in a house near Baslow.’ Delightedly, the Duke replied, ‘I live in a house near Baslow!’ Stoppard became a regular visitor at Chatsworth and a friend of Debo, Duchess of Devonshire. He reworked that joke about class, when writing a tribute to her in 2001: ‘Our first house in England was a boy’s bicycling ride from Chatsworth, and we went picnicking there in the immediate post-war years before the house (Chatsworth, that is, not our semi in Calver Sough) was re-opened to the public.’

         There were no trips from home to the cinema or the theatre, but there were plenty of holiday jaunts in their pre-war Riley, with packed sandwiches and a Thermos flask, for instance to the river Dove, where Ken taught Tom to fly-fish. This, like cricket, became a lifelong passion. Most of his adult communications with Ken were on this subject, and he would go into technical detail about their only shared interest. Fly-fishing is a patient, stealthy, addictive pastime, which can be either sociable or solitary, a day of slow, pleasurable concentration spent on an English river. It was part of his induction into Englishness. Ken taught him ‘to fish, to love the countryside, to speak properly, to respect the Monarchy’.

         Rosegarth was their first English home, but not for long. Ken was working, for a time, for Firth Brown, the Sheffield-based stainless steel and machine-tool manufacturers, and, following the work, he and Bobby moved house several times in quick succession, buying and selling again, to Dore near Sheffield, to a vicarage in Borrowash, near Nottingham, and then, for a decade or so, back to Bristol. They started another family: their son Richard was born in 1949, when Tom was twelve. Typically, while she was expecting Richard, Bobby sent her boys at boarding school the government’s gift of orange juice for pregnant women, having scrubbed the label off the bottle. The boys could see they were medicine bottles, and one of their schoolmates said, ‘Oh, that’s orange juice for mothers.’ And it didn’t taste right either, Tom noticed, not like normal orange juice. Then his time at the Dolphin School came to an end, and, in the same year that their parents moved to Providence Lane in Long Ashton, in the leafy, hilly suburbs of Bristol, he followed Peter to a direct grant independent boarding school in Pocklington, North Yorkshire.

         Bobby’s life, with her sons mostly away at boarding school, a succession of moves which made it hard to make permanent friends anywhere, and then a new baby, now revolved around Ken. This often wasn’t easy. Peter, in retrospect, summed it up as an unhappy marriage; his brother was more lenient, and didn’t think that their mother ever fantasised an alternative life. Ken’s chippiness, Peter thought, arose from class resentment. Ken’s mother’s clients at her dressmaker’s business in Retford were the local squirearchy, and Ken would have liked to be one of them. He dressed as if he was always paying impeccable attention, army style, to his blazers and his cuffs and his shiny shoes. His field sports – fishing, shooting – contributed to that self-image. But in reality he was trying not very successfully or lucratively to make his way in the machine-tool business (which he later gave up), feeling that five years in the army ought to have earned him a better life, and becoming increasingly curmudgeonly. His prejudices – against foreigners, non-whites, Jews, Irish, Yanks, homosexuals, the urban working class and ‘arty’ types – got more and more entrenched, and his patriotic opinions ever more emphatic: ‘He believed with Cecil Rhodes that to be born an Englishman was to have drawn first prize in the lottery of life … his utopia would have been populated by landed gentry, honest yeomen and Gurkhas.’ (Later in life, Stoppard would reclaim Rhodes’s much-mocked phrase to describe his own feelings about England.) Something of that domineering, chauvinistic, dissatisfied personality, profoundly dependent on a long-suffering wife, gets into the character of George Riley in Stoppard’s early play A Walk on the Water, of 1960, later transformed into Enter a Free Man (1968), where the curtain goes up to the strains of ‘Rule Britannia’, and Riley laments ‘the country going to the dogs’: ‘No pride, no patriotism. The erosion of standards, the spread of mediocrity.’

         Bobby’s upbringing, her wartime experiences, and her second marriage, combined to make her anxious, compliant and dependent. She never learned to drive. Peter always noticed that if, on a journey, she wanted to go half a mile out of their way, perhaps to look at a shop, Ken would be irritable and reluctant – but that he would make a twenty-mile diversion if he wanted to look at a trout stream. He was the head of the family, the one who went out to work and ruled the roost, and he expected to be waited on hand and foot and everyone to be grateful to him. So Bobby became ‘a kind of skivvy housekeeper’. But (as she once said to Tom in her old age), at least Ken didn’t get drunk, he didn’t chase women and he didn’t gamble.

         They were not poor – the houses they lived in were comfortable, there were sofas and decent meals and hot water coming out of the taps, and they kept a family pet, a spaniel. But there was no money to spare, and it was a tight-run ship. The boys were given tasks when they were at home. As Peter put it: ‘He wasn’t going to paint the window ledges with us looking on, we’d have to help.’ Bobby had a housekeeping allowance, but would never spend anything on herself, only on the boys and the home. Her idea of shopping for herself was window shopping. Tom got in the habit, if he needed a new shirt for school, of persuading her that the cheapest shirt would do: ‘That’s fine, Mum, don’t …’ At his second school, all the boys wore detachable stiff collars, and as long as the stiff white collars were clean, the state of the shirt didn’t matter too much. A wealthy farmer’s son, who was acting in an end-of-term skit, said to him: ‘I’m playing a tramp on a bench with fleas, could I borrow your shirt?’ Far from being mortified, Tom was pleased to think that by having that kind of a shirt, he had saved his mother a couple of pounds.

         He was his mother’s favourite. They were, always, very close; he was, as he would put it, very ‘mother-conscious’. From the time he was at school at Pocklington, he wrote regular letters home, addressed sometimes, in the early years after he’d left home, to ‘Dear all’ or ‘Dear family’, mostly, as a courtesy, to ‘Dear Mum and Dad’, and occasionally just to ‘Dear Mum’. But they were intended for her (apart from the bits about fishing). The habit of writing was a leftover from the obligation of the weekly boarding-school letter; and it was also in response to her regular letters to him. But if it was a duty, it was a loving one. Over nearly fifty years, his regular phone calls home never displaced these weekly or twice-weekly letters, which kept her in touch with him all through her life. They were not, on the whole, intimate or self-exposing: this was a family wary of intimacy. They avoided subjects he thought would worry her. But otherwise they were a continuing diary of his life. Partly he was setting her mind at rest: he knew that if she heard nothing from him, she would assume bad news. And he wanted her to know, always, what he was doing, and never to be estranged or distant from her.

         Bobby did not like to ask Ken to pay for the boys’ education – or else he was unwilling to do so. Headmaster Charles Roach helpfully looked for a good, affordable boarding school for them. Tom got a scholarship to Pocklington worth £45 a year and Peter got an exhibition, a bursary, but these only partly covered the fees. Bobby approached Irma Cekota, her surviving, childless sister in Argentina, whose husband had made a fortune as a leather-buyer for Bata. Irma had kept in touch, and was generous. While food rationing in England was still in place (until 1954), she used to send them food parcels from Buenos Aires. She offered to pay the fees at Pocklington: so it was Bata which funded their education. She and her husband came over to England, in about 1948, and the sisters were reunited in ‘rapid, emotional Czech’. As soon as Irma set eyes on the boys, she burst into tears.

         There were other connections to the past. Christmas cards would be exchanged with the surviving children of Wilma and Berta. Bobby tried writing to Eugen’s sister, Edit, the judge’s wife in Brno, but got the impression her letters weren’t welcomed, so stopped writing: ‘it was safer not to, as not to embarrass him’. Having relatives in the West was not a good thing in Communist Czechoslovakia. The correspondence that was kept up – in Czech, of course – was with her dear friend from Zlín, Nelly Gellert, who with her daughter Vera had gone back to Czechoslovakia for a short time after the end of the war, and then returned to Kenya. In their teens, Tom and Vera became ‘pen-pals’, no doubt encouraged by their mothers, and from school Tom wrote Vera lots of funny letters, which she hugely enjoyed, and then threw away.

         The past was not much spoken of, partly so as not to upset Ken, partly to protect the boys. Bobby wanted them to be English, and fully assimilated, and not in danger of encountering prejudice at school. Keeping things quiet was their habit: this family did not much communicate its emotions or share confidences. Stoppard would look back on it as an almost ludicrously tongue-tied, strait-laced and ‘not-in-front-of-the-children’ environment. And she was continually anxious about their safety and their well-being, continually fearful that something terrible might happen or that they might be singled out or treated badly. For the rest of her life, her younger son’s letters to her would tease her about her anxieties, try to set her mind at rest and urge her not to worry about him.

         She herself remained conspicuously, and engagingly, foreign, with her strong Czech accent and Czech cooking and dark, curly-haired Eastern European looks. But she stayed silent about the fate of her family and about her Jewishness – though the boys knew that their father had been Jewish. Every so often, as they were growing up, they would ask their mother, ‘Mum, are we Jewish?’ and she would reply: ‘Well, two of my sisters married Catholics.’ Or she would ‘give a little frown and go “Tsk!” in her way and say, vaguely and inconclusively, “Oh, if anyone had a Jewish grandparent at that time …”’ To her, being ‘Jewish’ meant being a believer in Judaism, like the orthodox Jews she used to see in Zlín, who wore long black clothes and black hats and went to the synagogue. That ‘Tsk!’, Stoppard would come to think, was as much irritation as denial. Being Jewish did not figure in her life until it became the cause of displacement, chaos and bereavement. She had never thought of herself in terms of ‘racial identity’ or ‘religious beliefs’. That was how the Nazis thought. ‘Hitler made her Jewish in 1939.’ That history, which Bobby kept to herself after she got to England, would come back to haunt him, many years later.

         
            *

         

         The boys, taken up with school and their own lives, did not pay much attention to the gaps in their family history, and did not grow up thinking of themselves as fatherless. Occasionally something would jolt them into an awareness of their mother’s past. At the age of about twelve, Tom was at home watching television, a table-tennis tournament with Japanese players. His mother made a fierce and xenophobic remark, hoping that they wouldn’t win, and it came home to him with a little shock that this had to do with his father, and her loss. (His own views of the Japanese in wartime were coloured by reading, at school, the Australian Russell Braddon’s 1952 The Naked Island, about being a Japanese POW.)

         His mother’s political views, too, though not emphatically stated like Ken’s, were apparent. She felt fortunate to have survived, to be safe and to be living in a country where there were no bombs, no starvation and no oppressive regime. She was one of the lucky ones, grateful to the country that had taken them in. But she didn’t think that kind of security should entitle people to wax indignant about the horrors of Communism. She thought of that as a form of self-indulgence. Ordinary people living under Communism – in Zlín, for example – were getting on with their lives and making do. They had roofs over their head, in state-subsidised housing. If they didn’t have a car, they went by bus. If they didn’t have lavatory paper, they used newspapers. It was a ridiculous luxury, actually, to throw away newspapers and buy lavatory paper. People made do with what they had, under the circumstances they lived in; and those more privileged, the lucky ones, should not be too quick to be outraged on others’ behalf. This philosophy of stoical acceptance had a strong influence on her writer son, who respected her views, even if he would come to disagree with some of them.

         She need not have worried about protecting her sons from prejudice at their next school. Pocklington, a boarding school set in a small market town in rather bleak Yorkshire countryside, on the edge of the Wolds, was rule-bound, austere, physically uncomfortable and exam-centred, in ways that the Dolphin School hadn’t been, but it was not an intolerant community, there was some good teaching, and, of course, lots of sport. There were no girls, so not much scope for early teenage heterosexual fantasies, and no conspicuous scandals, though one boy did get expelled for unmentionable reasons. Tom, who spent four long years of teenage life there, from 1950 to 1954, did not like the school. Peter did. Up till then the brothers had been close, now they started to diverge. Peter was the short, unremarkable-looking, jovial, hard-working, law-abiding brother, who did GCE O Levels (introduced in 1951) and then stayed on to do A Levels and the exams needed to qualify as a chartered accountant. Tom, the taller and more good-looking younger brother, was also more impatient, less biddable, more stylish and more independent-minded. He went on being a good student and a good cricketer, encouraged by the fact that his English teacher, Mr Thornton, was also the cricket coach. The Pocklingtonian for summer 1953 recorded that T. Stoppard, in the First Eleven, was ‘a keen and lively wicket-keeper who has improved steadily, but must learn to take the ball more cleanly. A useful bat.’ Later reports described him as sound in defence and ‘a good close fielder’. ‘Je suis vice-captain of the Wilberforce junior cricket team,’ he wrote home. He was also a member of the Senior Scout troop, wearing a red beret, getting a badge for tying knots, and doing very long weekend hikes, where the boys would be sent off in pairs, with map references and a compass, sleep out, climb some hills (‘Don’t worry yourself’, he told his mother, ‘I can take care of myself and I have enough sense not to take risks’) and cook their own dinner. It was the sort of thing Ken would have approved of as part of an English education. Senior Scout T. Stoppard went along with it, but was not wildly enthusiastic, and retained a gloomy memory of going to a Scout camp where it rained a lot and he felt woebegone.

         In academic subjects, he had one term of physics when he first got to the school, no chemistry, and biology lessons only memorable for the smell of cutting up dogfish (‘he has hardly done justice to his abilities’; ‘could do much better with a more serious attitude’; ‘work is still messy’). So the future author of Arcadia and The Hard Problem left school with very little science. In maths, he came in for some criticism: ‘Does not know his geometry theorems’. In the humanities subjects, he was always in the upper half of the class. He showed ‘an intelligent interest’ in divinity, was good at French, won a ‘Use of English Prize’, addressed the Sixth Form Society on the theme of ‘A Day in the Life of a Mediaeval Student’, and was treasurer of the Antiquarian Society. He liked debating – as in: ‘This House considers a banana skin a more efficacious weapon than a Tommy-gun.’ His English essays, however, didn’t always find favour: ‘He writes a very pleasant boyish style. It is time he was maturing a little both in style and in selection of models. He should read the better weeklies.’ He enjoyed Latin and Greek – very few boys did Greek – and got the same kind of pleasure out of writing Greek verse and getting it to scan as he would have out of doing Lego. He liked it for the mathematical challenge, not for any poetical or emotional possibilities. ‘I came top in Greek,’ he told his parents proudly. ‘Definite ability’, wrote his Greek teacher.

         Drama didn’t much interest him. They were taken on trips, for instance to see a Greek play at Cambridge, but this did not inspire a desire either to write plays, or go to Cambridge. Shakespeare made no great impression either. The academic study of a Shakespeare play, as a text, left him cold:

         
            My first conscious response to Shakespeare’s work – we were studying The Merchant of Venice at school – was one of bewilderment and bafflement and keen disappointment at the crudeness and naïvety, as I thought it, of the mechanics of the plot. At the age of fifteen you know everything. The business of the pound of flesh, and the literal-minded pedantry which enabled Portia to get Antonio off the hook, all that was a collapsed soufflé as far as I was concerned.

         

         When they were reading the play in class, he was cast as an embarrassing (and embarrassed) Nerissa. Literary set texts, like David Copperfield, bored him. His private reading, dominated by a passion for Dornford Yates and, a bit later, Damon Runyon, was avid, unintellectual and undirected. Once he saw a boy laughing, absorbed in a book, and asked him what it was. It was Vile Bodies by Evelyn Waugh, a writer he had never heard of. At fifteen he was as innocent about literature as he was about sex. Instead of reading Waugh (that came later), he read England, Their England, by A. G. Macdonell. He loved his ironical, facetious Scottish view of interwar English habits and traditions (fox hunting, country-house weekends, village cricket) and it had a lasting and, he thought, probably unfortunate influence on him. That was what the tone of light reportage ought to be, he felt. The juvenile comical style he was practising, not entirely to his English teacher’s taste, got into his letters, as when his parents are moving house and he hopes it will have the word ‘Hall’ in it:

         
            Suits of armour? And a marble staircase that looks like a monument? An attic? Cellar? Windows like an observatory? Fireplace like a spare room? … Oh, I nearly forgot. How big is the swimming pool? And the stables? How much are you going to pay the man who lives at the end of the drive and opens the gates?

         

         Another letter anticipates his return home:

         
            Beware! You have precisely five days from now … Be warned … the ‘enfant terrible’ will cause chaos and destruction by … demands of immediate production of fabulous yet unproduceable drinks … refusing to go to bed till a disgusting hour … refusing to pack at the long awaited conclusion of the 4 weeks until the very last moment … YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED.

         

         His housemaster cannily noted, of this cheerful, well-mannered, engaging and ‘effervescent’ schoolboy, in the autumn of 1951, that ‘there is more to him than meets the eye’. A year later, the school was slightly less enthusiastic about him: ‘He is far too abstract, but pleasant enough with it.’ ‘His work is unreliable at present … He must always set himself high standards.’ He took his O Levels in 1954, and had already started A Level Ancient History, though with criticisms for carelessness and lack of ‘single-mindedness’. In January 1954, his friend A. J. Wood had bet T. Stoppard two shillings and sixpence that he would go to university directly from Pocklington School, not counting National Service. But that was not his plan. He wanted to stop doing class-work and taking exams, he wanted to earn his living and explore the world, and he wanted to leave home and get away from his stepfather. The headmaster gave him some career advice, but they seemed to be living in different worlds. ‘Oh yes, journalism,’ said the Head, ‘very good idea, you need to get a degree and go to the Manchester Guardian.’ ‘Journalism is best tackled through University and I can see him going to Balliol or to Trinity’ was the note on his report. That seemed completely out of reach, and not what he had in mind at all. He told his parents that when filling in the question on the careers form which asked, ‘Do you want a job which needs a University education?’ he put ‘doubtful’. He left school on 27 July 1954, just after his seventeenth birthday on 3 July. As his elder brother, still at school, observed enviously, he donned a trilby and went off into the world. The rest of his education he did for himself.

      

   


   
      
         

            4

            The Newcomer

         

         
            I felt part of a privileged group, inside society and yet outside it, with a licence to scourge it and a duty to defend it, night and day, the street of adventure, the fourth estate.

         

         ‘When the idea of journalism came up, I thought: “That’s it!” It was instant and final. It made everything else look boring.’ The newcomer to the job was articulate, ambitious and energetic. He had an ear for what was funny and an appetite for what was interesting. And he was mad keen ‘to do stuff and start earning a living’. At seventeen he was good-looking, in a tall, skinny, gangly way, with shaggy dark hair, huge dark eyes, fine bone structure, big teeth, a sensual smile, a charming way of looking aslant at people from under his eyebrows, and an interesting accent. This good-natured, hopeful, nice-mannered teenager had no idea how appealing he was. ‘I wish I’d known!’ he would say, looking back.

         As often, he was lucky. He narrowly avoided National Service. (Peter didn’t do it either, because it was deferred while he completed his four years of training to be a chartered accountant.) It was abolished in 1960, but, by the 1950s, there were many deferrals and exemptions for men of Stoppard’s age, born in 1937. His call-up papers arrived at his parents’ address in Long Ashton, Bristol, but there was no follow-up, presumably because he wasn’t yet a naturalised British citizen. He was grateful that fate had intervened, and that he had avoided the prospect of what, in his imagination, was an endless vista of getting up very early, having cold showers and going on marches.

         As soon as he shed being a schoolboy and moved to his parents’ house on the edge of Bristol, he sold all his school books to a second-hand bookshop, and landed a job. This required some chutzpah: he just showed up and got an interview with Eric Buston, the news editor of the Bristol morning paper, the Western Daily Press, in Baldwin Street. The paper, an old-fashioned provincial morning broadsheet, one of the few still in existence, with a low circulation, didn’t have many jobs going. But Buston saw something promising in this keen teenager, and hired him as a junior reporter for a starting salary of £2 10s 8d a week. (A more senior reporter would get about £13 a week; the Fleet Street minimum was £21, which would have seemed a gigantic sum then. His NUJ dues, which he started paying in November 1955, were five shillings a year.) He took it like a shot – it was just what he wanted. ‘This was the life!’

         Bristol, then, had no fewer than three newspapers, the Western Daily Press and two afternoon papers, the Bristol Evening World and the Bristol Evening Post. That suggests the city’s importance, and its sense of its own importance. Historically wealthy, confident and grand, on the back of its eighteenth-century slave trade and its maritime splendour, the post-war city was reconstructing itself after the Blitz. Bomb sites were everywhere. The big ships no longer sailed up the Avon into the centre of the city. The giant Bristol industries – aircraft, tobacco, cars – were still thriving, but there would be closures and mergers ahead.

         The hilly city, with its steep grey-stone streets and grand municipal buildings and dramatic river gorge, was a scenic place to live. The beautiful Georgian terraces and crescents of Kingsdown and of Clifton, up by Brunel’s famous and spectacular suspension bridge, were mostly seedy and run down, but regeneration was beginning. The city centre would see some haphazard and ugly developments in the 1960s, old housing making way for new roads, but it maintained its confident, solid air. It wasn’t a good place for everyone to live, though. Immigration had led to racism – as well as a new multiculturalism – in the city: the Bus Company employed no black drivers, and plenty of landlords turned ‘coloureds’ away. The dock workers at Avonmouth were still hired like slave labour, picked out for a day’s work by a row of managers pointing from a platform.

         In many ways it felt like a pre-war environment. The council, dominated by Labour and by the anti-socialist, parochial ‘Citizen’s Party’, tended to be stuffy in its views. Old ways prevailed in many aspects of city life: no music of any kind, for example, was allowed to be played in the bars and pubs. The Lord Mayor, with his chains and his coach and horses, was a familiar figure. The council was notoriously stingy and unadventurous where the arts were concerned – in 1961, the Western Daily Press’s reporter Tom Stoppard noted that ‘the current provision for fine art lies about half-way between the Bristol Flower Show and the Lord Mayor’s Entertainment Allowance’.

         At the same time, post-war Bristol was a promising environment for artists and writers. A city with a characterful identity, a magnificent setting, cheap property and a history of enterprise attracted artists, writers, actors, directors, film-makers, curators and academics. Some things didn’t change with the times, like the Christmas panto at the Hippodrome. But there was an overriding energy and spirit of adventure, and there were excellent venues and opportunities. It was an inspiring place to be.

         The Bristol Old Vic Company was set up as soon as the war ended, in 1946, with the help of the new Arts Council, as an offshoot of the Old Vic in London, in the Theatre Royal, a beautiful small Georgian theatre with elegant plasterwork and perfect acoustics. It was near the river, on King Street, tucked away through a narrow tunnel-passage which led into Rackhay Yard. Charles Wood, the playwright, who started out painting scenery at the Old Vic and then designing ads for the Bristol Evening Post, remembered that you went straight through the passage, past the box office and ‘into this great gem’ of a theatre. In his ironical view, ‘it was stuck back there because Bristol’s a puritan city. Keep out of the way and you’ll be all right, and what’s more we’ll come and enjoy it.’ His play of 1965, Meals on Wheels, made mock of that puritanism, and was barred from production at the Old Vic by the City Council.

         Next door in Rackhay Yard, above a fruit and vegetable market, was the Old Vic Theatre School, founded soon after the theatre company, a training ground for directors, designers, film-makers and actors. Some of the students, like the future dramatist Peter Nichols (whose first play, A Day in the Death of Joe Egg, in 1967, drew on his feelings about Bristol’s conformity), and Charles Wood’s wife Valerie Newman, got walk-on parts in the theatre productions. One of these, the musical Salad Days, was the huge hit of 1954, and transferred to London; with the money, the Theatre School moved up to airier premises in Clifton. In time the theatre would change, too: in 1963 it became independent from the London Old Vic, and in the 1970s it was redesigned and enlarged, not to all Bristolians’ liking.

         There couldn’t have been a more exciting place for drama, apart from London. Shortly after the Theatre School started up, the university opened the country’s first drama department, under Glynne Wickham, who also lectured to the Theatre School – so the links were strong between the university and the theatre. Among the university drama students were Alan Dossor, who went on to the Liverpool Everyman, and two later friends of Stoppard’s, Geoffrey Reeves, a future film and theatre producer, and Tim Corrie, reading French and Drama, who became a film agent working with Stoppard’s agency. The playwright John Arden was one of the tutors. Michael Kustow, a graduate of the department, went straight into Arnold Wesker’s utopian ‘arts for the people’ venture, Centre 42.

         That generation of students, both at the Theatre School and at the university, had the luck to coincide with a remarkable repertory company, under the artistic stewardship of John Moody and Nat Brenner, with John Neville, Eric Porter, Barbara Leigh-Hunt, the young Dorothy Tutin, and the Communist American actor George Coulouris (the banker in Citizen Kane), a refugee from McCarthyism. In 1955, fresh out of National Service and RADA, the twenty-three-year-old Peter O’Toole arrived – dark-haired, broken-nosed, magnetic – and set the stage on fire. He was seen first as Peter Shirley in Major Barbara, in the 1956 season, when he also played Cornwall in Lear and was in The Recruiting Officer and Othello. In the 1957 season he was Henry Higgins in Pygmalion, Lysander in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Jimmy Porter in Look Back in Anger (a year after it opened at the Royal Court), a riveting Vladimir in Waiting for Godot (two years after its first English production at the Arts Theatre) and an outrageous Dame in the Christmas pantomime, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. In 1958 he played Tanner in Man and Superman, Jupiter in Giraudoux’s Amphitryon 38, and a dark, scrawny, intense Hamlet. By 1959 he was gone, to the Royal Court for Willis Hall’s The Long and the Short and the Tall, and then to turn into Lawrence of Arabia, and to become a blond, nose-straightened, alcohol-fuelled superstar.

         Film-making and media work, in O’Toole’s and Stoppard’s time, was as dynamic as the theatre. John Boorman was one of a number of directors and producers who were experimenting with the genre at the BBC’s Bristol-based documentary unit. Regional television was thriving. Television – and radio – drama had as much status, and provided as many opportunities, for up-and-coming writers, as the theatre. All of Bristol’s young writers would write for TV and radio when they started out, with as much appetite as for the stage. This was the headquarters for the BBC Natural History Unit with David Attenborough at the helm, for BBC West (launched in 1957), and the independent channel TWW (Television Wales and the West). The cinemas showed New Wave films as well as Hollywood musicals and Westerns.

         Not all the arts were so secure. The dance company, Western Theatre Ballet, was running at a loss, and (Stoppard noted) ‘watches its overdraft like other companies watch their waistlines’. Although there was a long tradition of Bristol painters, inspiring for young artists such as Derek Balmer, plans to build a new art gallery, on land where a bomb site had been turned into a car park, hung fire for year after year. Stoppard covered this battle more than once in his columns, sometimes with precise attention to the architects’ aspirations, sometimes with mock despair, as though in support of those obstructing the plans. The many little magazines, more often than not, were struggling or badly managed. The Bristol Forum, Stoppard noted in February 1961, ‘is run in a way which would embarrass and discredit a troupe of itinerant horse dealers’.

         
            *

         

         This city, its everyday life, its people, its journalism and its arts world, was Tom Stoppard’s university. It gave him just what he wanted. ‘From a sheltered middle-class boarding-school half-life, I was admitted to a camaraderie of journalists with a ticket to worlds I knew nothing about – law courts, local government, theatre backstage, boxing matches, crime scenes, in fact “all of human life” as the News of the World used to say.’ His time as a reporter there lasted from 1954 to 1962. It took him from the age of seventeen to twenty-five. Those eight years marked the shift in his life from immaturity to adulthood, and from journalism to play-writing. They also marked the shift in the city – and in England – from the leftovers of early-twentieth-century habits of life and ways of thinking to more experimental and colourful times. He witnessed that change, and was part of it.

         Bristol in the late 1950s and early 1960s could not have been a more fruitful place for him. The combination of a compelling arts scene, particularly in the theatre, and a conservative provincial community ripe for satirising, was an ideal stalking ground for a young journalist. Perhaps more easily than he would have done in London, he could start to make his mark and be noticed. The everyday reporting he did gave him a huge range of materials to draw on; the drama and film that he saw and wrote about gave him his professional grounding. Almost without his noticing, the politics and responsibilities of journalism forged his attitudes to society. And he learned to write to a deadline – just.

         He plunged in at speed, going straight off to do a night course on shorthand and typing. (Pitman shorthand came in useful in later years for note-taking in rehearsals.) On his first day at the office, he was sent out to learn the ropes with a senior reporter. It was to cover the West of England Lawn Tennis Championships, where he was much more excited to glimpse his favourite sports writer, Peter Wilson, than to see famous tennis players like Ken Rosewall wandering about. A more harrowing induction was his coverage of a car crash in which, misunderstanding what the hospital had told him, he ‘killed a woman who was still alive’. It was on the Monday front page, and there had to be an apology. (She died later in hospital.) The mistake made a great impression on him. ‘It was like the worst thing that ever happened to me in my whole life.’ He used it in a story written under the influence of Hemingway and published ten years later: ‘I remember I went into the lavatory and tried to make it not have happened but when I came out it was still there … I felt scared sick all day and in bed I felt so bad I started praying … I thought I’d had it for sure. I was still on probation.’ It was the first lesson in the ‘sacred trust’ of journalism: to get it right.

         At first his pieces were anonymous, but gradually he began to have his name or his initials on them. When he got his first signed piece – on a caving accident in the Mendips – he felt so happy he ‘wouldn’t have minded dying’. Other early signed pieces were carefully factual: on young couples wanting to buy more unusual homes as part of the era’s ‘hunger for fresh ideas’, on the redesign of the Central Library, on the threat of demolition to the dilapidated Georgian terraces of Kingsdown, or on the contrast between the city’s traditional coffee rooms and the new coffee bars full of students wearing ‘flannels, pullovers and long hair’. But he rapidly developed a jokey way of putting himself into his reportage as ‘we’ – a faintly ludicrous, naive character – as in a piece on having to climb down a deep cave with experts from the Spelaeological Society (‘We’re frightened of the dark, and we want to see our Mum’), or buying a slave girl as a stunt for the Bristol University Rag Week (complete with picture): ‘We keep ten yards in front of her and pretend that she belongs to someone else.’ A report on the annual Goram Fair and its amusement park listed the possible treats: ‘If you want a second-hand ungrateful goldfish, call at this address, and bring a bucket.’ Dressing up as a very hot Santa Claus, wearing his costume over grey flannels, was not a soft job: it ‘needed the stamina of a Grand National winner combined with the diplomacy of a White House barman telling Kruschev [sic] he’d had enough … In outright defiance of Mr Macmillan’s call for restraint, I would support any pay claim by the NUSC (Earth Division).’

         After a while the paper used him as its stop-gap motoring correspondent. Vintage car rallies, caravanning guides and traffic problems were covered with a light hand. The Great Britain guide for motorists depicted ‘fair damsel … ye olde village green, ye olde village church and ye olde village cricket-team, all of which is ye olde baloney.’ He can’t share his neighbour’s romantic passion for old cars like an 1897 Delaunay-Belleville: ‘He calls them “she”, I call them “it”.’ A list of rules for considerate drivers is parodied. ‘It would be inconsiderate to pelt live-stock with orange peel.’ ‘Please remember to leave the countryside as you find it; ie. the tidy driver removes the body.’ He spent most of his time on these assignments concealing the fact that he couldn’t drive.

         He liked being a reporter, and the feeling it gave him of being in the know: ‘At a bus-stop, say – you felt this, you knew things, you’d talked to the detective in the case or the councillor at the committee meeting, you were the only person at the bus-stop who was inside something, and everybody else was outside; they were the people who bought the paper.’ He learned to sub, editing copy on the 6 p.m. to 2 a.m. shift. In those days, newspapers were still being printed by letterpress, using metal type which could be changed by hand in the composing room up to the last minute before going to press, on the big flat surface traditionally known as ‘the stone’. He loved the business of going down to the stone to lay out the page, in that era of hot metal ‘which hadn’t changed much since Charles Dickens was a reporter’.

         Subbing was less exciting to him than reporting, but it taught him ‘speed, accuracy and concision’, and he was quick to pick up advice from the older journalists there, like Bill Bomford, who remembered him as fast and willing to accept correction. He wasn’t an especially good reporter, but he had a turn of phrase. The editor, Sam Shapcott, a good-humoured, unflappable character, spotted him early, too: ‘That new chap Stoppard is going to be good.’ The newcomer might be teased for his accent and his inexperience, but that was all part of the robust atmosphere of the paper, where the walrus-moustached, Methodist Eric Buston presided disapprovingly over his team. This included John Tidmarsh and Brian Barron, who aimed to get out of Bristol and make their names in Fleet Street. The feeling was catching: ‘When I was nineteen I used to walk up Fleet Street excited just to stare at the Express building and the Telegraph building.’

         But that was fantasy. In the real world, there would be three or four jobs handed out per day – court cases in the morning, flower shows or committee meetings or some such in the afternoon, parish councils or dinners in the evening. The old-fashioned subs’ room had big windows, long tables and ancient wall phones, scarce and much-fought-over old Remington typewriters – somehow Stoppard always managed to get hold of one – and suction tubes for shouting down to the editors or sending copy to the printers. It was the base for practical jokes like pouring cold tea down the tubes into the editor’s ear, farting displays, late-night games of cricket with a ball made of paper, glue and string, which sometimes broke the windows, endless mugs of coffee and sandwich lunches, frequent trips to the pub opposite, the Windsor Castle, and competitions for who could write the most lurid American-style headline, like Bomford’s ‘Murder, Torture, Bloodshed in Reign of Terror’. Stoppard’s best attempt was ‘DOPE MODEL NUDE SLAIN FIEND LOVES PROBE MYSTERY QUIZ’. When he went to New York for the first time, a few years later, in 1962, the first headline he saw was ‘SLAIN EXEC LOVES PROBE’. ‘I felt good all day.’

         There was one female colleague in this joshing, competitive male newsroom. She was Isabel Dunjohn, beautiful, blonde and sunny-tempered, four years older than Stoppard. She had been on the paper for two years already when he arrived in 1954. Isabel, like her new young colleague, had had a complicated childhood. Her father, a difficult character, fiercely British, had disowned his Pomeranian Jewish ancestry and changed the family name. Born in the 1890s to immigrant Jewish tailors in East London, sent to South America at nineteen with £5 in his pocket, returning to fight in the war, and then working on the British Argentine Railways, he had met his English wife, an ex-suffragette and nurse, in Buenos Aires. They moved to England against his will, and Isabel, born in 1933, was the late daughter of an unhappy marriage. Conventionally brought up – boarding school, secretarial course, au pairing – she turned out to be remarkably good at the journalism class at her secretarial college, and was hired by Buston when she was twenty.

         Isabel was amused by the two new boys, Stoppard and Peter Bond, who started out in jackets and ties, but were soon wearing long raincoats and long scarves and trilby hats, always with a cigarette hanging from their lips, modelling themselves on tough American reporters in the movies. In Stoppard’s case the dashing exterior and witty turn of phrase was a light cover, as she soon realised, for an anxious, eager, ambitious, shy and unworldly character. They quickly became close friends. There was no shortage of girlfriends meanwhile: the effect which he had on young women left vivid memories behind. The actor Gwen Watford recalled (in 1992) his taking her out to a restaurant and then writing an article ‘eulogising my eyes’. A Beauty Queen called Dolores never forgot her date with him at the Bristol Zoo when he was ‘an up-and-coming handsome young journalist’. And there were some slightly more lasting relationships too. But to Isabel he was like a younger brother who needed looking after, always pale and hungry and stick-thin, getting endless colds, smoking non-stop, awake all night and oversleeping or falling asleep at the wrong times of day, always broke and needing the loan of a fiver, always turning up at her flat at meal times and eating like a horse, always funny, sweet and grateful. They would walk through the city together, and sit on the stone steps by the river Avon, endlessly talking. He told her all his plans and hopes. She was his confidante, and he adored her.

         One of the all-absorbing things they talked about was the theatre, with which he was also falling in love, entirely because of the Bristol Old Vic. Isabel was more in the know than he was, to start with, and reported back from a visit to London in May 1956 that she had seen an extraordinary new play called Look Back in Anger, which he had never heard of. Theatre hadn’t meant much to him at school, apart from one boy’s performance at Pocklington, as Hotspur in Henry IV, when he realised that Shakespeare could be entertainment, as a comic show might be. But once he started going to the productions at the Old Vic, and particularly everything with Peter O’Toole in it, he became a fan. He was transfixed by O’Toole’s performances in Man and Superman, and in the 1957 Godot (‘I was immobilised for weeks after I saw it’). That first encounter with Beckett was an amazing experience for him. He responded to his poetry, his language, his jokes, to the extraordinary fact that the play ‘kept you amused, absorbed, occasionally puzzled, and seemed to do so without really having any cards to play’. He didn’t find Beckett depressing or nihilistic. From the first, he felt there was ‘an extraordinary courage and stoicism in these characters who are legless, headless, in dustbins, lost, deserted’.

         As powerful as the effect of O’Toole in Godot was his Hamlet, in the 1958 season. He saw it over and over again, rushing back from his assignments to try and catch ‘O what a rogue and peasant slave am I’ from the back of the theatre, though never quite remembering whereabouts in the play that soliloquy came. The performance enthralled him because it seemed to be inseparable from the text: the actor seemed to be confiding in the audience as if he was saying it for the first time. It was O’Toole’s Hamlet which showed Stoppard what Shakespeare could be: that it was exciting, and that it made sense. His first theatre review, for the Western Daily Press in 1958, was a comparison of O’Toole’s ‘fire-breathing’ Hamlet with Michael Redgrave’s sensitive, wan performance at Stratford.

         By that time he was almost a resident of the Old Vic, back and front of stage, and knew all the actors. They once dressed him up as an Arab for a walk-on part in a performance of Shaw’s Captain Brassbound’s Conversion, starring Emrys James, and he wrote a comic illustrated account of his first experience on the boards:

         
            My name was not up in lights outside the Theatre Royal because the Bristol Old Vic frowns on such expensive ostentation. Anyway if you want to know the truth the seventh Arab is not exactly the key part. But you have got to start somewhere and the seventh Arab is as good as anything. After all, I could have been the eighth Arab. Come to think of it, I would have been if they had needed eight.

         

         It was a comical prelude to a life in the theatre; but the idea of being part of that world was deeply attractive, glamorous and exciting.

         That glamour was embodied in O’Toole, who became a friend. Stories abounded of O’Toole’s insomniac all-night drinking sprees, his quarrels and fights; the charisma of his stage performances spilled over into his personal life. On stage he was ‘a whirling windmill of passion and enthusiasm’, off stage he was a ‘roaring boy’, turbulent and unpredictable. At the same time he was anxious, unconfident and subject to terrible bouts of stage fright. He was a generous and open-handed friend – he tided Stoppard over more than once – and, in good moods, playing cricket or creating an impromptu party or turning up for a conversation in the middle of the night, he could be terrific company. Stoppard was touched by how kind and friendly O’Toole was with him, and often mentioned this in his letters to his parents. He got to know his anxious as well as his ebullient side. On one night, Tyrone Guthrie turned up in Bristol to see Hamlet, but didn’t go backstage afterwards. They saw him walking away down the street – he was immensely tall – and O’Toole said to Stoppard, quick, go and ask him what he thought of it. Stoppard marched up to the great man and introduced himself. Would Mr Guthrie mind telling him what he thought of the performance? ‘I thought it was very good,’ he replied blandly. Stoppard went back to his friend. ‘Well, he thought it was very good.’ So that was that, and the incident became a running joke between them.

         The actors all used to eat at an Italian restaurant on Market Steps off Baldwin Street, owned by Marco Berni (his brothers founded Berni Inns): candles in Chianti bottles, check tablecloths, four shillings for three courses, payment at the end of the week or the month. Stoppard introduced O’Toole to Isabel Dunjohn at Marco’s in 1958, and she immediately fell in love with him. Their affair lasted about eighteen months, until he left her, cruelly and abruptly, for the actor Siân Phillips, whom he married. During that time the three of them were an odd and intense triangle, Stoppard devoted to her and hero-worshipping O’Toole, she much more in love with O’Toole than he was with her. After O’Toole left her, he was Isabel’s consoler and comforter – but never, to his sadness, her lover. She knew all his feelings: that he loved her, that he was ambitious for success and fame as a writer, that he sometimes felt he wasn’t getting anywhere, that he needed her encouragement.

         After she broke up with O’Toole she went to London to work as a sub-editor, briefly, on Housewife magazine, but she was forever coming back to Bristol. A letter to her of spring 1959 (with lots of lower-case typing, as in e. e. cummings) laments the fact that she ‘still felt the same about Pete’. He wants her so much to be happy. He isn’t very happy himself:

         
            i think i’m going to write a book. bet i never do, but i’d like to. been thinking about it in bed – yeah, i think about that too – & got some possibilities. thing is i’ve got to do something. i really must. i feel so trivial and pointless at the moment. trouble is i’m so lazy … time slips by …

         

         He’s been to The Boyfriend at the Bristol Old Vic and thought it was ‘crap’. He’s seen The Big Country (1959’s hit Western) and thought it was ‘absolutely fabulous’. Why don’t they go and see Paul Robeson as Othello at Stratford? ‘i mean just you & me … please love, please come.’ He’s got them tickets for Long Day’s Journey into Night at the BOV that weekend.

         
            Dying to see you pet, completely dying, port in the storm that’s you … love if you get flu now i swear my heart will break up like a jigsaw puzzle spreading tear-shaped drops of blood all over the room. i’m thrilled & bucked up at the thought of you coming & i’m already looking at my watch & shaking it.

         

         By the time of that letter, for all his self-criticism, his career had taken a jump. His pieces were being noticed. In the summer of 1958, he was lured away from the Western Daily Press by Reg Eason, the fiery-tempered editor of one of the evening papers, the Bristol Evening World. He was easy to poach – ‘my demands were absolutely pathetic’ – at a new salary of £11 9s. He went on paying his union dues, but in 1959, a year in on the Evening World, he didn’t back a union strike, was censured and had his membership suspended for two months. It was an episode he would store up.

         His colleagues – Charlie Wilson, Hilton Timms, John Smith – were a tough professional bunch, who regarded him as something of an exotic aesthete, with his dark looks, his shaggy hair, his Cossack-style coats and his theatre connections. ‘It was rumoured that he drank wine.’ They weren’t convinced by him as a reporter – he seemed to them to lack the killer instinct needed for putting his foot in the door to get a story, and his prose was too stylish for matter-of-factual pieces. John Smith would recall an incident when a gas main blew up in central Bristol and a double-decker bus fell into the huge crater left in the road. Stoppard was sent off to cover this major disaster, came back to the office and wrote a lengthy, flourishing, metaphorical piece. Reg Eason, tearing his hair out, said he couldn’t understand a word of it, and told someone else to write the basic two hundred words of factual commentary that were needed.

         He did some gossip column work, filling in, for instance, for ‘Barbara’s’ regular column ‘Chatterday’, while complaining it wasn’t really up his street, as ‘I’m literary. I know which side Hemingway was on in the Spanish Civil War, and how many Brothers Karamazov there were, and things like that. Intellectual you might call me.’ He did the odd piece of social coverage, notably a cool satire on a roomful of Bristol beatniks. He may have been a bohemian (at least in his stepfather’s eyes), but he certainly didn’t think much of these bearded anti-establishment poseurs, sitting in deep thought, all dressed in black, in a roomful of smoke with a white rat wandering about, intermittently berating the evils of capitalism while living off parental allowances:

         
            There is something stagey about a room full of people all acting as if they are alone. This one needs a script by Ionesco … We go out, back into the materialistic world of little machines walking about in hats, thinking of the wrong things, pursuing the wrong values, corrupt, unjust, hypocritical, selfish and decadent. It’s a hell of a life, isn’t it?

         

         What he took to with real enthusiasm, and did solidly for two years, was film-reviewing. Hilton Timms, the BEW’s resident film critic, found himself out-written by the new stand-in. He could see that Stoppard, whom he liked, ‘coveted’ his role, and was not best pleased to be told in the office, repeatedly: ‘Tom did a great job on the films while you were away.’ Timms used to ‘gnash’ his ‘teeth in secret admiration and envy’ over his stand-in’s witticisms. The rivalry would be put to good use in one of Stoppard’s first plays, which he started in 1962 and which ended up as The Real Inspector Hound. The critic Moon, the perpetual number two covering for the perpetually absent Higgs, fantasises the uprising of all standins, second-in-commands, understudies and twelfth men: ‘Stand-ins of the world stand up!’

         Like his immersion in the Bristol Old Vic, the two years of film-reviewing he did from 1958 to 1960 were a vital education for him. He covered everything that came out, from new European cinema to Hollywood romances, from Westerns to film noir, from musicals to disaster movies. His reports were funny, no-nonsense, anti-sentimental, serious about how much films mattered, and as keen on popular blockbusters, if they were well made and well acted, as on experimental or small-budget films. So he waxed eloquent about Andrzej Wajda’s Ashes and Diamonds as a masterpiece, an example of Polish cinema’s search for expression by ‘young intellectuals mastering a new medium’, and was moved by a new Swedish film called The Rainbow Game which spoke to ‘the younger generations’. But he was as enthusiastic about an ‘enterprising and entertaining’ thriller with ‘no pretensions’, like Joseph Losey’s Blind Date, or a robbery movie with Rod Steiger, Eli Wallach and Edward G. Robinson, Seven Thieves, where it was ‘enthralling’ to watch the pieces of the jigsaw being fitted together, or a big Hollywood film with a message, like On the Beach, ‘the best thing that ever happened to the Nuclear Disarmament campaigners’.

         He was attracted by the new wave of English films where the ‘little man’ stood up for himself against the powers-that-be, like Richard Attenborough in Bryan Forbes’s The Angry Silence resisting the power of the Trades Unions: ‘If a man can’t think for himself, well, there’s no point in anything.’ The film combined an attempt to entertain and to educate – a mix, he noted (with a tiny foretaste of Jumpers), which was like ‘a row of chorus girls explaining Einstein’s theory of light – and just about as rare’. That sort of breeziness about women on screen, very much of its time, was common in his reviews. There were plenty of blithe references to curvaceous starlets and pert little French misses, to ‘a sex-pot who looks as if she is constantly coming up to the boil’ or to being bored by Bardot ‘in all her mammalian glory’. To set against that, there were heartfelt tributes to Kay Kendall and Jeanne Moreau, and a fixed dislike for the Carry On films in all their ‘witless inanity’. (They ‘will no doubt break box-office records so hey nonny no and sucks to Stoppard’.) On the other hand, he was unconvinced by the vogue for Bergman: ‘The sacred cow is not my favourite beast.’

         What interested him were films which brought serious material into the popular domain with truthfulness and excitement. He had no time for the Hollywood clean-ups of a rough classic such as Huckleberry Finn: ‘Huck is Huck and MGM is MGM and never the Twain do meet (apologies).’ But he enjoyed comparing two well-made versions of the story of Oscar Wilde – a story which would continue to fascinate him – one with Robert Morley and one with Peter Finch. He liked Jack Cardiff’s adaptation of Sons and Lovers, with Trevor Howard and Wendy Hiller as the Morel parents, because it treated Lawrence’s ‘genius with the mixture of respect and individuality of a fellow creative spirit’. Watching Olivier’s Richard III, a brilliant portrayal of a ‘barbarous and sardonic evil genius’, he lamented the ‘crying shame’ that ‘the word Shakespeare keeps more people out of the cinema than a hot day’. (He would put that right, in time.) And he recommended Eisenstein’s astounding The Boyar’s Plot, the second of the Ivan the Terrible films, as an important event: ‘Anyone who thinks that the cinema is nothing more than a comfy place in which to eat popcorn … should see what all the fuss is about.’

         
            *

         

         When he started work as a journalist, Stoppard lived in his parents’ house, in a small guest bedroom which he shared with Peter when he was there. But when he started subbing, which could keep him at work till one in the morning, his hours didn’t fit well with the family’s domestic routine. The house was crowded. By 1955 there were two small children, Richard, now six, and a new baby, Fiona, Bobby’s first daughter and her last, and late, child. (It was a mark of the family’s lack of communicativeness and intimacy that when Bobby was pregnant with Fiona, when Stoppard was seventeen and just leaving school, she didn’t mention this to him: he learnt about it from his brother. He found this very odd at the time, and always thought it odd.) He was relieved to move out and to get away from his stepfather. But from then on, even when he was regularly calling and visiting them, he would write his long letters home, telling his mother about all his doings. First he went to live at the YMCA, and then in a succession of flats and bedsits, one of them on Sion Hill. The landlord there was John Wilders, an academic teaching Shakespeare at the university, whose family used to call their sweet-natured, disorganised lodger ‘Big Tom’. He painted his room a deep shade of red. Much of his time was spent at Isabel’s Clifton flat, which she shared with her friend Madeleine Morley (who was rather keen on Stoppard) and, for a while, with O’Toole.

         He took Isabel to meet his parents; she thought his mother was lovely, and very attractive, and his stepfather good-looking in a military way, but bossy and disapproving. The whole family sat on the floor and played Monopoly; but Ken sat in his chair and wouldn’t join in. She could see he did not like his bohemian younger stepson, wasn’t amused by him and was not on his wavelength. In 1960, Ken and Bobby, and their two small children – five-year-old Fiona by then devoted to her enchanting big brother – moved to the small town of Milngavie, outside Glasgow. (This would be grist for some comic articles about Hogmanay, Scottish fishing and terrible train journeys from Bristol to Glasgow.) They would stay there for seven years, and then moved on to Hale, near Manchester, then to Tettenhall in Wolverhampton, and, in the mid-seventies, to Hunsonby, near Penrith, in Cumbria. He was on his own now, with no more maternal comforts within reach. But there was a providential substitute, in the form of a much-loved theatrical landlady, Val Lorraine.

         A lot of the Old Vic actors had lodgings at Grosvenor Lodge in Clifton, the large, comfortable Regency house of Val and her husband Bob, a civil engineer, and their musical children. Val was a generous matriarch who oversaw a bohemian houseful of actors and writers, cooking them proper meals, listening to their problems and looking after them. She had her own creative side too: she’d been a radio actor, and wrote occasional book reviews for the Western Daily Press, which revealed a strong, emotional character. She had no time for the ‘condonement of self-pity’; she thought ‘the most perverting vice of all is despair’; she was irritated by pretentiousness and by cynicism about infidelity; and (reviewing Martin Esslin’s book The Theatre of the Absurd), she aired her belief that ‘We are part of the chaos and the chaos is part of us. To recognise it, in spite of ourselves, acts as a therapy.’

         This full-hearted character took Stoppard under her wing and was very quick to see his talent. Val Lorraine was one of the first to tell him that he was a much better writer than the other journalists around him. Her encouragement came at the right moment, and mattered to him. He became part of her household, moving into Grosvenor Lodge in 1960, paying £2 a week for his upkeep. Val told him he could have a free room as long as he got going with his writing. He told her his ambitions and worried about her when she was ill. She knew he could be lazy and chaotic and put things off; but she had faith in him from the start, and wanted him to succeed.

         So did he. He wanted to be known, he wanted fame. A visit to O’Toole at Stratford, when he was playing Shylock, Petruchio in The Taming of the Shrew and Thersites in Troilus and Cressida for the RSC, gave Stoppard ‘a taste of honey’. There was Peter, after the first night of The Merchant of Venice, sprawling over brunch, answering phone calls from congratulatory celebrities and reading the ecstatic reviews. Stoppard, enchanted by all this, told his mother: ‘I’d like to be famous!’ He wanted to be John Osborne or Arnold Wesker, not an anonymous reporter. It was much easier and more exciting to start out as a playwright than as a novelist. A playwright could write a hundred pages in a few weeks, most of which were white space, and it would last two hours on stage, and on Sunday Kenneth Tynan would devote a quarter of a page of the Observer to it, even if you were a completely unknown person and the play had no scenery. There you would be, with one bound, in the posh Sunday papers and literary weeklies. You would have credentials. You would be known. You would never have to explain yourself again. But when was he going to get down to any of this?

         In the summer of 1960 he and Isabel went on a long Mediterranean summer holiday together. She was by then learning Italian in Perugia, to teach English in Sardinia. When he joined her, they went to Capri and Elba, travelling cheaply, living in the sunshine, staying in hostels, spending their days by the sea. On a deserted beach in Elba, Isabel lost a signet ring in the sand. It was decorated with a little bird, and she was fond of it. The next day they went back to roughly the same spot, and he was trickling his fingers through the sand, hoping without hope that he might find it: and he did. It came into his hand. Isabel didn’t seem quite as astonished and grateful as he had hoped, but, in fact, she was amazed. And this little miracle made a profound impression on him. He wrote home about it: ‘I’m not superstitious or particularly religious or anything like that but this disturbed me greatly … it really was fantastic, and I’ll never forget it as long as I live …’ Though that letter, as usual, was addressed to both parents, his next letter, to Isabel, makes clear that it was his mother, as ever, that he was really writing to. And he wrote to Isabel with equal emotion about the event. It was a secret only to be shared with his three female guardians, Bobby, Val and Isabel.

         
            i told val about finding the ring at elba. i have only told two people, for val and my mother are the only two i want to know about it, it means so much to me and it disturbed me so much. it was so eerily uncanny that i feel it is not meant to be talked about just casually, i can’t explain but seeing that ring in my hand was the nearest thing i’ve had to a religious experience … when we started looking for it i thought Please god help me find it because it means so much to her and i do love her so, and when the thing was suddenly in my hand i nearly vomited with shock.

         

         In the aftermath of their summer together, he also sent her a wistful, romantic love poem, one of many he wrote for her. Such poems embarrassed him, looking back. But they are touchingly vulnerable expressions of a very young man’s feelings, written in language utterly the opposite of his jokey, stylish public persona. This one was called ‘My Dream’:

         
            
               In sleep we walked through poplar guarded streets

               Threw stones beyond sea walls and they are falling still,

               We danced like wanton clowns, tumbled,

               And drank each other, mouth to mouth.

            

            
               Where are you now, who smelt the summer grass,

               Heard flowers hold their breath for our last shaking clutch?

               Awakening robs my mind, scatters

               Graveyard ashes on your sleeping face.

            

         

         The ‘miracle’ of the ring had such a strong effect on him perhaps because it coincided with a vital moment of resolution. On his birthday, 3 July 1960, he was sitting on a beach in Capri with Isabel, feeling extremely depressed. He was twenty-three, and he had done nothing at all! There and then he made up his mind that he would go home, give in his notice to the paper, and seriously start to write a play. The decision fell into his hand, like the ring.

         Talking it through with Isabel, he felt sure that Richard Hawkins, the proprietor of his old paper, the Western Daily Press, would give him some freelance work. He knew that the director at the Bristol Old Vic, John Hale, was to be heard saying that Tom Stoppard was ‘the only journalist who can write. (Ha!)’ He knew he would have to reassure his parents: Bobby would worry and Ken would think it was irresponsible: ‘I have an idea that you will not be half so pleased about this idea as I am … but … I lose money and gain time … it is the best thing for me … I’m feeling a bit scared but also confident and happy.’ He thought he could get by on £5 a week at a pinch (‘The main snag is I cannot write without cigarettes’). He couldn’t live off the Lorraines without achieving anything – he had to earn back the faith which Val had in him, ‘much more faith than I have in myself’. ‘Because of her and because of you,’ he told Isabel, ‘no one else on earth – I want to write something good.’
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            Brennus

         

         
            All in all, a pretty disgusting record of juvenile cynicism.

         

         Going freelance so as to write plays still meant meeting deadlines, and it certainly meant counting up his income every month. Letters home were full of tottings-up: ‘I want to earn as much as possible in March. I did enough work for £28 in February, and this month it should be well over £40.’ Richard Hawkins, at his old paper, the Western Daily Press, hired him to write a weekly column at four guineas a piece. He took the name ‘Brennus’, after a mythical ancient king of Bristol, and a cartoon figure with a crown, sceptre, robe and beard decorated every column. The first, on 30 August 1960, was titled ‘In Good King Brennus’s Golden Days’. The idea was to report on local issues and events, but to keep it light and amusing.

         The Western Daily Press had run into financial problems, and was taken over by the Bristol Evening Post in 1960, though it kept its own name and identity. (Brennus would make fun of these permutations, imagining a bewildered outsider trying to identify which paper he worked for: ‘Western Morning News? Bristol Daily Press? Western Daily World? Western Daily Press? Bristol—’ ‘Stop!’) Hawkins put in a new editor on the Western Daily Press, Eric Price, a tough, philistine character, who bullied his staff and despised the arts. But at the same time Hawkins, overriding Price, decided to have an Arts page on the Western Daily Press, and he appointed as editor a writer and journalist called Anthony Smith, who had come to Bristol that year to work for the Evening Post.

         Anthony Smith was a couple of years older than Stoppard. Unlike him, he was English through and through, and university-educated. He’d had a rather solitary childhood (an only child, his mother died when he was three, and he was brought up by an uncle and aunt and by his widowed father, an ex-RAF brewery clerk). He got a state scholarship to Cambridge to read French, but spent most of his time editing an arts magazine and listening to F. R. Leavis laying down the law on Eng Lit. He did his National Service in the RAF. He was a would-be novelist and poet, a lover of France, Irish literature, chess and cricket, and an opinionated critic with a passionate interest in new writing, which he would discuss at epic length with his friends Zulfikar Ghose and B. S. Johnson.

         The first time he and Stoppard met, they were both reviewing the same film and didn’t take to each other. Stoppard thought he was a university amateur and Smith thought he was some oik with inky fingers – or, as Smith put it, ‘a loose-lipped lout in a brown suit’. But when Hawkins put Smith on the new Arts page, he told him to make use of Stoppard. The first commission, in December 1960, a piece on the new French cinema, in particular Truffaut’s Les Quatre Cents Coups, arrived immediately. It was informed, thoughtful and elegantly written, arguing that it was the ‘moral vacuum’ of the characters (rather than the sex) which made French New Wave cinema so disturbing, and that these new young directors had, as Orson Welles had had with Citizen Kane, ‘the gift of ignorance’: ‘they approach their material free of precedent’.

         Smith and Stoppard joined forces on the Arts page, and became inseparable colleagues and companions for the next two years. They co-edited the page, talked endlessly about writing and life and their literary ambitions, larked about, and went in for lots of rapid, jokey to-and-fro gags – not unlike future conversations between Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Most of their time together was spent at Grosvenor Lodge, where Smith, too, became one of the family, or in his attic flat in Clifton, the Paragon, with a breathtaking view of the bridge. After a while the Paragon also became the home of Smith’s girlfriend Alison Kennedy, a French and drama student at the university, and for a time they formed a cosy threesome, another home-from-home for Stoppard. They worked, travelled and partied together, sometimes, with Isabel, as a quartet, though Isabel and Anthony were never soulmates. Possibly they felt like rivals.

         The Brennus column and the Arts page sometimes overlapped in their content, and Stoppard also wrote an occasional gossip column, ‘West’s Week’. For Brennus, he cultivated a deliberate persona, modelling a breezy style on the comic writing he admired: Waugh, Thurber, Perelman, Alexander Woollcott, William Saroyan, A. J. Liebling and the New Yorker, and his schoolboy hero A. G. Macdonell. (Looking back on Brennus with mixed feelings, decades later, Stoppard described him as ‘indefatigably facetious’.) Brennus had his quirks and his habits, not unlike Tom Stoppard’s. He slept late and wore suede boots, he always looked unhealthy (‘Influenza has left us pale and wasted, precisely, in fact, as it found us’), he read three Sunday newspapers, he didn’t own a television, he was gauche and accident-prone, and he smoked non-stop, especially with the first mug of coffee of the day: ‘The first indispensable, golden, resuscitating inhalation … glory be, we’re alive.’

         Brennus had literary allusions at his fingertips: Gertrude Stein’s ‘a rose is a rose is a rose’ for instance, came in handy for an autumn rose show, to prove she was ‘characteristically wrong in triplicate’. He was snobbish about some popular cultural phenomena – John Betjeman, for instance, always being wheeled out whenever a Victorian paddle-steamer was in need of defending, or the fashion for rows of plaster ducks flying along living-room walls, the most ‘ghastly cliché now available to the home owner’. But he could be cynical about more sophisticated art forms, too. The fame of Beyond the Fringe (in 1962) had turned ‘iconoclasts into icons’. A poetry competition at the Cheltenham Festival in February 1962 had three judges, one of them Miss Sylvia Plath.

         
            These are three of Britain’s fourteen poets. It is not easy to break into the Club … they take it in turns to publish books, which are reviewed by the other 13 in the 13 magazines which it is worth being reviewed in … The Cheltenham competition … will be a fight between the 11 poets who are not judges, or possibly only 10 if Mr Ted Hughes abstains on the grounds that he is the husband of Miss Plath.

         

         Brennus took a perversely disillusioned stance on well-meaning journalists trying to launch a ‘Bristol Forum’ in 1960 to raise awareness of the arts in the city and to influence city planning: ‘Their ridiculous optimism in embarking on a venture which is so obviously journalism with a conscience … has not a hope of succeeding.’

         Brennus had it in for the city’s pomposities and prejudices – patriotic ship-launches, stuffy municipal cocktail parties or grandiose displays of new trains. He enjoyed putting his head round the door of specialist societies, where the members took their hobbies with the utmost seriousness: tattooists, stamp-collectors, wine-tasters, show-dog owners, tiddly-winks competitors who are ‘pushing back the frontiers of knowledge’. He didn’t spare his audience. ‘The average Brennus reader is a 43-year-old second-hand eggwhisk salesman who thinks Thomas Chatterton was a game-keeper and Santa Claus is a director of Coca-Cola.’ (Chatterton was a son of Bristol and, in more serious vein, Stoppard lamented the city’s poorly kept little Chatterton museum.)

         Brennus loved an excuse for a silly anecdote or a comic riff. His first piece described a visit on board a minesweeper:

         
            A six-year-old acquaintance of ours who experimentally intoned ‘Hallo’ into a speaking-tube was answered from below decks with a two-word Saxon expression, the second of which was ‘off’ and the first of which for technical reasons must be omitted from the Western Daily Press.

         

         A whole piece was devoted to musing over a pocket diary published by one D. Harper for Rover Coaches, packed with ‘a disproportionate mass of information’ in seventy-five of its 127 pages, ‘for the most part staggeringly and hilariously useless’.

         
            … How often does one get bitten by a mad dog? How often – look me in the eye, Harper – how often is one asked to name the points of the compass in Portuguese? Speaking for myself, not once in the last 2 years … Should I be asked the way by a Portuguese sailor who has lost his compass, or get bitten by a mad dog, I would whip out my Rover Coaches Diary and in a matter of moments reply: ‘Tack Sul-Oueste’, or, alternatively, apply a caustic (carbolic or nitric acid) with a match or piece of pointed wood.

            But, frankly, what are the chances?

         

         That surrealist farcical tone, often in the form of dramatic monologue or dialogue, was Brennus’s forte. A report on a tennis match was an excuse for a fantasia on the sound-word ‘bonk’: ‘the sound of medicine balls dropping off the wardrobe onto a silk eiderdown, of goldfish falling on to a microphone, of a man hitting a soft football with a long cucumber, of a bubble car hitting a cow’. On a damp grouse-shooting expedition in Scotland, any attempt to phone ‘the person known locally as The Telephone Whether Girl’ to ask her ‘whether it’s still raining, whether the depression is lifting or whether she listens to the BBC or the BBC listens to her’ ends in failure: ‘She never replies. Desiccated of all emotion she is a zombie winding round and round a recording spool …’ The joke would be remembered for the girl who is TIM, the ‘Speaking Clock’, in the radio play If You’re Glad I’ll Be Frank.

         Already there were overlaps between Brennus and his alter ego Tom Stoppard, also given to surrealist inventions. Stoppard spun an oddball fantasy, for instance, out of the news of a bomb squad’s having been called to the UN on the receipt of a package from a Mrs McCleary, containing a pie and a rocket and a copy of the ten commandments for Khrushchev. This took off into reminiscences of an Irish landlady in one of his Bristol digs, who was in the habit of sending mysterious brown paper parcels through the post. ‘I ventured, “Are you really sending a Bakewell Tart to Mr Nehru?” – which, when you think about it, is not an easy thing to come right out with – and she replied “Yes, and the left half of a pair of galoshes.”’

         A sea lion called Fritzy escaped from Butlin’s in October 1960, and the Performing Animal Defence League offered a reward to anyone who found him and returned him to freedom in the North Sea. Animal rights was an unproblematic target for satire in those days, and, without labouring his views, Stoppard invented an embarrassing train and boat journey with the reluctantly rescued Fritzy. In spite of his rescuer’s attempts to shut him up, Fritzy laments:

         
            ‘I want to go back to the circus. The food’s all right and I left my girlfriend there, Mitzy … The sea is so big … Anyway, I’ve never learned how to catch fish for myself. At the circus they come in buckets … You wouldn’t do this to me,’ he said, beginning to cry. ‘Oh, don’t be a baby,’ I said, picking him up to throw him in the sea.

         

         Surreality reached its peak when Brennus started to make fun of his creator. Stoppard had argued that British political figures – such as Selwyn Lloyd – were in need of mocking by the equivalent of an American satirist such as Mort Sahl. The following week, Brennus took up the challenge, and offered himself in the role, in response to Stoppard, whom he called ‘a maladjusted vegetarian … who watches television every night and then drinks till dawn’, a ‘dilettante who writes in his own blood on handmade papyrus’.

         As time went on he got more critical of Brennus’s ‘whimsy’ and decided, he told his parents, that it was better to make it a factual article, written interestingly and lightly. What he really wanted was a column like Peter Simple in the Daily Telegraph or Punch’s Charivari, of short ironic pieces. Meanwhile, the Smith/Stoppard Arts pages took up Brennus’s topics – usually the council’s philistinism – with a more serious slant. And Stoppard was still doing some reporting on city life, with some scathing pieces on racism in Bristol or on the by-laws forbidding music in pubs. Occasionally, if a single issue of the paper ran not only a Brennus column but also more than one Stoppard piece, he would use the byline ‘Tomik Straussler’: a private wave to the past. So Anthony Smith often called him Tomik. But mostly he wrote on the arts as himself. The page let him air his thoughts as to what mattered, what was changing, and what he liked. He was in interesting company. Smith got talented writers onto the page, including his friends Ghose and Johnson. Philip Hobsbaum reviewed new writers such as Peter Porter or Alan Sillitoe, Eric Walter White did the music, Derek Balmer the art, George MacBeth wrote about Hemingway, Richard Hoggart about culture, and a Bristol university student called Angela Carter started out with a piece on the raunchiness of English folk songs. Battles had constantly to be fought with the editor, Eric Price: one which they lost was an attempt to print an absurdist headline in caps for a piece on the Theatre of the Absurd, with the ‘B’ out of place, but Price, grimly, had the compositor put it straight.

         Stoppard used his column for sharpening his knowledge and judgement of film and theatre. There were some critical pieces on contemporary fiction, too. The enfant terrible of the day, Colin Wilson, was unwise to follow the success of The Outsider with his earliest novel, Adrift in Soho, because it read like a very young man’s book, ‘graceless, self-conscious and naive’. But then, ‘writers do not have skeletons in their closets; they have tin trunks full of unpublished manuscripts’, and a success meant ‘Open Sesame’ for all those ‘unrecognised treasures’.

         He admired John Calder for printing experimental fiction in paperback, but he thought the French nouveau roman too wedded to ‘novelty per se’; and where was the innovative fiction in English? The only novels he had read lately that made him feel ‘the author was trying to kick his way out of a rut’ were J. P. Donleavy’s The Ginger Man and Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds (a lifelong favourite).

         In film, Stoppard had reservations about La Dolce Vita (‘Too slack, unintegrated and narrow for a masterpiece … But … an original and will be remembered for it’), and found John Cassavetes’s Shadows ‘badly made and muddled’ but like life: ‘Clichés are clichés only because people do say them.’ He disliked Hollywood’s sentimentalising of harsh reality, as in the film of the novel Breakfast at Tiffany’s. In his time as a film critic, he said, sounding world-weary, he’d seen too many predictable happy endings, too much slicking up and sprinkling heavily with sugar:

         
            The unwritten code of film makers decrees that nice people don’t like to be reminded that (a) even nice people are cuckolded (b) some enchanting bitches really are bitches, not just wild young things waiting for love to conquer all (c) people with ugly little flats are worth attention (d) our side was not always glorious in the big war, daddy (e) boy does not always marry girl, (f) especially if she gets pregnant (g) and produces an uncute baby. PS: I like films …

         

         He was ‘riveted’ by the emergence (and the box-office popularity) of the ‘anti-hero’. There was a ‘change in British Cinema which is replacing the hero whose virtue we are asked to admire with the hero whose faults we are asked to understand’. The rebel figure in films (often derived from novels or plays) ‘first reared his truculent head’ with Ian Carmichael’s Jim Dixon in Lucky Jim. The anti-hero’s ‘personal revolt against his environment’ continued, in a different way, with Arthur Seaton in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (played by the striking newcomer Albert Finney, whom Stoppard admired and interviewed sympathetically as, himself, a figure of rebellion and non-conformism). ‘In honour, morality, attitudes, values, language, background, environment and practically everything else, he is the antithesis of the cinematic tradition exemplified in Brief Encounter fifteen years ago.’ So was Joe Lampton, ruthlessly climbing up the social ladder in Room at the Top. So was Archie Rice in The Entertainer, in the ‘unequivocally fine’ performance by Olivier, ‘looking for escape in beer, a beauty queen and self-delusion’. In Tony Richardson’s 1959 film of Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, Jimmy Porter (Richard Burton) ‘rebelled and contracted out, and looked back with his anger unabated’.

         In the theatre, he thought the term ‘Angry Young Man’ was a misleading one, since there were so many different kinds of experiments by the ‘New Young’. It perfectly described Jimmy Porter, at the moment when he ‘threw down his “posh” Sunday paper at the Royal Court Theatre in 1956’. But in the four or five years since then, the ‘new hero’ had taken ‘a dozen new shapes’. The stage version of The Ginger Man, for instance, presented a completely different kind of rebel from Jimmy Porter. The rebellion of Donleavy’s Dangerfield was ‘causeless and self-centred’, where Jimmy was raging against ‘the lack of a cause’. These outsiders, rebels, little men against society and self-deluding escapists, were in his mind as he began to write his own plays.

         Like everyone with an interest in theatre at the end of the 1950s, Stoppard was intensely aware that drama in England was where exciting changes were happening – more so, perhaps, than in fiction or poetry or art. This had a lot to do with Kenneth Tynan, theatre critic of the Observer from 1953 to 1962. He ‘mattered especially’, Stoppard would write fifty years on, ‘for his youth, his virtuosity in print, his self-assurance, his passion and above all for his self-identification with the world he wrote about’. Like Tynan, Stoppard had the sense that theatre was where you needed to be, to make a striking mark.

         First-night audiences in the stalls and boxes in London (and some in the provinces too) still dressed up in pearls and furs and long gloves, carried opera glasses and stood for the National Anthem at the end of the play. But, since the first night of the London Waiting for Godot in 1955 or Endgame in 1957, of Look Back in Anger in 1956, of Pinter’s The Birthday Party in 1958, of Shelagh Delaney’s A Taste of Honey at Stratford East, also in 1958, or of Arnold Wesker’s The Kitchen at the Royal Court in 1959, what they were looking at might not be a reflection back at themselves of middle-class English people in a drawing-room comedy by Rattigan or Coward, but an ironing board, or a pair of dustbins, or a working-class flat in Salford, or a seedy boarding house – or a kitchen.

         How long before those, too, became accepted conventions? Stoppard was as interested in the way revolutions turned into fashions, ‘iconoclasts into icons’, the elite and cliquey into the popular and well-known, as in the content and style and morality of the new plays. He paid close attention to the process that could turn a daring (and sometimes ill-received) experiment into a box-office success. A play which started by creating shock and outrage could end up profiting from the controversy. He watched this happening to playwrights just a bit older – between five and ten years older – than he was. Harold Pinter (whose very first play, The Room, was put on as a Bristol University student production in May 1957) was a fascinating example of the process, as Stoppard noted drily in November 1960: ‘Pinter’s first play baffled all critics but one; his second baffled all but two, his third progressed to respectful bafflement, and his fourth, The Caretaker [which was having a long and successful run at the Duchess Theatre in London], is taking care of Mr Pinter very nicely.’

         Pinter was a figure of great interest to Stoppard, long before they became friends and fellow playwrights. He would never forget their first encounter, in January 1962. When, just over fifty years later, Stoppard was awarded the PEN Pinter Prize, he began his acceptance speech with that memory. Pinter came to Bristol to see a student production of The Birthday Party for the Sunday Times Drama Festival. Stoppard found himself sitting behind him.

         
            Thereupon I became distracted by the necessity of speaking to him. I needed an opening gambit, and started to consider several. So, when The Birthday Party – to which I gave as much of my attention as I could spare – was over, I tapped him on the shoulder, and – I’m sorry to say – spoke to him as follows: ‘Are you Harold Pinter or do you only look like him?’ He turned round and I got an early inkling of Harold Pinter’s unflinching, unswerving gaze. He said, ‘What?’ [This word performed by Stoppard in a low, sinister, threatening tone.] I don’t remember any more. Perhaps I fainted.

         

         The next day, Pinter spoke to the drama students, and Stoppard was there with his notebook. His report (‘The Tense Present’), though unsigned, was unmistakeably his work. He described Pinter’s talk as ‘an erratic staccato of grudging self-exposure’. It had ended with an unidentified quotation:

         
            The fact would seem to be, if in my position one may speak of facts, not only that I shall have to speak of things of which I cannot speak, but also, which is even more interesting, but also that I, which is if possible even more interesting, that I shall have to – I forget, no matter.

         

         Stoppard recognised this from Beckett’s novel The Unnamable, and finished the quotation in a footnote: ‘And at the same time I am obliged to speak. I shall never be silent. Never.’ So this piece in the Western Daily Press of 8 January 1962 is the first publication in which Beckett, Pinter and Stoppard are on the same page – all speaking, in their different ways, about the relationship between speech and silence.

         He noted that the student questions which followed Pinter’s talk ‘suggested respect, reverence, suspicion, antagonism and scant understanding. Mr Pinter remained polite.’ And he gave extracts from what Pinter had said, prefacing them with the phrase ‘Harold Pinter, he say:’ – as if listening to an oracle. These were some of the oracle’s words, as reported by an otherwise silent and anonymous Stoppard:

         
            I’m going to make categorical statements which should not be taken as categorical.

            
                

            

            If I were to state a moral precept, it would be: Beware of the writer who declares that his heart is in the right place and has it in full view. This is a body lost in an empty prison of cliché.

            
                

            

            My characters tell me so much and no more. Between my [knowledge] and what they say there lies a territory which is compulsory to explore … Not that I regard my characters as anarchic, out of control. I do the donkey work. The shaping is me.

            
                

            

            [I do not agree] with the tendency to seek allegories in my plays.

            
                

            

            There are two silences: one is where no word is spoken, and another where there is a torrent of words. The speech we hear is an indication of the speech we don’t hear … an anguished smokescreen, a constant stratagem to cover nakedness … What takes place in the silences is an evasion, a desperate rearguard action to keep ourselves to ourselves.

         

         Of all these Pinter-statements, the one that stayed longest in his mind was: ‘Writing for me is a completely private activity … What I write is not obligated to anything other than to itself.’ He quoted it, half a century on, as a demonstration of the quality he most identified with Pinter: honesty.

         Not all the playwrights of the time were doing as nicely as Pinter, especially not in the provinces. Like other repertory theatres outside London, the Bristol Old Vic was nervous of putting on experimental new plays which might be bad box office. A painful case in point was Arnold Wesker, whom Stoppard wrote about with respect and sympathy, but not with fully paid-up conviction. He reported on Wesker’s fury in his plays at the dreariness of ordinary people’s lives (‘a passionless succession of paydays interspersed with little more than work, food, pools and telly’), and on his idealistic conviction, embodied in Centre 42, that the arts should be taken from the few to the many, with the help of the Trades Unions, in a mass cultural conversion which would level all inequalities and get rid of concepts like ‘high’ and ‘low’ art.

         Stoppard thought Wesker mattered more as a playwright than as an evangelist. He felt it was ‘churlish’ but ‘inescapable’ to have doubts about Centre 42.

         
            Art is not withheld from anyone. Like Mount Everest, it is there. The slopes are sprinkled with people shouting ‘Come on up, it’s marvellous!’ but … society is not by nature homogeneous … The millions aren’t dissatisfied … What it has got is football, films, telly, bingo and pools – and it likes them very much, thanks.

         

         Herbert Spencer’s dictum about the survival of the fittest applied to the arts. ‘The best will rise to the top, whether in power, or in appreciation of beauty. Standards depend on comparisons, on a variety of levels.’ ‘The identification between socialism and art is a false one.’

         On the other hand, he thought it was pusillanimous of the Bristol Old Vic to turn down Chips with Everything. Val May, the manager in 1962, cited ‘casting difficulties’ as a reason, but the real reason was money. ‘After all, the Wesker play is not about a Chinese football team captained by a one-legged Zulu.’ A risky new play had to have had a London success before the provincial theatre would take it on: ‘which is why we [in Bristol] had Roots and not Chicken Soup with Barley, Godot and not Endgame, One Way Pendulum and not A Resounding Tinkle [N. F. Simpson] and why this season will bring The Caretaker and not The Birthday Party’.

         Similarly, in Bath, he had watched the failure of a double bill by James Saunders, like Simpson an absurdist writer for stage and wireless who greatly appealed to Stoppard. The programme was Alas, Poor Fred (which had fascinated him ever since he heard it as a radio play) and A Slight Accident. There were about twenty people in the theatre, of whom three walked out. The fact was, he concluded, provincial theatres were not progressive enough.

         The well-established dramatist of the ordinary man against society who most impressed him, and who made his powerful effects without being didactic, was Arthur Miller. Stoppard wrote eloquently about Willy Loman in 1961. Miller wasn’t really interested in salesmen, he thought, but in a human being’s frustrated desire for recognition, in ‘the conflict between the individual aware of his own “specialness”, and the society intent on reducing him to an integer … a dot without dimension in the great pattern of highly industrialised civilisation’. He noted that Miller was ‘not grinding a political axe’: Death of a Salesman was ‘labelled Left by the far Right, and decadent by the Daily Worker’.

         His admiration for Miller was part of his fascination with all things American – plays, films, novels, comedians, magazines, rock music. Eliot, e. e. cummings and Fitzgerald were part of his mental landscape. Edward Albee’s The Zoo Story, he would say, was one of the plays that turned him into a writer. His passion for American work was something he shared with a lot of young, male, post-war English writers; in his case it had its roots in those glamorous gum-chewing American soldiers in Darjeeling.

         Quite apart from Brennus’s cool, Liebling-style quips, his fiction reviews showed how immersed in American writing he was – though not uncritically. Reviewing a collection of New Yorker stories in February 1961, he complained that the ‘enfant terrible’ was developing ‘middle-age spread’. The latest crop seemed duller, apart from a ‘superb’ story by Philip Roth, ‘Defender of the Faith’, and Updike’s childhood reminiscence, ‘The Happiest I’ve Been’. Dos Passos’s Mid-Century was ‘a giant mish-mash’. Raymond Chandler, though addictive, ‘passes through the system like a purge’. But Thurber he admired unconditionally. He felt a sense of affinity for his surreal stories and cartoons of ‘the plight of the sane lunatic ever so slightly at odds with the lunatic sane’.

         In the early 1960s he wrote two long pieces on American novelists. One was an interview he managed to get with John Steinbeck while he was living reclusively in England for a few months. Stoppard’s colleague Peter Bond had tracked him down to a hideout in Somerset. Stoppard went and knocked on the door, and Steinbeck told him to go away. Lacking the doorstepping instinct, he at once backed off: ‘I’m so sorry to have bothered you.’ Steinbeck called him back. Since the young man had been so nice, he agreed to meet him in London. At the Dorchester Hotel, Steinbeck appeared out of place, a big, heavy, peasant-like figure. He told his young interviewer that early rejection could be good for a writer and early success harmful; that he wrote two thousand ‘usable’ words on a good day; that although he admired Hemingway he hated being compared to him all the time; and that he didn’t talk about his work while he was doing it. He didn’t think much of the Beats, and was amused by Truman Capote’s comment on them, which in Steinbeck’s version was: ‘Well, it’s just sort of … typing, isn’t it.’ He believed that the only crime was ‘dispassion, staticness, disinterest, ennui’. ‘A good mind is never bored.’ Steinbeck seemed more authentic to him than loud-mouthed Norman Mailer. He wrote, a little primly, but with feeling, in 1963: ‘Mailer may one day be admired despite his opinions, which is the test of a writer, instead of because of them, which is the test of a propagandist.’

         In April 1962, with Anthony Smith, he took his first, low-budget, plunge into New York. He was extremely excited to be going. They went on a charter flight from Bristol full of architects. Trying to assuage his mother’s anxieties by teasing her, he said, yes, I have to fly, because the other 119 people are flying and have kept a seat for me. They slept on the couch or the floor of an apartment borrowed from someone they didn’t know – an obliging absentee landlord who dropped by only occasionally, thereby confirming their high expectations of American hospitality. By the time they left his apartment, they were taking turns to sleep in his bed, and complaining that he hadn’t replenished the peanut butter or the cinnamon toast. They saw off-off-Broadway shows, coffee-house comedians, Mike Nichols and Elaine May, and Lenny Bruce at the Village Vanguard. He met Mel Brooks, whose comic routine (with Carl Reiner as his straight man) as ‘The 2,000 Year Old Man’ had just taken off on the Ed Sullivan Show. Brooks took a shine to him, and sent him his record, a brilliant to-and-fro of ludicrous Yiddish jokes. Stoppard sent him a fan letter after he got home, reminding him of the ‘funny-looking English boy writer … of middle-European extraction’ he’d met, enthusing wildly about the ‘inspirational humour’ of the record, which he thought ought to catch on in England, and pouring out his latest plans and problems: writer’s block, no money, in a state about deadlines, wanting to leave his ‘lovely town’ and move to London. Meeting Brooks, he said, had been one of the best things that happened to him in New York.

         He also made his way to the door of the Village Voice, via a contact with the theatre critic Jerry Tallmer, one of the paper’s key people since it started up in 1955, in a seedy one-room office on Greenwich Avenue. The Voice was at the heart of New York bohemian counterculture. It was the first to publish Jules Feiffer’s ‘sick’ cartoons, the first to report on the Living Theatre, or the Café La MaMa, or the American production of Krapp’s Last Tape. Stoppard described it (for Bristol readers) as ‘politically liberal and artistically obsessed’, extremely ‘in-group’ (Ginsberg reviewed Kerouac, Mailer stopped part-funding it in a huff because of a typo in his weekly column), and ‘the most relished reactor to any embryonic kicks in the American theatre’. There was nothing like it in Britain. It was exciting for him to have a few short pieces published there.

         That early romantic feeling for America left strong traces. He would choose Bernstein’s ‘America’, from West Side Story, as one of his Desert Island Discs, in 1985. The heroine of Shakespeare in Love (1998), shipwrecked at sea, arrived, in an early draft, on the American shore at the end of the film, and greeted her brave new world with delight. Long before that, in 1976, he would caricature his fascination in a wild extended monologue, inspired by Lucky’s unstoppable flow in Waiting for Godot, in New-Found-Land (written for an experimental American director), an exaggerated compendium of all the myths and clichés about the wonders of America. Looking back in 1995 on his first visit to New York, he said that he went as a pilgrim, and felt like Columbus the whole time he was there.
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            Walking on Water

         

         
            When people ask me what I do, I say I’m a writer.

         

         American writing took its most magnetic form for him, as he began to do his own work, in the figure of Hemingway. One of his Village Voice pieces was a comparison of two equally inadequate biographies of his hero, by Lillian Ross (sycophantic) and by Dwight MacDonald (a hatchet job). ‘Hemingway … can be spied between the two as a complete natural, engaging, bearish, bullish, joyous, witty, adolescent, pontifical, generous, and knee-high in pygmies.’ He admired the man, and he was inspired by the prose style. Hemingway had died only a year before he went to America for the first time, on his birthday, and, when he heard the news, he wrote to his mother (unusually addressing the letter to her alone) with strong emotion. It wasn’t just the tragedy of his death, or his incomparable influence on so many other writers, it was also that he had longed to meet him, and now it was too late. ‘I don’t get emotional about any other writer.’

         Hemingway’s plain speech and taut narrative, at once banking down and letting out pent-up emotion, his quick-fire dialogue, his disenchanted comedy, his immersion in landscapes, his toughness muddled up with bewilderment, had a powerful effect on him. When he first saw The Birthday Party in 1962, he thought of Hemingway. In years to come, he collected his first editions, wrote about him, attended Hemingway conferences and continued to admire him. Explaining in the 1980s why he got ‘bitten’ at twenty by Hemingway, in spite of the egotistical, ridiculous, self-parodying side of him, he talked about his ‘tensile quality’, his astonishing expression of ‘the physical, sensual experience of life’ (fishing, for example), his bold technical skills – how he would ‘leap forward in time beyond the point we have reached in the story’ – and how he got his effects ‘by making the reader do the work’. In 2018, he was still a fan, rereading A Moveable Feast with excitement and admiration. 

         Brennus liked doing pastiche. One of his imitations – when undertaking a mildly uncomfortable assignment – was of a tough, macho foreign correspondent plunged into a war zone with the ‘the whine of bullets’ making ‘a symphony of death’ all around him. But he liked parodying Hemingway best of all. Enough of bullfighting novels, said Brennus in 1961. He was going to write a Hemingway cricketing novel, and here was an extract, called ‘For Whom the Bails Fall: Death After Lunch’.

         
            He looked at me and then the coin went high.

            My mouth was dry the way it is when you haven’t brushed your teeth. I brushed my teeth all right but this is how my mouth was. You can’t explain these things but you try because maybe it means something and maybe it doesn’t and in the end it doesn’t matter, and you know that, too.

            I need this luck, I thought. I need it bad because that’s all there is. The coin spun high … and the earth moved away and under me.

            He let me see it there. He didn’t say anything, and then I stopped looking … It was a long way back. I walked into the room. They sat quiet, waiting.

            ‘How did it go?’

            ‘Fine,’ I said. I didn’t know how to tell them, but they knew how it was in my face.

            ‘We’re fielding,’ I said. ‘It’s okay.’

            ‘Sure it’s okay.’

            ‘That’s what I said,’ I said.

            ‘We could have had such a damn good time batting together.’

            ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it pretty to think so?’

         

         In a spoof CV sent to Smith early in 1963, he described himself as an up-and-coming young playwright who ‘has travelled widely to New York (where he quickly established a reputation as a Hemingway parodist in the Village Voice)’. Hemingway seeped into his private writing, too. The summers of 1961 and 1962 were spent partly abroad, staying with the Smiths in a dilapidated castle in Blauvac, near Avignon, where Smith was friends with the eccentric chatelaine, hitch-hiking, and meeting up with Isabel in Spain and Italy. A love letter to her, written in an all-night cafe in Narbonne while trying to hitch to Spain, takes on a melancholy Hemingwayish tone: ‘i want to sleep, and i want a lift in a Citroën Goddess all the way, and i want you, here now oh i do want you and i can’t write …’ A card to her the next summer from Pamplona, enjoying the bullfights, invokes The Sun Also Rises. Brennus takes this up in his report: ‘It was a very fine fiesta and all the bulls were almost very fine too.’

         A long letter to Isabel, probably from 1962, included a half-page of a story, of a man coming into a one-square town in Spain between sea and hills and seeing a crowd: ‘So he got down off the truck wet and heavy-feeling in the heat and he went over with his shadow bunched round his feet and his pack sitting heavy on the white stones behind him and the truck grinding hotly across the square …’ I don’t know what this is, he says to her. Perhaps the beginning of a novel. He is missing her.

         
            you seem so far away. fuck it, you are far away. come close, write to me close. yaayyaa darling; i have to make up my own language for ending letters to you. the things you want to say have stopped meaning anything because words of love and farewell are used meaninglessly all the time, by people who don’t mean anything of the sort, they just mean good-bye for now …

         

         The cafe in Narbonne and the scene in the square got into one of three stories that were published in 1964, the first published products of his transition between journalism and play-writing. The stories use plain speech, punctuation-light paragraphs of action and description, broken slices of time, strange moments of intense consciousness, and dark grotesque comedy. The Hemingwayish manner gives a lot away: far more than Brennus’s well-armoured comic riffs.

         In the highly stylised ‘Reunion’, a self-pitying voice, talking to the woman he can never have, warns her against the man she’s in love with (faintly invoking O’Toole): ‘Those dashing artistic types always develop into wife-beaters.’ ‘What I miss’, he tells her, ‘is you approaching down busy streets, and eating together and saving things to tell you and having things saved for me, that and driving on long journeys, and watching you being pleased and watching you sitting in a chair.’ The woman ‘gave off summer colours all year round’. (Isabel, he often said to her, was his ‘sun-and-wine woman’.) The story, full of personal feeling, ends with their unhappy parting.

         ‘Life, Time: Fragments’, made up of modernist, disconnected paragraphs, tells the increasingly surrealist life story of a failed writer – as if Stoppard were running through all his worst moments and his worst fears. He remembers the awful feeling of killing off a woman in a carcrash report, in his first week as a journalist. He tries for a job on the London Evening Standard because there was ‘something slightly shameful about being twenty-five in the provinces’. The editor asks him if he is interested in politics. Oh yes, he replies. ‘Who, for instance, was the Foreign Secretary?’ Musing on the interview afterwards, he decides this wasn’t a fair question. ‘He had only admitted an interest in politics, he had not said he was obsessed with the subject.’ (In later Stoppard-lore, this true story of his interview with Charles Wintour would get changed: his silent joke to himself becomes his witty repartee to the editor.)

         Then he is abroad with the sunshine woman, reprising the cafe in Narbonne, the scene in the square, the hitch-hiking, the moment on the beach when he realises that ‘whatever it was I’d been waiting for slipped by then, between waves, as quickly as that’. Then, like a couple out of ‘Prufrock’ or The Waste Land, he and his lady make brittle night-time talk about the need to kill off his literary heroes – ‘Hemingway’s an adolescent philistine’ – in order to clear the ground for himself. ‘The models are no good any more, we’ve had all that, we’re on our own now.’ Then we see him, Beckett-style, lying on his bed, an ageing journalist contemplating his passing life: ‘I am drowning with the panache of someone walking on the water.’ In a paragraph he had already tried out in letters to Anthony and Isabel, the failed writer, surrounded by rejection slips, but getting ever closer to God, falls on his knees to an angel, who says: ‘The Lord thanks you for your contribution but regrets that it is not quite suitable for the Kingdom of Heaven.’ He kills himself. The body of the writer, and the ‘body of his work’ are discovered by a critic – the first of several predatory critic-biographers in Stoppard’s work. ‘So he made the writer quite famous and he made himself a little more famous too.’

         The best of the three, ‘The Story’, a dark farewell to his days as a reporter, is a harsh moral tale about the careless destructiveness of journalism at its worst. The narrator, a reporter on the Sun, is sent out – it’s routine – to a provincial courtroom. As usual, there’s not much of interest. ‘It took most of the morning to get a line on a scrap-metal theft and a careless driver.’ Then a case comes up of a man, a Mr Blake, a teacher on holiday from a ‘top’ school, who has ‘fingered’ a seven-year-old girl on the beach. He is a grotesque figure, ‘red and tweedy’ and grinning horribly, ‘too fat and altogether sick with where he had got himself’. He pleads guilty and gets fined. The reporter decides to let it go, and shakes his head at the boy from the provincial weekly (a glimpse of the younger Stoppard?) who is going at it in his notebook ‘like a double murder’. He tells the man he isn’t going to report it. But the Press Services man, aptly named Diver, whose job is to pick up the juicy tidbits and sell them to newspapers round the country, sharing his fee with the journalists who feed him stories, asks as a favour for a paragraph on the case. So the story of the indecent offence gets into all the papers – and a week later, Mr Blake throws himself under a tube train. The reporter gets his fee. ‘I don’t know what I spent it on,’ the story ends. ‘It got mixed up with my other money and at the end of the month I was broke as usual.’

         In all the mixed, prolific output of his ten-year apprenticeship as a writer, from 1954 to 1964, ‘The Story’ is the first piece that puts its mark down with complete assurance. Unlike any of his other early prose pieces, it had an afterlife. Much extended, it turned into a television play, called first ‘The Explorers’ and then A Paragraph for Mr Blake, aired in 1965. And the commentary on journalistic morality, in the extended version, found its way, many years later, into Night and Day.

         
            *

         

         These revealing stories, all connected to his Bristol life, were the first writings he published in hard covers. He thought perhaps he might write a novel. But he knew, really, in the early 1960s, that theatre, not fiction, was his business – and theatre was where he might find rapid success. He was making all kinds of starts while he was at Grosvenor Lodge. In his mind’s eye, he was consciously writing for Kenneth Tynan: what would he think well of? He tried a version of Look Back in Anger: that lasted for about five pages. Then he wrote three plays, all heavily indebted to what he had been seeing and reviewing, all garrulous and absurdist, all in some way about bewilderment and failure. None of them lasted in their first form. One of them vanished rapidly. All three of them were vital starting points.

         The first to be written and the first to be sent out, A Walk on the Water, was a two-act comedy about a weekend in the life of George Riley, fantasist, unemployed inventor, sentimental patriot, chauvinist, self-promoter and self-deceiver. As in ‘Life, Time: Fragments’, Riley is a man ‘drowning with panache while walking on water’. He is also the little man against society, the angry outsider familiar from many new plays of the time, holding forth in an English suburban pub and living room. Stoppard wrote it at Grosvenor Lodge to the beat of a Leadbelly song, ‘Ol’ Riley’, one of Val Lorraine’s favourites. He sent it to the artistic manager of the Bristol Old Vic, John Hale, who sat on it for nine months – he was ‘too timid’ to ask why – and then sent it back, but with a moderately encouraging reader’s report: ‘The central character, with his bombast and self deception, is well drawn, though without good acting he might become extremely boring. The whole thing rather depends on a mood … The construction of the play is professional.’ He told his parents that A Walk on the Water was a naturalistic comedy, but that he liked his other play better, which took place ‘nowhere’ at ‘notime’. This second play was a one-act dialogue, The Gamblers, for a prisoner and a jailer, set in a jail ‘which has the feeling of a time when the fastest form of transport is the horse’, on the night before the prisoner’s execution. In the style of Vladimir and Estragon (and of the badinage that Stoppard and Smith went in for), they exchange one-liners on life, death, revolution, failure, hope, consciousness and fate, and, in the process, gradually exchange roles. The prisoner is self-assured and quick-witted, the jailer is ‘older, fatter, duller’. He is the fall guy, the clown whose trousers fall down, the hangman who’s never hung anyone before. He would really prefer to be a martyr, whereas the prisoner would prefer to lead a revolution. Each has been given their part to play, but the parts turn out to be interchangeable, just as, in their exchanges about revolution, the rebels and the tyrants are also seen to be, through history, endlessly interchangeable. The dialogue would sound familiar to any reader of Godot – or of Rosencrantz:

         
            J: The neck is the weak point. Your spirits are down?

            P: Right down.

            J: In your left shoe?

            P: The right shoe.

            J: Strange.

            P: Well, it was a fifty–fifty chance.

            J: A gamble.

            P: It could have gone either way.

            J: There’s no way of telling.

         

         The main gamble, as far as they are both concerned, is whether there is anything to believe in, anything to hope for. In jokey fashion they are airing the same problems of consciousness which are going to preoccupy George in Jumpers, or Max and Lenka in Rock ’n’ Roll, or Hilary and Spike in The Hard Problem:

         
            P: How are you supposed to know you believe? How do you know you’re not just hoping?

            J: Because it works.

            P: For you?

            J: Of course.

         

         As the prisoner says, it’s all a gamble: ‘It’s gambling in the dark, of course. They don’t let you look until it’s all over and too late. And if you’re right, and there is nothing at the end of it, you don’t even know you’ve won. It doesn’t bear thinking on.’

         
            *

         

         The third play he was working on was a surreal comedy and country-house murder-mystery spoof about two theatre critics, to be called either The Stand-Ins or The Critics. He found it hard to get right, writing to Isabel about it in a touching, undated letter from the early 1960s, which shows his dependence on her – and the tension in his work, from the start, between comedy and emotion:

         
            My play has driven me neurotic … it hasn’t worked out the way i wanted it to … the play is about two critics who are watching a drawing-room thriller and become involved in it [and] it ends with one critic killing the other, on one level as part of the play-[in]-the-play, on another level for real. the trouble is that for the effect i am after, the deaths of the critics must be actual and tragic and as real as hamlet’s; but because the whole thing is ‘absurd’ and nonsensical, in fact surrealistic, the deaths, instead of being real and tragic are simply the culminating absurdity. the play took over, it ran away from me, and i have ended up by writing a surrealist farce – which is all right up to a point, and also very funny if done well, but it does not move one, and i wanted it to be moving … perhaps i’m being unduly pessimistic, but i’m the kind of writer who constantly needs reassurance.

         

         He also needed exposure, publicity, performances and success. And first of all he needed an agent. Nat Brenner at the Bristol Old Vic knew Peter Dunlop, of the agency Fraser and Dunlop. Apparently there was a new agent there called Kenneth Ewing. Stoppard knew nothing about him, but thought it worth a try. He sent him The Gamblers, and Ewing was interested enough to ask if he had anything else for him to see. Early in 1962, he sent A Walk on the Water. A letter came back to Grosvenor Lodge, on 28 February 1962, accepting it. Stoppard went to see Ewing, and then sent him The Critics. All three plays started to go the rounds. He wrote home proudly that he now had ‘a genuine official professional highly regarded, most select and selective agent’. So began forty-six years of collaboration and friendship, and a career.

         He needed, and wanted, to be in London. He and Anthony Smith and Derek Balmer were planning a new Bristol Arts Review, but his heart wasn’t in it. Isabel had left, the Bristol Old Vic had turned him down, he had had enough of journalism, it was time to go. The Evening Standard interview was one attempt which didn’t come off. Another try, for the Daily Express, didn’t work either, even though he went, he told his mother, ‘all glammed up to look like a baby beaver in camel waistcoat and suede boots’. Then came a surprise offer from a brand new London arts magazine called Scene, which was looking for a theatre critic. He went for an interview, sent them a trial piece, was offered the job, and accepted at once. Without telling his editor in advance, he signed off as Brennus, on 27 August 1962, with the gleeful headline ‘WE’VE BEEN RUDE TO EVERYONE’. ‘Brennus is two years old this week, and we don’t know about you but we’ve had enough. Goodbye.’ He set himself to write a single paragraph including all the things he’d been rude about.

         
            We were rude about … rose-growers, civic caterers, wine tasters, Princess Margaret, the BBC, publicity men, pantomimes, starlets, ITV, New York, paddle-steamers, John Betjeman (twice, and we like him), tax collectors, doctors, Santa Claus, the Prime Minister, Dr. Bronowski, tiddly-winkers, tennis, orchids, Norman Hartnell, dogshows, Ideal Home exhibitions, and the Bristol United Press.

         

         He looked back on these insulting columns as ‘all in all, a pretty disgusting record of juvenile cynicism’. And he let his readers into a secret: in reality he wasn’t a bit like Brennus.

         Anthony Smith was away on holiday; when he got back to his flat, he found a long, excited farewell letter from Stoppard, typed on brown paper and left in his Olivetti typewriter. It was dated 30 August and began: ‘I’m in London. For good.’ The letter rushed on to describe his interview (where he had partly made an impression by showing off his friendship with O’Toole), his salary (£12 a week retainer), the set-up (standing in for another critic who was now going to be his second string), and the prospects: ‘Every first night in town. Man.’ He was moving to London at once, and would stay with Kenneth Ewing while he found somewhere to live. And there was interest in A Walk on the Water. For a moment taking breath, he added: ‘I hope I do not appear to be actually gloating but I am rather overwhelmed with my set-up.’ Anthony was heartbroken, and wrote him a desolated letter. His best friend was going away and leaving him behind. If 1960s Bristol had been Renaissance Florence, then they were losing their Petrarch.

         
            *

         

         But there was a coda to his Bristol life. Early in 1964, a young film-maker, John Boorman, then head of the BBC’s Bristol-based documentary unit, and encouraged by Huw Weldon at the BBC to experiment with real-life programmes, made a fly-on-the-wall, six-part television series about an ‘ordinary’ young couple, against the background of the changing city. He picked Anthony and Alison Smith as his ‘Newcomers’ in Bristol, as much for Alison’s striking looks as for Anthony’s literary ambitions. The film was made in the early months of 1964, culminating with a portrait of the city on the day that Alison gave birth to twins in May, and aired that month as the first series for the BBC’s new channel, BBC2.

         The Smiths’ marriage is given a cinéma-vérité treatment in the context of a number of staged settings – the Western Daily Press newspaper office, a mixed-race nightclub, a black church service, an estate agent’s office, a football match, the night-time streets among Bristol’s down-and-outs, a party given by the Smiths, the hospital. It gives an eloquent social picture, an anthropological slice, of Bristol and its counterculture in the early 1960s, moving from staid county councillors to an anti-capital punishment protest, from dock workers at the Labour Exchange to young bohemians sporting beards and black polo necks, dancing the twist and listening to the Rolling Stones. The jerky, rough, improvisatory style was a bit like the Beatles’ film of that year, A Hard Day’s Night, or the film Boorman went on to make next with Charles Wood about the Dave Clark Five, Catch Us If You Can.

         When Boorman went to the Paragon to start filming, the crew toiling up five flights of stairs to the flat with their camera equipment and setting up the first shot of the series, a pile of coats on the floor began to animate, from which Tom Stoppard emerged, with (as Boorman remembered) ‘that innate elegance he possesses’. From then on, he was the visiting star of the show. Boorman thought he was brilliant, and that he would make a very good actor. The cameras follow him round addictively. He’s seen in rapid motion throughout, dark, glamorous, funny, gawky and transfixing. He plays puppyish games, smokes non-stop, makes silly jokes, dances with all the beautiful girls at the party, and is cosily at home at the heart of the Smiths’ lives.

         He says to camera, tellingly: ‘Although I almost try to have as few friends and as many acquaintances as possible, of those friends, I think the Smiths are as close as I need to have – or have.’ The film was an artificial contrivance, of course: he had already gone, and The Newcomers was a kind of farewell to his life in Bristol. At one point he is heard saying: ‘I think all of the things which count for me, which I look back on, began here.’

      

   


   
      
         

            7

            On the Scene

         

         
            Preston: Funny man.

            Angie: It’s his job.

            Preston: Funny peculiar.

            Angie: He’s funny ha-ha, too.

         

         If he had planned to jump into the heart of what was soon going to be called ‘Swinging London’, he couldn’t have come to a better place. Scene had just been started up by Peter Cook, satirist and comic genius, and Nicholas Luard, writer, cultural entrepreneur, gentleman adventurer and bon vivant alcoholic. They had met at Cambridge through the student revue Footlights. Cook – with Alan Bennett, Dudley Moore and Jonathan Miller – had just had a resounding hit in Beyond the Fringe, which took off at the Edinburgh Festival in 1960, transferred to the West End and was made into a hugely popular LP. Satire, from that moment on, was all the rage. That Was the Week That Was, presented by David Frost, another Cambridge Footlights graduate, began on television in the autumn of 1962. To keep up the momentum of Beyond the Fringe, Cook, with Luard, who had a legacy he wanted to spend, founded the Establishment, a Soho club in seedy Greek Street, on the site of a strip club, for satire, jazz, art and revue. It opened in October 1961, featuring the youthful John Bird, John Fortune, Eleanor Bron, John Wells and Dudley Moore, with Gerald Scarfe cartoons, and one-off turns by Frankie Howerd and Barry Humphries, making his first London appearance as Edna Everage. At the same time as the Establishment, Private Eye was launched. In 1962 it was sold to ‘Cook & Luard Productions’, and Nick Luard became Private Eye’s ‘Lord Gnome’.

         In July 1962, it was reported that a new magazine, Scene, was to be launched ‘by the young men who have had a considerable success with Private Eye’. It started small and dingy-looking, and then morphed into an expensive glossy magazine, lamentably understaffed, produced first from a tiny Fleet Street office and then from a room above the Establishment. The editor was Francis Hitching, later known for his interest in the paranormal. Kenneth Tynan called Scene ‘virulently trendy in tone and signally lacking in funds’.

         It was exactly the kind of platform Stoppard wanted, though there were problems from the start. He complained bitterly to Isabel, and to his mother, about weekly cock-ups produced by a ‘bloody amateur clutch of shoddy, careless disgusting stupid lay-out idiots who can’t be trusted with anything’. ‘Instead of blunders being rare and shameful they are more or less inevitable. One breathes a sigh of relief if something comes out okay.’ But from September 1962 to April 1963 he reviewed over 130 plays, often writing two or three pieces for a single issue. As in Bristol, he wrote as himself and also under a pseudonym. When he was reviewing he wrote as Tom Stoppard and when he was interviewing he usually wrote as William Boot. He needed two bylines partly because he was writing so many pieces, and partly because he thought he ought to split his objective and his personal side. His critical judgements should be disinterested and authoritative. He ‘clung to the idea that a play … had an innate score (out of 10, say)’ and that his task ‘was to deduce it and assign it’. Looking back in 1972, ten years later, he thought that had made him ‘an awful critic’, and that he’d been quite wrong to think there was ‘an absolute scale of values’, rather than trusting ‘his own subjective responses’ or understanding that ‘the only thing that counted was the effect the experience had on me in my seat in the stalls’. By contrast, the real theatre critic was Tynan, who ‘lived and ate and drank and sat around among actors and writers’. Neither Boot nor Stoppard, however, would ever be as personal or as ruthless as Tynan. As Stoppard said in 1972: ‘I never had the moral character to pan a friend. I’ll rephrase that. I had the moral character never to pan a friend.’

         William Boot, in Scoop, Waugh’s 1920s satire on journalism, long one of his favourite books, is the country-mouse nature correspondent who, by accident, finds himself bemusedly reporting on an obscure African insurrection. Through a mixture of innocent beginner’s luck, the cynical incompetence and infighting of his rivals, and wildly farcical circumstances, he gets the scoop, and much against his will becomes a reporting hero. When he borrowed the name for Scene, Stoppard didn’t make a character out of ‘William Boot’, as he had with Brennus. But Boot as the little man who makes his mark through a mixture of naivety and bloody-mindedness, in circumstances beyond his control, was an attractive figure to him. He held on to the surname for other uses.

         The plan that Boot would get personal while Stoppard stayed Olympian was muddled from the start. He did two pieces about O’Toole, one in October and one in December 1962 (needless to say Scene messed up the illustrations), when O’Toole was poised between success as a stage actor and superstardom in Lawrence of Arabia. Boot wrote the first and Stoppard the second, but there wasn’t much difference. The earlier feature was nostalgic for the ‘underfed’, shaggy-haired actor he remembered in Bristol, ‘a hard-drinking bohemian causing havoc backstage’ and ‘blithely … dedicated to the ideal of being himself, at all times, without concessions to people or to circumstances’. But it also described a dedicated professional who always did his research. In the later interview, O’Toole talked about returning to the theatre in Brecht’s Baal, because ‘it imposes on me a discipline I don’t normally possess’. He was also planning a film of Godot, to be shot in Ireland, with Jack MacGowran as Lucky and Frankie Howerd as Pozzo, because playing Vladimir at Bristol was the most intense experience of his life. The interviewer didn’t reveal that he was helping O’Toole write this screenplay – which was really more of a transcription than an adaptation. The project came to nothing, as Beckett withdrew his permission. But working on Godot, line by line, was not a waste of Stoppard’s time.

         O’Toole swam out of Stoppard’s world around now, but the following year, his huge success as Hamlet at the Old Vic had a strong effect on him. O’Toole’s Bristol Hamlet had been a seductive beacon into the theatre; his London Hamlet led, by indirection, to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.

         O’Toole’s involvement with Brecht and Beckett also overlapped with Stoppard’s theatre experiences as a young reviewer. Given that he was twenty-five, new to the London scene, and still feeling a bit like a William Bootish country mouse, he was extremely definite in his views. He admired Brecht, but not for Brechtian reasons. His first review for Scene, of an anthology of Brecht pieces which had come to the Royal Court from New York, with Lotte Lenya in the cast, noted that audiences responded to him not out of ‘alienation’, but – ironically – because they identified with the characters. They continued ‘to pity Mother Courage whom Brecht damned as a war profiteer and Galileo whom he condemns for recanting’. It was his richness ‘as a human being’ which shone through these plays and made them great.

         As well as marking his interest in Galileo, this was one of several pieces critical of ideology in the theatre, which he didn’t warm to, and often found professionally inept. He thought Joan Littlewood was a genius and Oh! What a Lovely War a sensational piece of political music-theatre. He saw it on its first night, and next to him was a very old man with no teeth, who turned to him in the interval in tears and said: ‘I was there.’ That was what he thought wonderful and important about it, that it moved you and drew you in. But other agitprop productions from her E15 stable, done without her, could be dire. One standard flat package of ‘workshop raw material’ with social content seemed ‘pretty … pointless’. ‘It looks as if when it came to casting the show, the producer went into the street and blew a whistle.’

         One of the most exciting things he saw was Jack MacGowran’s one-man Beckett show, End of Day, at the New Arts Theatre Club. This was a venue for new work set up by Peter Hall and Michael Codron, whom Stoppard described, before their paths had started to converge, as ‘the reddest of London management’s new blood’. Beckett gave human beings ‘a look of pity and ironic amusement, the exact opposite of laughing till one cries – crying till one laughs’. His characters were (as in Eliot’s The Waste Land) ‘caught between memory and desire’. And MacGowran embodied the comic essence of ‘the Beckett refugee’. Stoppard noted, as of Brecht, that the audience response was not what the playwright would have wanted: ‘It’s so awful you have to laugh. When I saw it, hardly anyone did – they had come for punishment, as a misguided tribute to Beckett. He would not thank them for it.’

         That production ran during the exceptionally cold winter of 1962, a winter which Stoppard would come to associate with the only time he met Beckett. It was at a party at the flat of Jack MacGowran’s wife, Aileen Gloria Nugent, and he would vaguely remember the BBC producer Reggie Smith being there, and possibly Louis MacNeice. Stoppard, the ‘country bumpkin’, was ‘tagging on’. Gloria Nugent said: ‘Do you want to meet Sam Beckett?’ Overwhelmed, he asked, stumblingly, ‘Why, where?’ She said, ‘He’s in the kitchen.’ And there was Beckett, with a small group of people, drinking and chatting. Stoppard would remember nothing of what they said; he just remembered being completely in awe. That feeling of being a fan in the presence of a great star, always very strong in him, had to do, he thought, with being an outsider – who finds himself accepted as being inside.

         But he was not so venerating as a reviewer. Another new Beckett production, Happy Days at the Royal Court, with Brenda Bruce as Winnie, buried in sand, didn’t work for him. In Godot and Endgame, ‘something did happen, somebody did come, somebody did go’. There was no good reason why the play should be acted rather than read: ‘dramatically it is not enough’.

         What was the right line to steer in the theatre between laughter and pain? What was the effective balancing act between comedy, or ideology, on the one hand, and human feeling on the other? He liked quirkiness and oddity – William Saroyan’s ‘incurably curious’, eccentric characters, for instance. He was interested in Muriel Spark’s first (and, as it turned out, only) play, Doctors of Philosophy, which he reviewed alongside Saroyan and described as ‘a thoroughly entertaining failure’. A farcical, surreal satire on academic aspirations, it has a well-read cleaning lady, three male characters all called Charlie (including a lorry driver and a nuclear physicist), and what Stoppard described as ‘literate, spiky, concise’ dialogue. William Boot interviewed Spark in the same issue as Stoppard’s review. The interview quoted her saying: ‘It is a question of reality – whether reality is only something you can touch, or whether there is an unreal reality – as I think there is.’ The review described the play as ‘a world of everyday reality made brittle by the admission of the unreal’. Spark ‘chooses to make two characters step outside the play, as a crude example of unreality, and expose the scenery as plain scenery’. He went back to see it again and noted that ‘the characters stepping in and out of the play’ had been done away with, and that as a result it went better. Some of its ideas lingered in his mind.

         But the absurd for its own sake didn’t enchant him. Interviewing Spike Milligan’s Goon Show writing partner John Antrobus, an unamused William Boot observed him falling about laughing at his own surrealist jokes (for The Bed Sitting-Room). Pure farce – like Brian Rix and Pyjama Tops – only interested him from the point of view of the box-office phenomenon: why did audiences come in their droves? He wanted to work out what audiences warmed to, as in a review of Ibsen’s Peer Gynt at the Old Vic: ‘Gynt, who compromises on every principle and evades responsibility, remains likeable, and that is how it should be.’

         Individual performances, like Leo McKern’s as Peer Gynt, or Michael Hordern’s as a powerful Ulysses in Peter Hall’s Troilus and Cressida, fascinated him, and he paid attention to actors’ personalities and styles. Olivier’s bizarre turn as a snobbish suburban Birmingham father in David Turner’s Semi-Detached was ‘a collector’s item’, his accent ‘an indescribable and inconsistent sound achieved by hardly moving the lips’. Paul Scofield’s Lear, in Peter Brook’s memorable RSC production, was ‘a high-moralled, over-principled autocrat’, but not as moving as Alec McCowen’s Fool. (The Cordelia of Diana Rigg, ten years later starring in Jumpers, could have done with a touch more innocence, he thought.) In interviews with William Boot, Susannah York came across as completely ‘kooky’; the formidable young Sheila Hancock ‘can put on a cool blue look that would freeze a humming-bird to an oven door’.

         But he wasn’t a theatre critic who just talked about performances. He had a more comprehensive interest in the way the whole thing worked. How could an old-fashioned, anachronistic play like Christopher Fry’s Curtmantle (about Becket and Henry) still get across? Because of its ‘visual and verbal beauty’, its ‘genuine theatricality’. Why didn’t a well-written experiment like Edna O’Brien’s first play, A Cheap Bunch of Nice Flowers, quite work? Because of structural flaws: ‘Two of the six characters are utterly superfluous.’ Where was the place in London theatre for the in-between plays, made with ‘machined expertness’, plays which ‘obviously deserve a production and equally obviously are not good enough to occupy a theatre for the months needed to make a commercial profit’? (Answer: the Royal Court and the Arts Theatre, but even there they could feel ‘uneasy’.) Why was satire, the most fashionable of genres, not finding its voice in the theatre in the way ‘angry’ plays had in the 1950s? What was the difference between off-Broadway, concentrated in a few blocks of Manhattan, and the scattered ‘off-Shaftesbury’ scene of London’s alternative theatres, like the Court, or the Questors in Ealing? What could new playwrights hope for from the BBC, ‘Aunty’, with its Friday-night slots for ‘thoughtful’ drama, its Sunday-night ‘family entertainment’, its current reaction against kitchen sinks, and its 9.15 watershed for sex and violence (‘with the exception of Z Cars’)?

         He was fascinated by what made for success, amused, for instance, that a play which ran on Broadway for 170 nights would be ‘what the accountants call a failure and what the artists call a succès d’estime’. He paid attention to a round table discussion between William Gaskill of the Court, Michael Codron and James Saunders, comparing the commercial success of Baal, The Caretaker and Saunders’s Next Time I’ll Sing to You. Saunders’s play didn’t have Beckett’s rigorous concentration, where ‘everything counts, nothing is arbitrary’. But he admired the play very much. Saunders’s characters, Dust and Muff, actors trying to work out the meaning of the play they are in, who ‘kill time’ waiting for a climax, Rudge the rhetorical writer-producer who starts up word games like cricket matches, all three trying to solve the mystery of the hidden life of Jimmy Mason the hermit, played by an actor who wants to know what kind of person he’s supposed to be, made a lasting impression. So did the way Saunders ‘left no stone unturned, expecting to find the truth not beneath any one of them but in what the stones look like the wrong way up’.

         He was writing about theatre, as he said himself, with a ‘realistic’ combination of ‘the aesthetic and the practical’, thinking hard about the conditions and the venues for play-writing. But there was some Brennusstyle joking, too. An imitation of a Which? consumer survey of value for money in the theatre drew up a comparative grid of the price of coffees, drinks, programmes and seats, and concluded that ‘The Old Vic is the Best Evening Out (19 minutes per shilling, with reasonable facilities)’. A spoof attack on the glut of West End thrillers took the form of a dialogue between Slurp the Suave Critic and Rafferty the deceptively sleepy Inspector, who lays the sudden death of Mr Saunders, a thriller-writer, struck down in his library by ‘a hide-bound edition of Agatha Christie’s works’, at the door of the critic: ‘Slurp (with an insane, though suave, laugh): “You’ll never get me alive!” (He eats his words and falls dead).’ The idea for a play about theatre critics and a murder mystery was still in his mind.

         
            *

         

         Scene was struck down as suddenly and terminally as Mr Saunders in his library. Cook and Luard got Lenny Bruce to the Establishment in 1962, a difficult visit by the self-destructive American comic, who gave a dour performance which, when intelligible, was extremely filthy. They wanted to have him back in 1963, but the Lord Chamberlain intervened. Censorship, timidity and traditions of decorum were still doing battle with the new freedoms of the early 1960s, following on from the Lady Chatterley trial of 1960. (Stoppard took this theme up gleefully in Dirty Linen in 1976.) The legal costs destroyed the Establishment and Scene. Luard’s trust fund ran out, his company was declared bankrupt and Scene folded overnight. Stoppard sent in a statement on 7 May 1963, calculating that he’d earned £877 5d over twenty-three issues and had been paid £632. He was owed £245, excluding expenses. But it was money he would never see, and he needed every penny he could get. He was nearly twenty-six, in London, with no job, no fame and no certain prospects.

         His helpers and advisers were Isabel and Anthony, to whom streams of despairing letters were written at this time, and his agent Kenneth Ewing. When Stoppard climbed the stairs of 91 Regent Street, early in 1962, to Kenneth Ewing’s tiny attic office in the Fraser and Dunlop agency, his luck was in. Ewing, ten years his senior, had been theatre-mad – especially Shakespeare-mad – since he was a student at Oxford. When he was, briefly, in the RAF (he loved flying as much as he loved dogs), he went rabbit-shooting with a young flight sergeant called Peter Hall, who became a lifelong friend. He then worked for the BBC’s Eastern Europe service, and for a few years in the 1950s managed the Connaught, a well-respected provincial theatre in Woking. He was hired by the agents, and partners, Jimmy Fraser and Peter Dunlop, in 1959, to initiate a literary list. Fraser and Dunlop (which in 1989 would merge with the distinguished literary agency founded by A. D. Peters and become Peters Fraser and Dunlop) specialised in theatre, TV and film writers. Ewing nurtured major comic writers for TV sitcoms like George and Mildred, Bless This House and Man About the House, but as well as the likes of Johnnie Mortimer and Brian Cooke, Barry Took and Marty Feldman, his literary stable would include Tony Harrison, Charles Wood, Adrian Mitchell, Michael Frayn, John Osborne, Anthony Shaffer and David Storey. (He got on best with men.) He was trusted by his writers, who stayed with him, for his intelligence and his loyalty – and his brilliance at reading and making a contract. Ewing was self-effacing, modest, and funny in a wry, low-key way. In a gossip-laden show-business world, he didn’t speak ill of people or pry into their personal lives. He was honourable and generous; and could also be tough. His later colleague and partner Gordon Dickerson thought that he became one of the most stable elements in Stoppard’s life. From 1962 until Ewing’s death in 2008, he was a fixture, a member of the extended Stoppard family. When Dickerson and Ewing had their civil ceremony, years later, Stoppard was there; when Ewing died, it was Stoppard who spoke at the funeral, at the ‘Actors’ Church’ in Covent Garden.

         If Ewing had a fleeting hope that the gorgeous-looking young writer who had turned up at his door might be gay, that immediately vanished, and he rapidly adopted a tone of kind, steady reassurance with his new client, cheering him on (‘How little reason you have to be depressed about A Walk on the Water’) and making sure he was well looked after: ‘Don’t despair in my absence – Jill [Foster] will be here to hold your hand and Peter [Dunlop] to sign your cheques.’

         They would speak on the phone most days, from the start and for as long as they worked together. Ewing was his good angel. Stoppard would ask him for a loan of £20 or so, on the basis of some nebulous and hypothetical contract, and Ewing would always lend him the money. In the summer of 1963, when he was stuck abroad on holiday with no money to get home, he telegrammed Ewing for £30, feeling abjectly embarrassed, and Ewing sent £50 by return. He noted that although Stoppard was broke and anxious in those years, he also had a kind of impressive bravado and stylishness. ‘It was as if he knew his time would come.’

         On one not-to-be-forgotten occasion, coming out of the office, Stoppard asked Ewing, as often, for a loan, and Ewing gave him what he had to hand. (In some versions of this story it’s £40, in others, including Stoppard’s, it’s a fiver.) The next thing he knew, Stoppard had hailed a taxi to take him where he was going, and Ewing went home on the bus.

         Ewing’s immediate commitment to Stoppard was a gamble based on a hunch. And the plays they were trying to place were all about gambling: how roles might suddenly be reversed, how fortunes could change on the toss of a coin or the throw of a dice, how a high-wire act could topple or be sustained. At first the gamble didn’t seem to be paying off. Stoppard tried The Gamblers on the producers of BBC Radio Drama in 1961, but it was rejected, after a long wait. Ewing sold A Walk on the Water early in 1962 for £100 (£50 on delivery and £50 on production), to H. M. Tennent, the operation of the powerful, conservative theatre manager Binkie Beaumont, known as the ‘Fortnum & Mason of London theatre’. Tennent’s sent the play out to a succession of distinguished thespian knights. Alec Guinness kept it for a while, but there was no way of rushing him. Ralph Richardson had expressed an interest, but he didn’t think there was enough ‘variation’ in the main part – and he was ‘dead against the musical lavatory’ – one of George Riley’s more spectacularly impractical inventions. As his play went the rounds, he began to see (he told his mother) that the ‘ideal’ in theatre was an abstract, and that ‘compromise’ was ‘a necessity’.

         He had more luck with his stories, thanks to Anthony Smith, who often came to his rescue in this uncertain time with loans and advice. Smith had been at Cambridge with Frank Pike, since 1959 a junior editor at Faber & Faber. Pike was hired by Charles Monteith, Eliot’s successor at the firm, a mighty talent-spotter whose acquisitions for Faber in the 1950s and ’60s included Beckett, Osborne, Golding, Hughes and Heaney. Like Ewing, Frank Pike was starting out in his job at the same time as Stoppard – and was looking for work by new writers, for a second anthology of stories called Introduction. Anthony Smith recommended Stoppard, who sent in four, and Frank Pike took three of them, the ‘fragments’ from the Bristol years. This too was the beginning of a long working relationship, and of a faithful bond with one publisher. To be accepted by T. S. Eliot’s legendary Queen Square firm, even if only in an anthology, felt astonishing. He revered Eliot as a poet, and there are traces of Eliot all over his early work. He liked to stand outside the Faber building and point out Eliot’s window. To belong to Eliot’s publishing firm meant the world to him.

         Frank Pike, a genial, shrewd editor, sent a few minor criticisms, which were anxiously received: ‘I know the one you don’t like. No one likes it, except me … However, thank you for your encouragement.’ When the stories were accepted (Pike had checked with Monteith, who liked them, and became a devoted Stoppard fan), Stoppard replied with relief: ‘Your [last] letter worked psychologically against me! … I was still struggling, getting more neurotic, when your next letter arrived.’ Soon the tone would become more relaxed: ‘Typewriter’s bust. Have to keep winding carriage by hand. (“Cruel fate struck Stoppard at what turned out to be the zenith of his career, and thenceforth his output dwindled to occasional handwound notes”.)’ Stoppard outgrew the need to mind about Frank Pike’s views; Pike would have to mind his. And, in matters of covers, print runs, blurbs and reissues, those views were often forceful. But their working relationship remained cordial and steady. It was a piece of benign teasing, years later, to name the pedantic editor in Indian Ink ‘Pike’.

         If there was no immediate take-up in the theatre, radio and television were just as desirable, and more lucrative, outlets. New writers could find plenty of opportunities there, either in BBC slots or in commercial TV. Two of his stories would be turned into TV and radio plays. Ewing’s first success was to sell Walk to Associated Rediffusion TV. Michael Hordern, whose craggy, shambling, brow-furrowed eloquence made him a perfect Stoppard actor, was cast as George Riley, a part which he would reprise for the stage in 1968. A much-cut, unsatisfactory version of Walk was recorded on 15 November 1963 (Stoppard took an unnamed, transient blonde girlfriend, and Peter O’Toole, to the recording). But it was overtaken by world events. On 22 November 1963, John F. Kennedy was assassinated. Stoppard made no comment, other than to tell Anthony Smith that AR-TV had decided not to air their scheduled play, John Whiting’s Marching Song, on 25 November, because of its military content, but to put A Walk on the Water on instead, ahead of schedule, with no advance publicity. This rushed, botched job was the first professional production of a Stoppard play. Coincidentally, that was also the day on which Denys Lasdun was accepted by Laurence Olivier and Peter Brook as the architect for the new National Theatre. Two markers were set down that day for the next era of British theatre.

         Stoppard came to be embarrassed by A Walk on the Water, as by most of his early work. He would call it his ‘Flowering Death of a Salesman’, a ‘phoney’ play ‘squeezed out of’ other people’s plays. Robert Bolt’s Flowering Cherry, a conventional drama of a suburban insurance salesman retreating into a fantasy life, Miller’s Death of a Salesman, the farcical inventions of N. F. Simpson’s One Way Pendulum, even the bar-room fantasies of the no-hopers in O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh, were all in the mix.

         George Riley’s professional inadequacy as a failed inventor who can only dream up surreally impractical concepts (like a pipe that will stay lit if it’s smoked upside down), and his domestic bad faith, always threatening to strike out from home but in fact entirely dependent on his long-suffering wife and resentful daughter, are wildly at odds with the euphoric, boastful rhetoric (‘Enter a free man!’) with which he bolsters himself up. Half the time he’s a ridiculous joke, a grotesque pastiche of a chauvinistic Englishman:

         
            Riley (with scorn): Dreams! The illusion of something for nothing. No wonder the country is going to the dogs. Personal enterprise sacrificed to bureaucracy. No pride, no patriotism. The erosion of standards, the spread of mediocrity, the decline of craftsmanship and the betrayal of the small inventor.

            Harry: It’s terrible really. I blame youth.

         

         But Riley’s longing for excitement and for the unexpected, his belief in ‘personal enterprise’, his ‘tattered dignity’, have a kind of pathos too, especially in his long speech describing the lowering effects of ordinary life, when domestic chores are going on all around him, he is sitting at his workbench with no inventions coming to mind (for all the world like a playwright with writer’s block), ‘the jokes on the wireless aren’t funny’, the same thing repeats day after day, and it’s ‘nothing, absolutely nothing, I give nothing, I gain nothing, it is nothing’.

         That dismay at everydayness, that longing to be outstanding and find the unexpected, gets into his other writings of the early 1960s. They reflect the unsatisfied ambitions of the young writer who was trying every outlet, every form he could use to make his mark and find his voice. All these early works have a kind of restive melancholy to them, under the relentless jokes and the surreal situations.

         Funny Man, written for TV but never placed, was a short play about a miserable gag-writer. Stoppard told Smith that his dialogue was like the two of them in conversation – so ‘I merely played “your” part as well as “mine”.’ Martin ‘Bush’ (a nod to the BBC) serves up material for the performer Danny Diamond, to be greeted with ‘joyless laughter’. He is having an affair with a chorus girl, and his wife Angeline, a poet, is carrying on with a rapacious poetry editor called Peregrine Preston. Their marriage has become an unfunny farce: ‘We hardly talk any more, we just gag our giggly way towards the ultimate joke till plain ordinary dull jokeless living begins to look like a holiday.’ For Martin, gags are a defence, so that he doesn’t have to give anything of himself away. To Preston, they are trash: ‘People like him dash around like clockwork mice, wildly signalling their identities. They write their names fast and furiously on everything in sight … But in the end, their names are writ on water.’ He and Angie watch Martin’s show together, and she defends her husband’s comic talents and his profession against Preston’s sneers. He’s not just ‘funny peculiar’, she tells Preston, he’s ‘funny ha-ha, too’.

         I Can’t Give You Anything But Love, Baby, also written for TV but never used, tries out the name Boot on a pair of brothers. The younger, Jamie, spends his time compulsively buying things he doesn’t need on instalment, to make up for the used items he’s had passed on to him all his life by his elder brother Arthur. A grotesque collection of stuff fills the house, a first shot at the absurd paraphernalia of After Magritte. Jamie needs things, he declares, because he can’t cope with people. Arthur, a saintly character, tries to ‘cure’ him by introducing his fiancée to the household, who first wants Jamie locked up, then sets out to seduce him. Stoppard had another stab at this idea, again unsuccessfully, in a longer version called This Way Out with Samuel Boot. Here the two Boot brothers are a Marxist evangelical who thinks all property is evil (he sounds like Arnold Wesker at Centre 42) and the hoarder with his crazy short-term purchases from mail-order catalogues: deaf-aids, boomerangs, vacuum cleaners, harpoon guns, bonsai trees. The junk collection is absurd, but so is an ideal of a world without property or commerce. Samuel Boot’s crusade for a life without possessions ‘has a kind of dignity’, like all Stoppard’s little men out on the edge of social norms. But realism prevails: ‘There’s no out. You’re in it, so you might as well fit. It’s the way it is. Economics.’

         Economics drove another Boot play, which did get sold in the autumn of 1963. His own anxieties, extravagant taxi habits and mounting debts (to Anthony, to Isabel, to O’Toole, to Ewing) were vividly reflected in this eccentric, comic mini-drama. Letters to Anthony at the time were full of his schemes to make ends meet and keep himself in cigarettes. He fantasised putting on a false beard to go to his bank (where he was hopelessly overdrawn), picking a new bank clerk who didn’t know him, ‘whipping out a self-cash cheque for ten quid’ and rushing out to buy fags before it could bounce. But this wild plan to make ‘an incognito raid’ on the bank went wrong because he overslept till 2.30 p.m. after writing all night, frantically hailed a taxi with exactly one shilling and seven pence in his pocket, and got to the bank a minute after closing time (banks closed at 3 p.m. in the 1960s) with two shillings and thruppence ‘on the clock’. Result: a ‘slight altercation’, and an idea for a fifteen-minute play, of a man ‘who travels around by taxi trying to raise the money to pay the fare’. It will end, he thinks, with ‘the demoniac taxi-driver taking the man’s clothes’, with ‘Boot walking into a bank in his underclothes’, and with ‘abandonment of realism’. As it turned out, Boot ends up in his pyjamas. He thickened the plot by making Boot a newly engaged man who has to pay for a ring, by his various money-raising ploys (giving blood, begging from his penniless father), and by a flow of grotesque characters – bullying office manager, selfish fiancée and the garrulous taxi-driver, who becomes Boot’s inescapable jailer. The Last Mad Ride of Dominic Boot went through various different versions (The Engagement, The Dissolution of Dominic Boot, This Way Out with Dominic Boot), and was aired on a new Light Programme slot of short late-night radio plays, ‘Just Before Midnight’, on 20 February 1964.

         That fifteen-minute radio slot worked well for him, and he knew exactly why: ‘There is no sense of a great project hanging over one’s head, a thing which I find is responsible for many things being left unwritten.’ And it suited a writer who had difficulties with plot, but liked tackling ‘a situation’. From the taxi’s relentlessly ticking meter to the sound of the speaking clock or the impressions of a blind character, in later radio plays, he made brilliant use of the medium. He loved the freedom radio gave him.

         He followed up Dominic Boot with another short radio play, derived from the rejected Faber story. ‘M’ is for Moon Among Other Things was his first collaboration with the radio producer John Tydeman, then a trainee, eventually the head of BBC Radio Drama, who would spend many years working with Stoppard, convincing him that radio mattered as much as theatre. Tydeman and his colleague Richard Imison, an inspired BBC script editor, were Stoppard’s two supporters and encouragers at the BBC. It was also his first moon-shot, which would come back as Mr Moon in his 1966 novel, as Moon in The Real Inspector Hound (1968), as Moon the missionary in an unused radio sketch, and as the obsession with the moon landing in a short 1967 TV play, Another Moon Called Earth, which turned – after the real 1969 moon landing – into Jumpers.

         ‘M’ is for Moon had none of Dominic Boot’s hectic energy. A depressed middle-aged couple, Alfred and Constance (who are like the couple in James Saunders’s radio play, Alas, Poor Fred) react to the news of Marilyn Monroe’s death in August 1962. Alfred bullies his wife and fantasises about Marilyn; Constance takes sleeping pills and longs for another way of life: ‘I don’t want the moon, Alfred, all I want is the possibility of an alternative, so that I know I’m doing this because I want to instead of because there’s nothing else.’ Alfred has reached the letter ‘M’ in his encyclopaedia; Constance is nostalgic for childhood, when meanings were clearer: ‘I remember my first ABC book – everything was so simple then. I thought that each letter only stood for the one word they gave, you know? A is for Apple, B is for Baby, C is for Cat … M was for Moon.’ The thing was, Stoppard told Isabel, ‘to plant the idea that in about a year’s time the wife will end up at the bottom of an empty bottle of seconal, with the husband mystified’.

         There is not much hope for these characters. Nor is there for the equally despondent married pair in the expanded TV version of the Faber story about journalism, A Paragraph for Mr Blake. The emphasis in the play shifts from the press’s careless destruction of Mr Blake to the disgruntled home life of the journalist and his cynical induction of a naive young woman, a female William Boot, into the newspaper office. Once upon a time he wanted to be ‘an explorer’, now he just knows how to fiddle his expenses and play by ‘the rules of the game’. But he retains a vestige of idealism. ‘In some ways it’s such a dreary awful job that you’ve got to retain a few illusions to go on liking it – that and vanity – the vanity of seeing it in print. The thing is to keep one jump ahead of disillusion.’

         
            *

         

         All these plays and stories reflected an uncertain time. Post-Scene, he was trying for anything he could get. A second attempt at a job at the Daily Express didn’t come off: ‘For the moment we shall not be able to take on another show business reporter.’ A try at writing episodes for The Dales (the BBC’s hugely popular Light Programme soap opera, about a middle-class suburban doctor’s wife, recently renamed from Mrs Dale’s Diary, in an effort to make it less old-fashioned) was not a success: ‘Unfortunately … your style and treatment are too individual for this particular purpose … it would be very difficult … to bring other writers in line with you.’ He turned down an invitation from the Village Voice to write about the Profumo/Christine Keeler scandal, telling his parents it wasn’t for him: ‘It’s not the kind of story I want to get involved in … London is seething with rumour and gossip about the whole sordid business. It’s like the decline and fall of the Roman Empire.’

         A passing tiff with the writers Zulfikar Ghose and B. S. Johnson, Anthony Smith’s literary friends, showed how on edge he was about success. Johnson wrote to Smith that Stoppard ‘seems to take anyone else writing well as a personal affront to him, as though it had diminished his own chance of so doing’. For the moment, he felt that the cards were stacked against him.

         When he first arrived in London he lived in a rented bedsit in St Quintin Gardens in West Kensington, sharing a bathroom, for three guineas a week, where his landlady kindly attributed the all-night pounding of his typewriter to the sound of rainfall. He felt lonely and homesick: I miss you all more in London than in Bristol, he told his family – it really is being ‘away’. Then he moved to a shared house at 48 Blenheim Terrace, just off Ladbroke Grove, a seedy and run-down area of West London, ‘the wrong side of a frontier between respectable Notting Hill and Rachmanland, so named after a notorious landlord whose fiefdom was rife with drugs and prostitution’. He already knew the other occupants of the dilapidated house, ‘and I’m jolly glad to be among old friends’, he told his mother. Roger Jones lived there with his girlfriend, and another actor, the comedian Freddie Jones (no relation). There was a young writer called Derek Marlowe, who seemed to Stoppard urbane, debonair, somewhat mysterious, unreliable with women, and very well connected. Marlowe observed that at the start of his night’s writing, Stoppard would line up a row of matches on his desk and say: ‘Tonight I shall write twelve matches.’ He couldn’t afford a cigarette lighter. He even cut the sandpaper off the match packet and glued it to the desk, so he wouldn’t have to put his pen down for a second, and could strike a light as he wrote.

         Isabel Dunjohn, in between jobs in London, lived in the house for a very short time, but it ‘wasn’t her scene’: she didn’t like the way everyone wandered in and out of each other’s rooms. Blenheim Terrace was not highly domesticated, though Stoppard and Roger Jones could put together a spaghetti bolognese. ‘The whole thing of going to the butcher for a pound of mince and buying spaghetti and boiling it up wasn’t unknown to the household. And then randomly adding dry herbs.’

         Also living in the house was a young woman called Jose Ingle. Jose had come to London in flight from her difficult working-class Midlands family (she was born in Rubery, just outside Birmingham, in Worcestershire). Her mother, Alice, had died; her father, John, had a heart attack in his sixties. There was a history of abuse and alcoholism in the family – it’s been said that her father, an engineer, used to beat her. Growing up, she had been dependent on her determined elder sister, Jackie, who went into the army as a nurse and married an army officer, and on an aunt and uncle in Devonshire, Auntie Glad and Uncle Jim.

         Jose was an intellectually curious girl (she went to Greece in her youth and was interested in Greek history), with ambitions to shine. When she was growing up, her sister could play the piano, and she couldn’t. She asked the piano teacher to show her how to play the first few bars of a showy piece, and at a family gathering, she sat down, played these few impressive bars, and then broke off as if she knew the rest but didn’t want to go on. The anecdote suggests a certain competitiveness and insecurity. Like her sister, she trained as a nurse, but didn’t complete the course, and by the time she was at Blenheim Terrace she was working for Which? magazine as a consumer researcher or, officially, an ‘information officer’.

         Jose was living on her own, but she had made friends with Marion Foale and Sally Tuffin, who were setting up as dress designers off Carnaby Street. And Jose had the Carnaby Street look of the day. She was small, wide-eyed and gamine, with miniskirts and big eyes and pale make-up and bobbed hair. When Twiggy started modelling, in 1966, their looks would be compared. Stoppard remembered her as neat and nice and very pretty; she would appear wearing a fur hat and fur gloves and describe herself, sweetly, as looking like ‘a giant fly’.

         At first he made more of an impression on her than she did on him. All his emotions were still being poured out to Isabel. For a short while they took Russian evening lessons together in London, but when Isabel gave them up, he did too – to his later regret. In the summer of ’63 they spent two months together in Europe, before she took a job with the Foreign Office. They stayed with Alison and Anthony in Provence, and then went on to Greece, and Crete, making ends meet in Thessalonika by selling their blood – like Dominic Boot. He sent ecstatic travel letters to his parents. Then Isabel went home, and Stoppard met up with the others again, staying in a youth hostel in Zagreb, where Alison was acting in Ubu Roi in a student drama festival. The three of them went on to Split and Dubrovnik, while he wrote letters to Isabel and read Turgenev’s Sportsman’s Sketches. Ewing provided his fare home.

         Bobby Stoppard became very anxious when she didn’t hear from him on his long summer trips abroad in the early 1960s. She was always convinced that ‘some dreadful fate had befallen him’. This irritated Ken, who found his arty stepson increasingly unsympathetic. Stoppard wrote, equally irritably, to Isabel, saying that he’d heard – perhaps from Peter, now working as a chartered accountant in Bristol – that ‘my father was being very rude about me behind my back, & scornful of my life as “a writer”. So as far as I’m concerned papa is dead till he’s dead.’ He struck a rare note of crossness in his letters home (in the summer of 1962), saying he was depressed and annoyed by her worrying: ‘After all, I did have my 25th birthday abroad, not my 15th.’ And then, relenting at once: ‘I hope you’re not still angry with me.’

         He had one unconditional admirer in the household, and that was Fiona, who would anticipate her half-brother’s visits with adoring excitement. As a small girl she would sit outside his bedroom door, waiting for him to wake up, while Bobby told her that Tommy should have his sleep-in. All the presents he brought her were cherished. Tender-hearted though she was – going fishing was always for her, as he put it, a ‘conflict of loyalties between man and fish’ – she still loved to go out on the river with him. Fiona was emotional and impulsive, as a teenager often at loggerheads with her father and upsetting her mother, and she left home very young. But she listened to her brother’s advice. He was her hero.

         Devotion and admiration were in short supply elsewhere. His letters and poems to Isabel became increasingly yearning. He invented pet names for them, Owl and Cat, Mush and Shmo, with little drawings. Before their holiday he sent her a poem, ‘Night Thoughts’, an effusion of unreciprocated courtly love, a cross between cummings and Provençal troubadour style:

         
            
               … When you walk the wind-stirred trees

               bear no other scent, no vines dare dance

               for me, and the sun’s stare cannot warm nor please 

               as you warm and please me with a glance,

            

            
               and when your lips

               part I’m deaf to nightingales.

               Invisible clouds eclipse

               the stars for you, the moon pales.

            

            
               O Lady, that summer has begun

               to dim before your beauty.

            

         

         The letters are just as touching and unguarded. After she’s gone home, he writes from Dubrovnik that he feels ‘very incomplete after being with you for 2 months’. Back home he is ‘low’ because ‘I shan’t see you for so long, when I should be seeing you every day for ever, or something.’ It is she who encourages him, and it is their future together he is working for: ‘my Isabel, who makes me want to write when I am too tired, dulled, lazy or weak to write anything for anyone else. Not that this will make us rich.’ He regrets these outpourings, as he tells her in a revealing sentence about his dislike of self-revelation: ‘All my inclinations – artistic, personal, ethic and moral – prefer reticence to over-explicitness. Over-explicitness embarrasses me, when I see it in a play, or in every single “serious” conversation someone traps me into.’ But he continues to ‘come clean with her’, because he loves her, though he would write to her like this less often ‘if I remembered more often that you don’t love me’. Increasingly, he does remember it, and begins to accept that they won’t, ever, have a future together. ‘I don’t know what I think about anything now, I just miss you badly & half think it’s all hopeless.’

         Meanwhile, Alison was pregnant and she and Anthony were getting married. He was going to be best man, which involved an overnight train to Bristol after the recording of Walk: ‘My most respectable suit is that brown one, which necessitates brown boots. (If a worry), I’ll appear in my second-best-man’s grey suiting with Manfield winklepickers, black. (Please strike out all reference to footwear and file under The Artist as Anarchist – The Stoppard Letters (1959–73)).’ He envied them their nesting, and often wanted to be back with them. ‘What I want is an evening with you and alison in the womb, lots of fags, ingroup jokes, plans and optimism.’ ‘I do need a touch of the Smiths at regular intervals,’ he told his mother. Part of him wanted to settle too, to make his own nest. And there was Jose, living in the same house. He did not fall in love with her. But he was attracted by her, and he liked the idea of being with someone who was in love with him: it made a change.

         By the end of 1963 they were together, and he took her to Scotland to meet his family. Eight-year-old Fiona liked her at once; Bobby perhaps was anxious. Unusually, no letters to her survive from these months. And immediately there was a problem, though a problem in the shape of a great stroke of good luck. Charles Marowitz, the American theatre critic and director, a force in the alternative London drama world, whom Stoppard had praised in Scene, and who would go on to found Open Space and to work with Peter Brook, was asked by the Ford Foundation to recommend promising young writers for an international colloquium they funded in Berlin, with a mixture of young German writers and ‘Anglo-Saxon’ visitors. Their patronage was part of a post-war effort to reinstate West Berlin as a European cultural centre, working with the German writers’ ‘Gruppe 47’, a literary network set up after the war. An invitation arrived in March 1964 asking him to come from May to September. There would be about eighteen people, including, in the Anglo-Saxon contingent, himself, Derek Marlowe, Piers Paul Read, and James Saunders – whose plays he greatly admired – and who was meant to mentor their work. All expenses were paid, they would have a scholarship of eight hundred Deutschmarks a month, plus travel, and there might be the opportunity to stage a play. Do not ‘go off the deep end worrying about how I get there, what I live on, and also being kidnapped by the Russian police (MO-THER!)’, he teased Bobby. He was not a worrier about things that might not happen. During the Cuban crisis, while people he knew were clasping their foreheads or weeping or sitting in Grosvenor Square, he could not rouse himself to participation or involvement, but felt completely fatalistic, assuming it would all get straightened out. He lived in a world of his own, he told his mother. 

         Berlin was an irresistible offer, but it upset Jose. She was distressed, frequently unwell, and ‘irreconcilable to the German question’. They had to pack up Blenheim Terrace, and Jose was left behind in limbo, only a few months after they had got together, while he took his lucky chance. He had plenty of ideas. Walk needed to be rewritten as a two-act stage play. Kenneth Ewing knew the publisher Anthony Blond, who said that he would publish a novel if Stoppard would write one. He would get started on it at once: surely it must be possible to write a novel as quickly as a play? Perhaps it would be called Jose.

         And Kenneth had had another idea, which came up in the car on the way back from an unsuccessful attempt to pitch a TV play to the BBC. They were talking about O’Toole’s Hamlet, and Ewing said that he had often imagined a play about Rosencrantz and Guildenstern arriving in England. What if the mad King Lear had been on the throne at the time, and came to meet them! It was certainly a thought. When he took Jose to Scotland to meet the family, Stoppard also took some books about Hamlet, including the Shakespeare scholar J. Dover Wilson’s What Happens in Hamlet? He thought ‘Rosencrantz and Guildenstern at the Court of King Lear’ might work as a title.

         
            *

         

         Berlin in the summer of 1964 was his first trip abroad as a writer, and it was a dream of luxury. This beat sleeping on the floor of an apartment in New York and hanging round the Village Voice. They were housed in a comfortable villa on the shore of Lake Wannsee, a quick train ride from the city centre. He wrote home excitedly: ‘I have fallen on my aristocratic feet … you may worry about me a little but you’ll soon realise I’m better off here with someone to clean up after me, feed me 4 times a day … and let me sit in the sun in the garden reading.’ He was told he could rearrange his room as he chose, because the organisers knew that writers needed a sympathetic atmosphere. He didn’t like to tell them he was ‘a middle-class boy’ who was quite happy with the atmosphere; he thought perhaps he should hang his carpet on the wall in case they thought he was a fake. They were left to do what they liked, the hope being that they would write something. 

         The German writers from Gruppe 47 were very avant-garde, and didn’t have much contact with the ‘Anglo-Saxons’. The Americans were the novelist and playwright Thomas Cullinan, and Peter Bergman, a counterculture radio host from LA, writing surreal radio comedies. George Moorse was making a short experimental movie, In Side Out, in which Stoppard played a cowboy in full kit, striding towards the Brandenburg Gate, his only known appearance in the movies, and one which confirmed his distrust of avant-gardism for its own sake. For the more serious business of writing plays, James Saunders was an intense and affable mentor, ‘but with a tendency to treat each play as if he himself were writing it’. Saunders’s work had a lasting influence on him.

         His friend Derek Marlowe was writing a play about a scarecrow. The third of the British contingent, Piers Paul Read, a fastidious, observant young novelist, was the son of the poet and art critic Herbert Read. He had already been in Berlin for a year on another grant, and was writing his first novel, Game in Heaven with Tussy Marx. Stoppard was impressed by Read’s adeptness at getting writers’ handouts; he stuck a whiskey ad on Read’s door which read: ‘As Long As You’re Up, Get Me a Grant’. Read thought Marlowe a bit of a poseur, a Beau Brummell type with flowery manners. Both Read and Stoppard were shocked to hear (via a letter from Jose to Tom) that while they were in Berlin, Marlowe’s abandoned girlfriend had a baby. Read thought Stoppard charming and funny, and noted he spent a great deal of time playing Beatles records in his room while trying to write, and that his preferred drink was Cinzano and lemon. He noted, also, that Stoppard turned down the chance of a trip from Berlin to Prague for fear that he might be conscripted into the Czech army. Stoppard had taken advice from the British Council, who warned him there might be a faint risk of having to do three years’ national service. They got on very well. All three were alert to the atmosphere of Berlin.

         The Wall had only recently been built; people trying to get across from East Berlin were frequently shot at or killed. They saw Russian soldiers, young kids, in West Berlin, and went through all the red tape of going through Checkpoint Charlie when they visited East Berlin. They were aware of the military police, of ‘people being spied on’. They had to carry proof of identity. Le Carré’s The Spy Who Came In from the Cold had come out the year before.

         As usual Stoppard was doing several things at once, in between bursts of writer’s block. He finished with Samuel Boot, started, without results, to think about his novel, and turned Walk on the Water into a two-act play. The German theatre publishing and production company, Rowohlt Theater-Verlag, was on the lookout for any promising new talent, and set up a month’s run for Stoppard’s play – to be called, in German, Old Riley Walked the Water – starting in July at the Thalia Theatre in Hamburg. It was a very large space to fill with an untried play in translation. Stoppard went to rehearsals and was embarrassed, he told Anthony Smith, ‘by their enthusiasm, by the size of the theatre, by the earnest discussion of psychological motivation’. He hid behind ‘a frozen smile’ the thought: ‘You fools, the emperor is starkers.’

         His fears were not groundless. The Hamburg audience, used to exciting British imports like the Beatles, was expecting a combination of Beckett, Pinter, a long-haired Beatle-lookalike and an Angry Young Man. In the event, they watched a play about an ageing self-deceiving dreamer in a domestic, suburban setting. Half the audience, relieved to have seen something they understood, cheered and clapped. The other, younger half booed loudly, ‘in a storm of gleeful abuse’. Stoppard was dragged on stage to receive this mixed accolade, and stood there in a daze, for all the world like Henry James on the first night of his play The American. ‘The thought flashed across my mind that they thought I was Jewish …’ At the time, ‘bowing inanely into a thousand seats of boos and bravos’, it just seemed weird and hilarious, but then he felt depressed, and ‘furious that I’d let WOTW represent me as a writer first time out’. He knew this was a false start, not an inglorious ending. Walk was done again in Vienna in 1966 as The Spleen of George Riley. It got a new title and much reworking before it played in London in 1968 as Enter a Free Man. By that time he felt very distant from it.

         But he had the other idea to work on. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern at the Court of King Lear took shape as a one-act play in which, he told Anthony Smith, the characters were ‘Fortinbras, Captain, Rosencrantz, Guildenstern, Player, King Lear and Horatio, not forgetting Hamlet,’ and most of the action took place on the ship going to England. Stoppard came to refer to this as a ‘one-act verse burlesque’. But the verse in it is all Shakespeare’s, interleaved with two kinds of prose. There were large dollops of Shakespearean pastiche, mainly spoken by Hamlet and Lear (‘I see lunatics about me, every one as mad as the other’). And there were cryptic, witty, philosophical one-liners or rapid dialogue (‘Who are you? where have you come from?’, etc.), spoken by ‘Ros’ and ‘Guil’ and the Player, who, fleeing from Elsinore after his performance in the court play, wears a mask to look like Hamlet: ‘I am a ham player, friend.’ Ros and Guil banter with the Player, asking him to make the time pass with something more exciting than just ‘incidents’. The Player swaps places with Hamlet, Ros and Guil land in England, meet the mad King Lear, who is not at all funny, and are put to death. The Player goes back to Elsinore to take part in the final act of Hamlet, and the real Hamlet gets back in time to see ‘the final tableau of carnage’, but too late to do anything. ‘He is a man stuck in space,’ Stoppard commented, adding: ‘It is a bit screwy, but fun.’ Hamlet leaves the play asking: ‘What of me now? There is no end for a man caught out of the action.’ Now he must perpetually ‘walk the earth’, a ghostly wanderer like his father. The play ends with his final speech, much in debt to T. S. Eliot: I have time.

         
            
               The sun is going down.

               It will be night soon.

               Do you think so?

               I was just making conversation.

               I have a lot of time.

            

         

         In the later version of the play, ‘I was just making conversation’ is Rosencrantz’s line. This early travesty of Hamlet, like the Rosencrantz and Guildenstern which grew out of it, is about swapped and uncertain identities, role-playing, wordplay, questions of choice and fate, and – as in Waiting for Godot – how to pass one’s mortal time. But in this version, Hamlet is at the centre, wearily estranged from his own play, a superfluous man left with no purpose on this earth. The emphasis is more on him and less on Ros and Guil, though they do get some of the badinage of the later version.

         Ewing read it and wrote, shrewdly, that he ‘very much liked the characters of R and G and their cross-talk, but [was] not so happy about the fact that in the end this becomes a play about Hamlet’. He noted a ‘danger that the play drops to a parody of Shakespearian style’. Stoppard knew there was more work to be done, but he was ‘fond of the play’. Now called Guildenstern and Rosencrantz, it had an outing in a small studio theatre in Berlin on the Kurfürstendamm, for a couple of nights in September. This was the work of the amateur Questors Theatre, a community enterprise in Ealing run by Alfred Emmet, who had an eye for new writers. James Saunders’s Next Time I’ll Sing to You was first staged there. They had recommended Saunders to the Colloquium, and he in turn invited some of their actors to come to Berlin and stage five short plays by members of the Colloquium. They then took the plays to their theatre in Ealing. Stoppard directed his own play, as unusual an enterprise for him as appearing in a film. Unfortunately the Rosencrantz was ‘a total amnesiac when it comes to lines, and all is panic’. He asserted his authority: ‘You should see me doing my Guthrie, striding about chain-smoking …’ As soon as he got back to England, he started to rewrite it as a full-length play.

      

   


   
      
         

            8

            Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead

         

         
            G: Who are you? where have you come from? where are you going? what are you going to do, how are you going to do it? and when?

            Player: Why?

            G: And why?

         

         His return to England at the end of 1964 was a fraught moment. He needed to ‘write like a madman’, he told Anthony Smith, and he wanted to live ‘by himself’. Perhaps he should go back to Bristol. He didn’t see how he could afford to live in London, far less ‘support a fellow human’. But Jose was offering to find them a flat in London. He thought the situation ‘somehow has developed much more in her head than in mine’. All the same, they found a place in Pimlico, at 11 Vincent Square Mansions in Walcott Street, in the quiet streets of red-brick mansion flats between Vincent Square and the thundering traffic of the Vauxhall Bridge Road, near the river. It was a first-floor flat with the rooms opening out from a long corridor. Piers Paul Read had two tiny rooms, Derek Marlowe had another, and Stoppard and Jose were sharing a big room. Letters home, however, with details about his rent for the flat (£2 9s 0d a week including rates), his quest for second-hand furniture and Derek’s cooking (‘liver, potatoes and sprouts’), didn’t mention her. But one of the letters describing life at Vincent Square Mansions said suddenly: ‘I can’t work unless I’m on my own’ – something he would often say again. Read had the strong impression that he had wanted to drop Jose, and would have preferred to be on his own: ‘and she said no’.

         Derek Marlowe, when he wasn’t out and about with beautiful women and rock bands, including the future members of The Who, was writing a theatrical adaptation of Gorky’s The Lower Depths, and finishing his spy novel, A Dandy in Aspic. Spies were everywhere in the mid-sixties. Dandy was about a double agent who ended up having to assassinate himself, which Stoppard thought a dazzling idea, and Marlowe wrote it to the soundtrack of the year, the Righteous Brothers’ ‘You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’’.

         These three good-looking, ambitious, highly talented young men, trying to make their way by their writing in the mid-sixties with very little to live on, all spent a lot of time thinking about money, success and fame. Marlowe remembered the three of them in the flat, in 1965, watching Top of the Pops (which had started up the year before). Mick Jagger, Stoppard’s rock hero, was singing ‘Satisfaction’. The three of them sat around talking about how the Stones were going to be millionaires. Which of them would make their first million dollars? ‘They all thought Tom would be it, the first person, not a question of top dog, but big money, ie more than half-a-crown.’

         Marlowe, as it turned out, got there first, but burned out later. He and Read would look on at Stoppard’s career, increasingly from a distance but always with attention and admiration. They never lost that sense of having started out together, or that combative young-man rivalry. Stoppard sent Read careful, critical letters about some of his novels. Marlowe exchanged occasionally rueful remarks with Read about Stoppard’s successes, as when reading Jumpers: ‘I just wanted to see if it read as pretentiously as it played. It does.’ When Kenneth Tynan wrote about Stoppard in 1977 for the New Yorker, he interviewed Marlowe, and cited him on the lack of emotion in Stoppard’s plays and his inability to understand women. Marlowe told Read, mortified, that he had been badly misquoted. Tom, however, had been forgiving: ‘Tom in his wisdom was Tom.’ Marlowe died too young, in 1996, after a wildly volatile career and personal life. His son wrote to Piers Paul Read: ‘Sadly he will never fulfil his ambitions … He was immensely proud of how much all three of you had achieved since the days, back in 1964, of flat sharing in Pimlico.’

         Jose was the odd one out. Read was preoccupied with a tumultuous love affair and his Berlin novel, but was aware of considerable turmoil going on at Vincent Square. Jose made scenes, and more than once threatened to kill herself. In one diary entry of the time, Read coolly noted: ‘Friction in the flat. Derek and Jose attack me, saying I am “cold”. Jose angry that I have no time for her private life, threats of suicide, etc.’ 

         Isabel, meanwhile, sat down to write a letter, probably at the end of 1964, and probably never sent. She said that she had become aware that she did care for him much more than she had ever realised. They had so much in common, they talked and got on so well, that it would be pointless – as he’d often said to her – not to go on and on. She had always loved him in her fashion, but it had taken her ages to commit. Yes, she knew there was Jose: but he didn’t really love her, did he? Though she could be wrong.

         These thoughts had come too late. He let himself go along with Jose’s anxious need for reassurance and commitment. Towards the end of 1964, she proposed, and he agreed. (Isabel also got married, to her Yugoslavian boyfriend, late in 1967, and he went to her wedding.) They were going to get married in Scotland, where his parents were then living, and where Jose’s sister was organising everything ‘like Montgomery’. The wedding between ‘T. Stoppard, Writer, Bachelor; Parents: Kenneth Frederick Stoppard, Sales Manager, Martha Eugenia Stoppard, previously M. S. Beck’, and ‘Jose Ingle, Information Officer, Spinster’, took place in St Ninian’s Episcopal Church, Troon, in Ayrshire, on 26 March 1965. He was twenty-eight and she was three years younger. His brother Peter was the witness. Settled as a chartered accountant in Long Ashton, in Bristol, in the house their parents used to live in, he had beaten his brother to it by a few years, and married Lesley Wilkes in 1961, with Tom as their best man. That happy marriage would last long years, until her death in 2016.

         An undated page of typescript sent to Isabel imagined a wedding day from the bride’s point of view, like a drowning man’s life ‘spinning’ before his eyes.

         
            Only I wasn’t drowning. I was walking down an aisle to be married and, faint heart, was weary of it all … I knew I was panicking … This great step into the vast black unknown was more than a gamble. It was a mystery. Whatever happened after we spoke those solemn vows, meant to be taken seriously, spoken at the time with quiet determination by the parties concerned and forgotten generally within the year like a second rate film, I knew nothing about … Any other girl, I told myself severely … would be thrilled. The happiest day of her life, she’s nailed him to the tree. Now he’s here, all here, for at least the next year or two. Then, sex weary of her, he’ll gladly cast an eye askance …

         

         The female narrator imagines the prospect of divorce, supposes that the bridegroom will be too hung over from the last night’s party to remember anything about the wedding, and expects that this day will be looked back on as an excuse ‘to nag. And blame. Condemn and shame.’

         
            *

         

         ‘What with the marriage business and all’, he wrote ruefully to his parents, writing had been interrupted. He needed to get on. The Stoppards went on living in Vincent Square for another year or so. But he also had a room in Soho which he was using as a writing space, by courtesy of an intriguing Scotsman, Gordon Williams, a colleague at Scene, who, in between ghost-writing footballers’ memoirs, wanted to write an anarchic Goon Show-style radio serial. A fragment of their collaboration survives as Doctor Masopust, I Presume, in which a crazed surgeon orders an imaginary orchestra about, in a first glimpse of Every Good Boy Deserves Favour (‘How can my enemies hope to destroy a man who has his own orchestra?’) and spouts patriotic speeches, a bit like George Riley – and Ken Stoppard: ‘Men of England … the bulldog breed, yeomen sons of this green and pleasant land, this other Eden set in a silver sea … I have come here to warn England against the menace of the new Europe – and if necessary to assume total power to protect the Great British from the clutching hands across the Channel.’ (Britain had been trying to join the European Economic Community since 1961.) The partnership, in emulation of Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais, authors of the hit TV series The Likely Lads, came to nothing, but Williams went on to write a novel which was adapted by Sam Peckinpah as Straw Dogs. He also wrote what Stoppard considered to be the most telling book about journalism apart from Scoop, The Upper Pleasure Garden.

         Another false start, also to do with patriotic rhetoric and the end of empire – against the background of the 1960s rush to independence of former British colonies – was a radio play meant for a series on the seven deadly sins. Stoppard chose Gluttony, and drew heavily on Waugh’s Black Mischief. His play was set on the imaginary island of Baku, in the Arabian Sea. It has a missionary, William Moon, ‘a sweet old man with the best intentions, without a clue about what is going on’, a supporter of the passing empire, Sir Evelyn Travers, a gluttonous British Governor, Sir Dudley, and a beaming African postmaster-general who turns out to be master-minding the revolution. The Brits have their heads in the sand (‘your average Baku islander is loyal and grateful, perfectly content with his lot, spends his time sitting around, harvesting the coconuts and so forth, singing hymns, dancing the bossa nova, playing baseball’) and end up, mostly, being cooked and eaten. The episode was not aired.

         A more rewarding piece of colonial writing was ‘A Student’s Diary’. This was an (unlikely) commission from the BBC World Service to contribute episodes in a drama series for its Arabic Service, to be written in English and translated into Arabic. It was a godsend: twenty-seven guineas for each fifteen-minute script, with 135 guineas on signature. The drama ran from April 1966 until February 1969; Stoppard wrote nearly seventy episodes during 1966 and 1967, alternating with another writer. The series told the story of Amin Osman, a Muslim from Jordan who comes to England to study at a large medical school in London. Stoppard referred to it as ‘Ali in Wonderland’, a joke which, like the series’ treatment of immigration and cross-cultural misunderstandings, was very much of its time.
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