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Preface





A word about the origin and purpose of this book.


In an idle moment several summers ago I found an old friend with whom to pass some time. It was a favourite from childhood, The Riddle of the Sands. Reading the novel afresh, I was struck again by the qualities that make it almost the first and arguably the best of all thrillers: the action and the adventure, the mystery unfolded with drama and pace, the winding screw of tension, the marvellously managed climax. Yet there was also its charm, subtlety, humour, its refreshing ethical delicacy, and the extraordinary sense of time and place. I wondered about the novel’s author. That he was an ardent patriot was clear enough from the book. I had read somewhere that he had fought in South Africa, had been decorated for his service in the Great War. But was there not a far odder story, that he had somehow involved himself in the civil war in Ireland, was subsequently shot for his trouble? I vaguely thought there was. I wanted to know more.


So began an adventure in itself, one that took me from Childers’ childhood home in Ireland to his English school; from his ‘beloved and lovely Baltic’ to the eerie region of the Frisians; from his early homes in Chelsea to the House of Commons where he worked; from Boston where he was married to the Belfast of the Ulster Covenant; from his last home in Dublin to the Wicklow mountains where he was captured; and from there to the bleak square in Dublin where he died.


Whether this has all been worthwhile, the reader alone must judge. There have been, after all, other books about Erskine Childers. In his last months, Childers’ character was so traduced that he willed his voluminous private papers to be embargoed until well after his death. He knew what his enemies could make of them. In 1971, when they were about to be released, the journalist Michael McInerney wrote an excellent call to action to biographers by way of his sketch, The Riddle of Erskine Childers. This stimulated two contrasting American biographies, a scholar’s work from Tom Cox, a novelist’s from Burke Wilkinson; there was also the late Andrew Boyle’s authorized study of 1977. Boyle was distracted in composition by his discovery of the identity of Anthony Blunt as the Fourth Man, and his book does neither himself nor his subject quite the justice they deserve. Subsequently, Hugh and Diana Popham made a fascinating collection of Childers’ nautical writings, and Maldwin Drummond produced in 1985 a dual study of Childers’ sailing exploits and the historical background to the invasion story of the novel.


In preparing a fresh portrait of Childers I have had the immeasurable benefit of these books by my side; I hope, though, not merely to have summarised their arguments. Since Andrew Boyle was at work, a number of private papers and publications variously relating to Childers have come into the public domain, and these I have used. My starting-point was the novel, and as a key to his character I have accordingly employed Childers’ own writings to a considerable extent. The present mood of reconciliation in Ireland casts a fresh light on those who last seriously attempted to resolve the question of that land. Finally, I have found particularly fruitful Tom Cox’s hint of the remarkable counterpoints and parallels between the careers of Childers and that greatest of all Englishmen, Winston Spencer Churchill. Hence this book, which is above all an attempt to provide, for a new generation, a coherent psychological portrait of an intriguing man.


On the Irish aspects of Childers’ story, two points must be stressed. First, that so tangled were the years of the ‘troubles’, and so important Childers’ role at the time, that a book might be devoted to this subject alone. A work of such a nature would include a fresh scholarly assessment of Childers’ work as a propagandist, and of his precise role in the treaty negotiations that created the Irish Free State. As a general biography, however, this has no such pretensions. Secondly, not being especially Irish myself, I have been obliged in preparing this book to climb (with Roger Casement) the stairs of Irish history. In some senses this ignorance is a handicap, perhaps a crippling one, yet I can at least say that it means I was in no way predisposed to Republicanism or Unionism, the Scylla and Charybdis of Irish politics, even in their moderate forms. Given the divisions of Ireland and its civil war, the consequences of which remain all too plainly apparent, this seems at least a point in the case for the defence: in other ways I must acknowledge the natural disadvantages of an English birth, background and education. Leaving aside such perspectives and prejudices as are perhaps inevitable, they may have led me to try to explain for an English audience what to an Irish one is a commonplace, and vice versa. In this I seek the reader’s patience.


Childers took a less accommodating line. Of mixed English and Irish parentage, he declared himself to be by birth, domicile and inclination an Irishman and, more than seventy years ago, sacrificed everything to the Irish cause. Quite how the man who had once been among the Empire’s staunchest advocates and defenders came to such an end is a curious and dramatic story, heavily laced with romance. In short, it is itself a thriller. ‘No revolution’, said John Buchan, ‘ever produced a nobler or purer spirit.’ Buchan was right.




 





Burnham Overy Staithe, 1996
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Erskine Childers and the Breaking of Nations




 





Only a man harrowing clods


In a slow silent walk


With an old horse that stumbles and nods


Half asleep as they stalk.




 





Only thin smoke without flame


From the heaps of couch-grass; 


Yet this will go onward the same


Though Dynasties pass.




 





Yonder a maid and her wight


Come whispering by:


War’s annals will cloud into night


Ere their story die.




 





Thomas Hardy, ‘In Time of “The Breaking of Nations”’



















PART ONE


His Chance







‘In our talk about policy and strategy we were Bismarcks and Rodneys, wielding nations and navies; and, indeed, I have no doubt that our fancy took extravagant flights sometimes. In plain fact we were merely two young gentlemen in a seven-ton pleasure boat, with a taste for amateur hydrography and police duty combined. Not that Davies ever doubted. Once set on the road he gripped his purpose with childlike faith and tenacity. It was his “chance”.’


The Riddle of the Sands 
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The Gathering Storm







‘The mightiest and most beneficent Empire ever known in the history of mankind.’


The Times, June 1897





On 27 May 1903 there was published a book of such a character as quite to define the spirit of the times, of such force and graphic power as to transport the author to immediate fame, and of such abiding popularity as to lend immortality to a man subsequently shot for what amounted to treason. It was a book beguilingly subtitled A Record of Secret Service Recently Achieved, otherwise known as The Riddle of the Sands.


The Great Britain of that happy age is scarcely our own, for the turn of the twentieth century was the zenith of a century of national triumph. Largely untroubled by war, the country had successfully managed the transition to a democratic society without the violence that seemed perpetually to deface Continental Europe. She had created out of the industrial revolution a country which, with reason, called itself the workshop of the world, which provided in the Pound Sterling the basis for the world’s economy, and in her Grand Fleet ‘the ultimate arbiter of the world’s affairs’.1 Her Empire since Queen Victoria’s accession had grown tenfold; a quarter of the world’s map was attractively shaded red, and a third of its population – some 370 million people – was held under the Queen’s equable and condescending sway. Even so partisan an observer as Le Figaro was obliged to concede that ‘Rome itself had been equalled, if not surpassed, by the Power … which in Canada, Australia, India, in the China seas, in Egypt, Central and Southern Africa, in the Atlantic and in the Mediterranean rules the peoples and governs their interests.’2


It was an age in England of great feats, great discoveries, great challenges, and great men. There were the engineers – men like the Stephensons, Joseph Locke, and Isambard Kingdom Brunel – who paved the country with the iron road, and shrunk the oceans with great steamships like the Great Britain, and the giant Great Eastern, some six times the size of anything then afloat. There was the inventor Wheatstone, who devised the telegraph, a fundamental instrument of modern communications. There were great clerics like Cardinal Newman and Cardinal Manning; their foes the iconoclasts Charles Darwin and J. G. Frazier, who were largely to recast Western religious thought. There were the remarkable explorers Livingstone, Stanley and Speke, who ‘withdrew the veil from the immemorial secrecy of the Dark Continent’;3 and then Palmerston, Gladstone and Disraeli, bestriding like giants the European political stage. In the arts, Elgar was the finest English composer for two hundred years, Kipling the Empire’s quintessential chronicler and celebrant, and Tennyson the last Poet Laureate to enjoy genuinely popular readership and acclaim. There were Imperialists like Rhodes and George Taubman Goldie, who personally brought under the British flag an area in Africa exceeding that of France and Germany combined; and like Gordon, who made the supreme sacrifice at the siege of Khartoum. And then of course there were the seers – Ruskin, Carlyle, Morris and Arnold – who in incomparable prose deplored it all.


It would certainly be absurd to paint an unshaded picture of an era in which much of the country’s wealth rested on a labour force which was by modern standards grossly ill-rewarded and grossly overworked, whose industrial cities were bywords for poverty and vice, whose countryside since the mid ’seventies had been ravaged by agricultural depression, and which was deplorably neglectful of human rights. As late as 1895 Oscar Wilde had been imprisoned for homosexual offences, while the Queen herself said of the nascent suffragist movement that she was ‘most anxious to enlist everyone who can speak or write to join in checking this mad folly of “women’s rights” with all its attendant horrors.’4 Yet national prestige and individual achievement were in many respects matched by improvements to the common lot. A myriad factors, particularly a growing understanding of the transmission of disease, had led to a doubling of the population in the years since the Queen had come to the throne. The extension of the education acts had given even the poor the basics of learning, and the broadening of the franchise was gradually devolving power downwards in society. Even the wealth of the nation, if not spread everywhere, was – like the Empire – being ever more widely spread. If it was demonstrably not the age of the common man or woman, it was undoubtedly a period of transition which was to usher in such an age.


It was perhaps, to the modern eye, most strikingly an age of national self-confidence. ‘We don’t want to fight,’ declared the music hall song, ‘but by jingo if we do, we’ve got the ships, we’ve got the guns, we’ve got the money too.’ And when Arthur Balfour tactlessly ventured to draw the Queen’s attention to disagreeable developments in the Boer War – Stormberg, Magersfontein, Colenso, Ladysmith – she of course interrupted: ‘Please understand that there is no one depressed in this house; we are not interested in the possibilities of defeat; they do not exist.’5


So it was by no means difficult, in the glorious morning of that other age, to feel that God was in His Heaven and all was right with the world. Yet, as the early days of the new century passed, there were some to whom that confidence seemed misplaced.


In the agnostic world that is late twentieth-century England it is difficult to appreciate both the extent to which religion was the cornerstone of the Victorian age, and the consequent impact on the national psyche of a growing fundamental doubt. Consciously or otherwise, Evangelism pervaded mid-Victorian England in word, thought and deed: the extent to which it governed the daily lives and actions of our great-grandparents is remarkable. Here it is enough to note that when Sidney Herbert declared he was ‘more and more convinced every day that in politics, as in everything else, nothing can be right which is not in accordance with the spirit of the Gospel’,6 his words were those of simple faith, divorced from rhetoric. In such circumstances the broadside of the freethinking movement, spearheaded during the ’sixties and ’seventies by Matthew Arnold and Darwin’s disciple T. H. Huxley, was shattering. How could it be otherwise when, more profoundly in the West than ever before, man’s place in the order of creation, his very raison d’être, was being radically questioned? Arnold, a favourite of Erskine Childers, had set the matter in lapidary form:






The Sea of Faith


Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore


Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furl’d;


But now I only hear


Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,


Retreating to the breath


Of the night-wind down the vast edges drear


And naked shingles of the world.7








If by the turn of the century, then, the tenure of God seemed uncertain, so too was that of the woman whom many quite literally regarded as His prime instrument on earth. The Queen had reigned since 1837, when she was just eighteen, presiding over a period which had seen the final stage of transformation of the country from an agricultural to an industrial state, from a country ruled by the few for the few to one in which the creators of wealth were beginning to have a significant say in the governing of its affairs. She had seen Britain grow from being merely one of the victorious Powers that had defeated Napoleon to the pre-eminent Power, the richest and most powerful nation, the world very grudgingly at her feet. At the end of the Queen’s reign she was idolized by her subjects, the vast majority of whom had never known another monarch. Now she had proved mortal. To her people, her death in 1901 seemed ‘some monstrous reversal of the course of nature’.8 While welcoming the accession of King Edward VII, the author of A Record of Secret Service commented: ‘I have a superstitious feeling that her death closes our greatest epoch as her crowning certainly began it.’9


That the same fate, dissolution and death, should befall the Empire on which – for geophysical reasons – the sun never set, seemed a hundred years ago hardly imaginable. Yet there were those who were beginning to imagine it.


It was the South African war during the final two years of Victoria’s reign that raised the alarm, the war that began when two small farmers’ republics flourishing under her ‘suzerainity’ had the temerity to challenge the Queen’s authority; indeed, to impose horrifying and entirely unexpected reverses on the greatest empire the world had ever known. It was true that the rising was in due course suppressed, by superiority of numbers, of organization, of military skill and above all of courage, which the British people naturally expected; but not before some disturbingly equivocal signs had been broadcast to Great Britain and to the world beyond, regarding her military power and even regarding the wisdom and morality of the Imperial progress.


Were these things really open to question? To the Irish, ruled by the English from Dublin Castle, undoubtedly they were. Since the eighteen-nineties Ireland had been presciently twinned with the Boer lands as the imperial colonies most likely to rise against their creator; it was the most dangerous place in the British Isles; and it was the country which had first focused attention on the moral – and the practical – issues of Imperialism. For some it raised greater matters still. The Edinburgh Review once declared that the real Irish Home Rule question was whether Imperial Britain was to continue the dominant nation in the world.10 Much later, the author of The Riddle of the Sands was to urge: ‘This Irish war, small as it may seem now, if it is persisted in, will corrupt and eventually ruin not only your Army, but your nation and your Empire as well.’11


Still, when A Record of Secret Service Recently Achieved was published in May 1903, the problems of Ireland had begun to pale into insignificance beside those presented by the new King’s nephew, Kaiser Wilhelm II, and his bright cuirass of a country that was Germany. That very relationship between the sovereigns, coupled with a longstanding belief in the perfidy of France, was among the things lulling the British into a false sense of security regarding a country with painfully clear colonial ambitions, and with an industrial and commercial base increasingly threatening to Britain’s supremacy. The Kruger telegram of 1896, in which the Kaiser signalled to the Transvaal President his support for Boer independence, had shattered fond belief in Germany’s harmlessness – leaving the English disillusioned, furious and suspicious. ‘Germany’s a thundering great nation’, remarks ‘Arthur H. Davies’ in The Riddle of the Sands; ‘I wonder if we shall ever fight her.’12 Far more than Ireland, this was the question of the hour, a question highlighted by the Kaiser’s construction of the Kiel canal between the landlocked Baltic and the North Sea, and his assertive programme for the building of capital ships – his challenge to what was simultaneously the Empire’s shield and its most resonant symbol, the Grand Fleet.


On the splendid occasion of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, when The Times, then a paper of unimpeachable authority, talked of ‘the mightiest and most beneficent Empire ever known in the history of mankind’,13 such heresies were almost unthought-of. But soon would come the allusive and disquieting presentiments of Kipling’s poem Recessional‚ the Queen’s death, and then the ‘clarion warning’14 of A Record of Secret Service Recently Achieved, whose author, Erskine Childers, was to play such a strange part in the future of what was then the dominant nation in the world.




Notes




Provided at the end of each chapter are sources for all the more important or controversial facts in the text. It has seemed sensible to use abbreviations minimally. REC is Robert Erskine Childers, MAC Mary Alden Childers, TCD Trinity College, Dublin; to avoid misreading or confusion, Trinity College, Cambridge is used in its full form. Many of the references are to correspondence between Erskine and Molly Childers. The originals are generally, but not invariably, legibly dated.
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The Golden Morning


1903







‘I am so tremendously happy, old chap.’


Erskine Childers, November 1903





I


Anyone who met Erskine Childers in the early summer of 1903 – at ‘Morven Lodge’, or with ‘the Catesbys in Kent’ or his ‘people in Aix’ – was unlikely to have identified him as a harbinger of Imperial doom. A slight, limping, bespectacled figure with the facial hair – a moustache – that the new King had done so much to popularize, and an almost pedantic turn of speech, he had something of the remoteness of a don.


He was diffident, self-possessed and unassuming, his background not particularly remarkable. His late father had been the Orientalist Professor Robert Caesar Childers, a pioneer of Western linguistic studies of Buddhism; Hugh Culling Eardley Childers, his father’s cousin, had served prominently in a series of Gladstone’s cabinets, and was so far-sighted as to have introduced the telephone to Whitehall; a distant ancestor, Thomas Erskine, had been a distinguished Lord Chancellor. The death of his father at the age of thirty-eight, followed by that of his mother six years later, had left his upbringing in the hands of Anglo-Irish kin. Charles and Agnes Barton had provided a prosperous upper-middle class home for Childers himself, his elder brother Henry, and their three younger sisters, Dulcibella, Constance and Sybil. Childers was schooled initially by a governess, then prep school was followed by Haileybury, an institution very much of Imperialist hue. Here he eventually distinguished himself, rather than positively excelling. Trinity College, Cambridge, followed, where he at first read Classics. There he was a leading light of the debating society, and collected some agreeable cronies, most notable among them the man who was to become Winston Churchill’s long-serving private secretary, Edward Marsh. A switch to law for his Finals, and a period at a crammer’s in London, saw Childers passing out third in the Civil Service examinations of 1894 – and into a Clerkship in the House of Commons. Seamless if unspectacular progress was arrested in 1899 by the Boer War, in which Childers, with his irreproachably conventional Imperialist views, volunteered. As the driver of a mobile battery he saw only a little action, but the publication of his letters home revealed a writer of personal charm with a talent for immediacy, and brought him a brief popular vogue.


So: an administrator – but not so able as to have been asked to join the likes of John Buchan in Lord Milner’s precocious ‘kindergarten’, busily reconstructing South Africa; a writer – but without obvious aspirations to greatness; well-educated – but without serious pretensions to scholarship. At thirty-three he was single and, somehow, remote – a man yet to discover his métier. Yet, that year, the publication of a new book and his meeting with the woman who was to become his wife were to set him irrevocably on the passage to both martyrdom and immortality.


II


The modest success of his South African war book, In the Ranks of the CIV (City of London Imperial Volunteers), encouraged Childers to seek a larger canvas. Perhaps he would write a novel, but one which would reflect his personal experience of Great Britain as a country in many respects disturbingly ill-prepared for war. Even before the reviews of the volume of letters appeared, he had the basic idea for a novel set in the Baltic and the Frisian islands, both of which he had explored in 1897. Perhaps it might concern a secret German plan for the seaborne invasion of the east coast of England. In January 1901 he wrote to a distant relative, Flora Priestley: ‘I have not begun that book yet. I forgot before coming away to get the diary of that cruise from the flat. An idea has struck me that a story, of which I have the germ, might be worked into it as a setting.’1 Mrs Priestley, a close friend of the painter John Singer Sargent, took an interest in the young man’s artistic ambitions; her response was encouraging. But to Childers, the creative task was unfamiliar. He was as practised a correspondent as the communications of the age demanded, and from his days at Haileybury it had been his habit to entertain in particular his three younger sisters with accounts of his doings, this culminating in the letters that had formed the basis of the South African book. Yet such a direct rendering of experience requires rather different talents from the imaginative creation of events, situations, characters and circumstances in which the author has not been personally involved. Childers was an enthusiastic reader, both of the Classics in which he had been educated and of rather more contemporary literature, Thackeray, Stevenson and Tennyson being particular favourites. Yet such examples, in their relative perfection, can overawe the novice. Four months later Childers wrote again to Flora Priestley, in some uncertainty: ‘I have not begun the Baltic book yet. I fear it would be no good without pictures. I also fear the story is beyond me.’2


Even when the book was finally begun, at the end of 1901, Childers found the going far from good. Naturally enough, by now the idea had crystallised into rather more concrete form. To Basil Williams, his closest friend in the clerks’ office at the House of Commons, and former comrade-in-arms in the Boer War, the author wrote in June 1902: ‘It’s a yachting story, with a purpose, suggested by a cruise I once took in German waters. I discover a scheme of invasion directed against England.’ The problem in the first instance lay in the unfolding of that purpose, for on what drama was the story to hinge? The crucial revelation in such a plot obviously lies in the discovery of the invasion plan itself. So how was tension and dramatic interest to be maintained until this point, especially as to Childers the plausibility of the tale was paramount? ‘I find it horribly difficult’, he continued, ‘as being in the nature of a detective story, there is no sensation, only what is meant to be convincing fact.’3 Then there was the romantic interest. As originally planned, the plot of the book was to be driven solely by the story of an enquiry by solicitor-cum-yachtsman ‘Arthur H. Davies’ and his holiday companion ‘Carruthers’. The central question posed at the beginning of the book, and which it set out to answer, was simple: why had the enigmatic Herr Dollmann attempted to wreck the inoffensive Davies on the sands of the German Frisian islands? Hitherto, it has been thought that the book’s publisher Reginald Smith insisted on the incorporation of romance, introduced by way of Davies’ involvement with the antagonist’s daughter, Fräulein Dollmann;4 yet it may rather have been the inspiration of Childers’ sister Dulcibella. This sub-plot, which actually enlivens and complements the basic theme, merely meant trouble to Childers at the time. ‘I was weak enough to “spatchcock” a girl into it,’ he recounted to Williams, ‘and now find her a horrible nuisance. I have not approached Reginald yet.’5


The book was finished to the author’s satisfaction at the end of 1902, but was returned to him by Smith with demands for what Childers described as ‘drastic revision’. The publisher asked for a series of changes, the principal ones seemingly concerning the extensive and detailed descriptions of the management and sailing of the book’s real heroine, Davies’ yacht Dulcibella. Childers, who had just spent a pleasant month indulging in the newly fashionable winter sports with his sisters in St Moritz, was much put out. ‘In some points he was right,’ Childers wrote to Williams, ‘but in others I held wrong, and I have concocted a compromise which I think he will swallow.’6


As the book went to press in the early spring of 1903, there were two final checks. The first was when some of that very complacency in matters of national defence which the novel attacked was countered by a number of measures introduced by Arthur Balfour’s Conservative government, including the establishment of a National Defence Committee, the selection of a site for a North Sea naval base in the Firth of Forth, and the creation of a North Sea Fleet. To avoid the appearance of preaching a panegyric over an empty coffin, Childers hastily drafted a postscript to the book welcoming these moves, in the vein of decisions excellent if tardy. Then Smith himself attempted, in Childers’ view, to ‘wreck’ the book, ‘by promoting it as a novel’. Given the author’s intention that the book should be taken seriously as a ‘clarion warning’, and his consequent wish to make the story appear as plausible as possible, his view was understandable. From the beginning the idea had been to use the literary convention of presenting the narrative not as fiction but as fact. In the end, the novel was duly billed in the advertisements that appeared in weeklies like The Spectator – and on its spine – as A Record of Secret Service Recently Achieved, EDITED by Erskine Childers. ‘By quiet persistent opposition’, Childers went on, ‘I have managed to effect a good deal.’7 It was thus on 27 May 1903 that The Riddle of the Sands was finally published.


III


The circumstances of the writing of the book had inevitably lowered the expectations of both author and publisher as to its likely success. For Childers, scribbling corrections in his Chelsea rooms late at night after a long day in the Commons was hardly a pleasure. For Smith, cajoling a reluctant author to revise his work was equally onerous. To both the novel, as produced, represented a somewhat painful compromise. The initial print-run was a modest twelve hundred and fifty.


Yet on publication their labours were rewarded. Even if Childers did not wake up to find himself famous, the book was an immediate triumph in terms of its sales, its critical reception, and the manner in which it discharged its author from obscurity. It made Childers’ name.


Before 1903 was out, Smith had had the happy task of returning to his printer twice to order further impressions of the book, admitting, in the words of Childers’ authorized biographer Andrew Boyle, ‘that he had misjudged both the flair of the writer and the subtlety of the handiwork’.8 To slip outside chronology: the book was reprinted twice in 1904 in hard covers, and sold sufficiently in the years up until the First War to demand impressions in 1907, 1908, 1910 and 1913. The war itself engendered a new, highly successful cheap edition; 1915 saw its publication for the first time in the United States, 1917 in France. Between the wars interest was sustained sufficiently for the book never to be out of print, and by 1938 there had been no fewer than seventeen editions in Britain alone.9 Since then editions have proliferated on both sides of the Atlantic, in paperback form as well as in more elaborate and illustrated editions, and it has been estimated that in all rather more than two million copies of the book have been sold. These include those German translations that may be discovered today in the bookshops of that remote Frisian island, that ‘cluster of sandhills surmounting a long slope of weedy sand’10 that is Norderney.


The book was as warmly welcomed by the reviewers, most of whom responded to Childers’ insistence upon the novel’s presentation as fact rather than fiction by puzzling over how it was to be treated. ‘One hesitates to class it in the category of fiction,’ declared The Scotsman, some six weeks after publication. The Courier found it similarly ‘difficult to say how much of Mr Childers’ present work is fiction and how much fact.’ The means by which this verisimilitude was achieved were widely applauded. The Northern Whig remarked that ‘Mr Childers writes with restraint and vraisemblance that almost compels the belief in his narrative as a statement of cold fact’. Another review at first notes the ‘minuteness of detail with which the narrative is loaded, the apparent familiarity with the scene of the incidents described – a familiarity intimate and confident to the last degree.’ Continuing, the writer declares, ‘But if it be fiction, the author must be credited with an ability amounting in the minutia of his art only to Defoe, and in the resources and fertility of his imagination only to Robert Louis Stevenson.’ Although to a few, notably the St James’s Gazette, the book was primarily a ‘breezy and thoroughly entertaining romance’, most took it as the ‘story with a purpose’ the author intended. The Daily Chronicle in August observed that Childers’ intention was ‘to point out to his fellow countrymen a peril to England which lurks in the shallow estuaries and river mouths, masked effectively by any number of small islands, on that portion of the German coast washed by the North Sea.’ Caveats were few, although several reviewers noted a weakness in the portrayal of Fräulein Dollmann: ‘We regret that Mr Childers has so far surrendered to the demands of novel readers as to insert the usual conventional “love-interest”. It was not wanted here a bit.’ The Times declared it to be scarcely very plausible that the Germans, ‘a practical people’, would ‘permit a professional traitor to drag a pretty daughter through his muddy courses.’11 Overall, however, the book’s critical reception both during the course of that summer and in later years was overwhelmingly favourable. The last word is best left to John Buchan, who shared with Childers a passion for both the world of letters and the world of action. ‘It is a tale of the puzzling out of a mystery which only gradually reveals itself, and not till the very end reaches its true magnificence; but its excitement begins on the first page, and there is a steady crescendo of interest.’ Of the characters, he observed: ‘I think they are the most truly realised of any adventure story that I have met, and the atmosphere of grey Northern skies and miles of yeasty water and wet sands is as masterfully reproduced as in any story of Conrad’s.’ It was, he concluded, ‘the best adventure story published in the last quarter of a century.’12


Appreciation of his literary skills was not, however, Childers’ main objective. Rather, he sought The Times’ response, that ‘the contents may be highly important, and the revelation may be useful to Admiralty and the War Office.’ It is a testimony to the timeliness and plausibility of the tale that not only should the paper have thought this, but that the Admiralty did indeed take note. On 27 April 1904 Lord Selborne, First Lord of the Admiralty, wrote to no less a person than Prince Louis Battenberg, the Director of Naval Intelligence:




I have several times spoken to you about a book called The Riddle of the Sands, and I think you told me that, although you had not read it yourself, it had been examined in your Department. I have no more than merely glanced at it and therefore do not profess to have any opinion on it, but it is very remarkable how many people have been struck by it and who constantly come to me about it … I do not know which of your officers examined the book for you or whether his examination was cursory or thorough. Unless the book was examined by an officer in whom you have complete confidence and in a very complete manner, I shall be greatly obliged if you will again have it examined most thoroughly and by an officer in whose judgement you can absolutely rely.13





It was this sort of end, rather than mere literary acclaim, to which Childers aspired; and had he known of the Admiralty’s interest he would have been delighted. For, as he had hoped, it was by acting as a catalyst for concerns about Germany that the book played a part in ensuring that Britain was prepared for the Great War; and indeed it may fairly be said that 1903 marked the beginning of a re-orientation of national perceptions, from regarding France as the primary enemy, to so regarding Germany. 


More immediate, though, was the impact on Childers’ reputation. Not hitherto particularly distinguished by his connections, nor was he by outstanding talents or endeavour – for which his job as a responsible if junior civil servant in the House of Commons was arguably a just reward. Now the flame that had briefly burned with the publication of his first book was rekindled far more brightly. It was certainly flattering to be buttonholed by Lord Rosebery, a man doubly distinguished, by reason of his short premiership in the 1890s, and by the Derby wins of his horses Ladas and Sir Visto in successive years. ‘He wanted to know how much was fact,’ Childers wrote to Williams, ‘and talked delightfully on the various subjects suggested by the book, urged me to write again and was most kind and encouraging.’14 Socially, too, there were advantages. In the Ranks of the CIV had led to a pleasant acquaintance with the Earl of Denbigh and Desmond, Commanding Officer of the City of London Imperial Volunteers’ parent battalion, the Honourable Artillery Company. With talk of his new book on everyone’s lips that summer of 1903, Childers began to live the social life, if not of Riley, then at least of ‘Carruthers’, as so engagingly portrayed by him in the opening chapter of the novel. Although he was too modest a man to be unduly susceptible to lionization, it was still pleasant to spend the season enjoying the factual counterparts of ‘Morven Lodge’ and ‘the Catesbys in Kent’. Finally that summer, and thanks to the Earl of Denbigh and Desmond, came the journey which led to the second critical event of that year.


IV


The HAC had been asked to Boston to return a visit paid in 1896 by its ‘cousin’, the Ancient and Honourable Artillery Company of Massachusetts. This would represent rather more than a straightforward if fearsomely convivial reunion: it would be the first social visit by a British military unit since the Declaration of Independence in 1776 and its painful aftermath; or, in Childers’ own words, ‘the first time armed Britishers have marched through American streets since the Revolution.’15 Moreover, it was to be made to the city that was the very cradle of independence, and in the immediate context of the Company’s recent Imperialist involvement in South Africa. In the light of its own former struggle for independence from Britain, there was much sympathy in America for the Boer cause, and much of it very publicly expressed. It was thus by no means certain how the Company would be received.


In such circumstances, it was clearly of the first importance that the HAC’s most recent chronicler should be present. Childers, writing to Williams, showed initial reluctance: ‘I dismissed the notion of going myself as I dread the round of drinking and feasting, especially as I am a teetotaller.’ In the end, though, he relented. There was a wanderlust in his character which, in days when international travel was far from commonplace, had already taken him to the West Indies as well as South Africa, and in very small boats across the Channel, and across the North Sea as far as the Baltic. He was also placed under a certain amount of personal pressure from Lord Denbigh. ‘I am less averse to it now,’ he wrote, ‘as I find Herbert is going, and Budworth and the Colonel are strongly in favour of it, and are trying to get the right men to go.’16


It was a visit during which the formalities were in the main very much observed. The party of 173 boarded the liner Mayflower on 23 September 1903, taking with them the good wishes of their Colonel-in-Chief, the King. They whiled away the voyage with squad drills and sword exercises; a sermon from the Chaplain, the Revd Dr Leighton Parks, appropriately took as its theme ‘The Miracle of the Anglo-Saxon Race’. On the last night a fancy-dress ball was held, at which Lord Denbigh appeared as Father Neptune, Lady Denbigh as Britannia.17


In Boston the King’s farewell prediction of ‘a most gratifying reception in the United States’ was proved a happy one. The Company was treated more as conquering heroes than as ambassadors. As the Mayflower steamed towards Boston’s Charlestown dock, waiting to welcome them was a delegation from the Massachusetts ‘Ancients’ themselves, the United States cruiser Chicago and, from Halifax in Nova Scotia, HMS Retribution. The guns of Fort Warren boomed a twenty-one gun salute, from the Bunker Hill Monument the Stars and Stripes and Union Jack streamed in the wind together, and ‘every ship large or small joined in the reception with display of bunting … with screech of siren or toot of whistle.’18 No sooner had the Company disembarked than there was assembled as great a parade as the city had seen: every military unit in the area had come to welcome and march with them. Childers himself related that ‘From the moment we arrived we have been fêted and raved over – whenever we turn out the whole town turns out and cheers, men, women and children, and our march after landing on October 2nd in some ways surpassed the City Imperial Volunteers Day in London’. It was a moving experience after the months of scrappy fighting on the veldt which had left ten CIVs dead, and one which led Childers to reflect on Britain’s Imperial role: ‘It came on me with a flash that there’s a good deal more than I thought in the “union of hearts” phrase, and in the excitement of the time one can set no limits to the possibilities of an alliance of English-speaking races.’


As well as marching, there was relaxation. A select number of Bostonians, ‘The Ten of Us’, had each put up the then very considerable sum of $1,000, for the better entertainment of their guests at a dinner. The consequences of this generosity were perhaps predictable. Continuing his letter to Williams, Childers remarked: ‘As to behaviour, I believe we have got through without open scandal – mercifully, for the primitive instincts of the HAC are set towards tipsy debauchery, and when champagne is perpetually flowing like water the descent to the Averno is abnormally easy, especially as our escort, a hundred members of the Boston Company … aren’t noted for sobriety.’ Two weeks of this sort of thing was enough for the habitually sober Childers, but though he had always intended to take the opportunity of the visit to see something of New England, he watched the regiment’s departure with mixed feelings: ‘I am alone in America with a visit or two to make but nothing particular to do – and not feeling very keen.’19


This was disingenuous of the normally punctiliously truthful Childers. For he had just formed an attachment that was to change his life. 


V


Dr Hamilton Osgood, a prominent Bostonian and one of the leading physicians in North America, was the father of two daughters, the elder of whom was married to a man whom Childers later described as ‘an impassioned anti-Imperialist who spends quantities on the cause’.20 Dr Osgood himself was similarly inclined, and kept open house to supporters of Irish independence. His younger daughter Mary Alden, usually known as Molly, was twenty-five. Crippled at the age of three in a skating accident, she had spent the remainder of her childhood in a basket which doubled as her bed, until an operation at the age of thirteen largely but not completely restored the use of her legs. The experience had endowed her equally with stoicism, and considerable strength of will; she was highly intelligent and, as a consequence perhaps of her long invalidism, very well-read. A contemporary photograph shows a delicate face, a contemplative air, and considerable beauty.


Dr Osgood’s brother-in-law Sumner Pearmain had been an acquaintance of the late Robert Caesar Childers, and to him the professor’s son sent a letter of introduction on his arrival in Boston. He was invited to dinner, and there sat next to Pearmain’s niece Molly. Childers, eight years her senior, author, soldier, and employed at the very hub of the Empire, must have been possessed of a glamour that was belied by his appearance and his unassuming manner. Moreover, his sensitivity and kindliness were manifest. Here was an exceptional man. Molly’s beauty was incontrovertible, but for Childers her appeal lay more in a warmth, charm and force of personality which quite countered the effects of her miserable childhood. In both, too, there was innocence, unworldliness, and something of the idealism of a happier age. Within a very short time they had fallen in love.


With no series of successful liaisons behind him to engender self-confidence, alone and far from home, Childers felt himself very much the supplicant. Yet would he forgive himself if he let slip this chance? With a life and a job awaiting his return, three thousand miles away, he could not idle interminably in Massachusetts. Just three weeks after the couple first met, he made his decision. On 30 October 1903 he took Molly in a canoe onto the still waters of the lake at Harvard known as Bare Hill Pond. There, tremulously and with great diffidence, he proposed: ‘I would like to ask you to be with me for ever.’21 Molly’s acceptance was immediate. To Childers’ aunt Agnes Barton she wrote simply, ‘I cannot find words with which to tell you what Erskine means to me.’22


With Dr Osgood’s blessing, and with similar celerity, the wedding was arranged for just nine weeks later, 5 January 1904. Childers then sat down to the happy task of informing his relatives and friends, to whom, characteristically, he had so far said nothing at all. ‘I am engaged to be married to Miss Mary Osgood of this city,’ he wrote a little stiffly to Williams. Then, suddenly unbending: ‘I am so tremendously happy, old chap.’23


For Childers it was the end of what had every appearance of having been a miraculous year: 1903 had transformed the retiring civil servant into a famous author on the brink of what was to prove an enduringly happy marriage. Only with hindsight is it possible to regard this year as the one which held in it the genesis of his legend, and of his final tragedy.
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Native Impulses, Stucco Crusts


1870–1894







‘What a mystery the growth of one’s personality is. It is well nigh hopeless to distinguish native impulses from stucco crusts imposed by environment …’


Erskine Childers, 1903





I


Robert Erskine Childers was born on 25 June 1870 to Robert Caesar Childers and Anna Henrietta Barton.


The Bartons were a family peculiarly representative of certain aspects of Irish history. As far back as they may usefully be called ‘English’, the English had interested themselves in Ireland, which from the twelfth century was more or less a Crown possession. Apart from simple land-lust, the English occupation had defence as its aim, since the island provided a convenient staging-post for any attack by England’s European rivals, notably the Spanish and the French. This was a threat of which England was all too vividly aware, and which long dictated her Irish policy. One of the natural consequences of the English presence was the domination of the Gaelic masses by a small group of Anglo-Normans, a domination in due course exacerbated by Henry VIII’s break with Rome, which left the Catholic majority ruled by a Protestant minority, later known as the Ascendancy. Ireland thus became divided both by religion and by race. Under Ascendancy rule at its most iniquitous, it was illegal for Catholics to own, rent or inherit land, the indigenous inhabitants thereby being deprived of what might be supposed to be their birthright. A famous Lord Chancellor could even declare that ‘the law does not presume any such person to exist as an Irish Roman Catholic’.1 As a result a native tradition of rebellion was early established, and from time to time the country was governed, either metaphorically or actually, under martial law. In 1801 the situation was to an extent regularized by the legal union of the two countries, with MPs elected in Ireland sitting in Westminster. As the Irish contingent often held the balance of power, this came to have a mischievous effect on English politics, yet at the same time rarely a positive one for Ireland. Then arose various attempts, constitutional and otherwise, to repudiate the Union. Fuelled by the great famine in which more than a million people died, at the time of Childers’ birth these were on the point of being channelled by Charles Stewart Parnell into the great nationalist upsurge which so nearly gave Ireland her freedom. In the meantime, the country continued to be ruled under an English Viceroy in Dublin Castle – known simply as The Castle.


By reputation, Thomas Barton of Norwich was one of the followers of the Earl of Essex’s chaotic Irish venture of 1599, but abandoned the campaign to settle in County Fermanagh. He became one of the first burgesses of Inneskillen, and the family subsequently made its fortune through trade with France; a branch even acquired a château and vineyard in Bordeaux. Like many such families it was traditionally Protestant, retained the mores and manners of the English, and kept a certain distance from the native Gaels. Soon the family had established itself in several other parts of Ireland, as well as in France; Thomas Johnston Barton was the first to venture south, in the 1830s, and settled at Glendalough, an estate of some two thousand acres between Dublin and Wicklow. Barton, a gentleman farmer, became Deputy Lieutenant, and a JP. The Bartons, in short, typified the Ascendancy in their long but somewhat equivocal relationship with the land which they ruled.


To the respectability of the Bartons, Thomas Erskine added the distinction of a remarkable Lord Chancellorship. Born in Edinburgh in 1750, he was the youngest son of the tenth Earl of Buchan. A ‘quick, idle and frolicsome boy’, he spent his early years abroad, first in the army and then in the navy. When he eventually returned to England, he encountered Samuel Johnson, as recorded by James Boswell: ‘On Monday, 6th April 1772 I dined … at Sir Alexander MacDonald’s where was a young officer [Erskine] in the regimental of the Scots Royal, who talked with a vivacity, fluency and precision so uncommon that he attracted particular attention.’ Erskine published a pamphlet on Abuses in the Army, began to interest himself in the law, and in 1778 was called to the Bar. Then he had a stroke of fortune. A chance meeting with the defendant in a case of criminal libel brought by Lord Sandwich led to Erskine taking on what was regarded as an impossible case. ‘Finding courage’, as he said, ‘by thinking that his children were plucking at his gown, and crying that now was the time to get them bread,’ he carried the day by sheer force of rhetoric, an observer remarking that in the middle of the speech ‘he found the court, judges and all in a trance of amazement.’ Erskine’s name was made; he found himself almost at once in the enjoyment of a large legal practice. This led to absolute fame with his successful defence of Home Tooke and other rather too active English friends of the French Revolution in October 1794. ‘His portraits and busts were sold all over the country, tokens were struck bearing his effigy, and he was presented with the freedom of numerous corporations.’ Although dismissed from his post of Attorney-General to the Prince of Wales for accepting a retainer from Thomas Paine, by 1802 he had been forgiven and was appointed Chancellor to the Duchy of Cornwall. In 1806 he became Lord Chancellor. He was, we read, ‘always attached to animals and had many pets, a dog which he introduced at consultations, a goose, and even two leeches’; and he had privately printed a pamphlet entitled An Appeal in favour of the Agricultural Service of Rooks.2


Erskine’s granddaughter, Frances Morris, married Thomas Johnston Barton, of Glendalough; to them in 1840 was born a daughter, Anna Henrietta, who married Robert Caesar Childers; and it was in honour of the Lord Chancellor that these two named their second son Robert Erskine.




*





The Childerses were a family accomplished in rather different ways from the Bartons, but of very much the same class. Like the Bartons they had removed themselves from East Anglia in the sixteenth century, to settle some hundred miles north in Yorkshire’s West Riding. Hugh Childers was a successful banker who became Mayor of Doncaster in 1604, but it was his grandson Leonard who brought the family name to national prominence when his part Arab hunter Flying Childers became one of the country’s first famous racehorses. (The descendants of Flying Childers have been Grand National winners in generation after generation.) Leonard’s grandson, Colonel John Walbanke Childers, was a successful professional soldier, sensible enough to marry the granddaughter of one of the founders of what eventually became the London Stock Exchange. His tastes included literature; and though no author himself, he had printed the narrative of a voyage made in 1774 by Lord Orford, around the as yet undrained East Anglian fens. This delightful book has some passages of a charm worthy of the Colonel’s great-grandson, Erskine: ‘Hippopotamus, who, though a Sea horse loved grass and ease as well as any land horse whatever, being taken out of an adjoining meadow and brought to the fleet, hung down his head, and looked very melancholy, as if, like some foreigners, he did not like his own Country best.’3


The Reverend Canon Charles Childers, one of Colonel John’s five sons and father of the Robert who was to marry Anna Henrietta Barton, was a clergyman of the school of Samuel Butler, inclined to take his duties lightly. Although he was as an undergraduate a close friend of William Gladstone, it was his nephew who kept the Childers name in the public eye in the latter years of Queen Victoria’s reign. Hugh Culling Eardley Childers, a graduate of Trinity College, Cambridge, took the Pontefract seat for the Liberals in 1860. His qualities were such that he duly became Secretary of State for War, First Lord of the Admiralty, Chancellor of the Exchequer and finally, in 1886, Home Secretary. While he was at the Admiralty, Hugh Childers was obliged to deal with the Queen’s correspondence concerning a proposal that men in the Navy might be permitted to sport beards. ‘Has Mr Childers ascertained anything on the subject of the beards?’ the Queen inquired. ‘Her own personal feeling would be for the beards without the moustaches, as the latter have rather a soldierlike appearance; but then the object in view would not be obtained, viz., to prevent the necessity of shaving.’ Later she wrote, ‘to make one additional observation respecting the beards, viz., that on no account should moustaches be allowed without beards. That’, she declared, ‘must be clearly understood.’4 Plainly a diplomat to have been able to deal satisfactorily with this delicate matter, Hugh Childers shared with his uncle Charles a close association with Gladstone, whose line on Ireland he supported. In the early 1890s he headed the Childers Commission, which established how severely Ireland was overtaxed, and with his leader was one of the earliest English advocates of the devolution of power to Ireland that came to be known as Home Rule.


Robert Caesar Childers, born in 1838, seems to have been rather a contrast to the somewhat self-indulgent Reverend Charles. He had a conventional upbringing and education, took a degree in Hebrew at Wadham College, Oxford, then followed the increasingly well-beaten path of young Englishmen sent out to govern those whom Kipling later described as the ‘lesser breeds without the law’.5 In Robert’s case the path led him to coffee-rich Ceylon, to which he was posted in 1860 as private secretary to Sir Charles McCarthy, the Governor.


The immediate aftermath of the Indian Mutiny was no easy time for the Empire or for Imperialists. The great colonial expansion of the ‘scramble for Africa’ was yet to come, and the old notion of the quiet acquiescence of native populations in their social, moral and religious betterment had been cast into doubt. In the consequent cooling of relations between governors and governed, even Benjamin Disraeli talked of ‘these wretched colonies’ as a ‘millstone round our necks’.6 Against this background, Robert Caesar became fascinated by the culture and especially the language of the ancient Buddhist stronghold of Ceylon, devoting his leisure to pursuit of his interest and studying under Yatramulle Unnanse, a ‘Buddhist scholar of great learning, and of peculiar modesty and dignity’. Like many before him, Childers fell victim to the tropical climate, and after four years returned home an invalid, to dedicate his life to scholarship. At that time of Darwin, Huxley, and the most fervent religious debate, none of the Buddhist sacred books had appeared in print, least of all in a Western language. In 1869 Robert published his translation of one such text, Khuddaka Patha, to be followed by what became the keystone to studies of Buddhism, his dictionary of the Pali language. This was ‘not only the most valuable contribution that had yet been made to the study of the language, but was the indispensable means by which further progress could be made.’7 


It was Robert’s marriage that forged the first links between the Barton and Childers families. Anna Henrietta Barton was a beautiful and high-spirited girl, much taken by the scholar, whom she met after his return from Ceylon. The attraction was mutual, and on 1 January 1867 the couple were married. It was a happy conjunction of two eminently respectable families: high-minded, public-spirited, politically conventional yet mildly forward-looking. Comfortably off by virtue of their joint private means, the couple lived for two years in New Barnet, on the outskirts of London, before their growing prosperity permitted a move to Mount Street in Mayfair. Their first son, named Henry Caesar in deference to family tradition, was born in 1868. Two years later, in 1870, Robert Erskine Childers followed.


II


As their social standing demanded and their income permitted, the Childerses kept a housekeeper, cook and parlourmaid, and a nanny who relieved Anna of some the burden of bringing up two small children. Yet this was essentially the home of a scholar; Robert was fond of his family, and it was his habit and pleasure to busy himself in his book-lined study at home rather than work elsewhere. Professionally he prospered. The publication of the first volume of the Pali dictionary in 1872 brought its author a sub-librarianship at the India Office, followed, more importantly, by the Chair of Pali and Buddhist Studies at University College, London, a post created for the purpose of honouring its first incumbent. The second and larger part of the dictionary appeared in 1875, to considerable acclaim, winning the Volney Prize in 1876 for the best philological work of the year. The family also grew, as two sons were followed by three daughters: Sybil, Dulcibella, and Constance. The bond between the Barton and Childers families was further strengthened by a romance between Anna’s brother Charles – son of Thomas Johnston Barton and heir to Glendalough – and Robert’s younger sister, Agnes. In 1876 they were married.


Robert’s and Anna’s pleasure in this event was marred only by Robert’s illness. His constitution had never been robust, and a weak chest was exacerbated by his spell in Ceylon; in married life he began to suffer from coughing fits, perhaps brought on by the intensity of his studies; in due course he was diagnosed as having tuberculosis, which in the last century carried some of the horror that cancer does today. The process of its transmission and progress were little understood; it was incurable, and almost invariably fatal. This diagnosis Anna concealed from the larger family, for the medical practice of the time would have consigned the sufferer to isolation in a sanatorium, remote from his work, his wife, his children – in effect, from life. Anna’s decision was both generous and courageous, and became more so as the disease progressed. Shortly after his sister’s wedding in January 1876, Robert caught a cold which then developed into the most virulent form of tuberculosis, the likely outcome of which must soon have become apparent to both husband and wife. On 25 June Robert struggled downstairs from his bedroom to celebrate his son Erskine’s sixth birthday. Then, just a month later, he slipped away from his home, to a Weybridge hotel, where he died in his sleep on 25 July, quite alone. Selflessly, he had wished to spare his family a lengthy death-bed scene.


If Anna had simply died soon of the same disease, the outcome would have been less painful in some ways. As it was, she had to face, alone, the reactions of those kept in ignorance of Robert’s disease. The family regarded her as having been grossly irresponsible in failing to protect both herself and her children from her husband’s infection; for them – and it would have been the opinion of most other families at that time – there was no alternative: Anna must be separated from her children, and consigned (for as long as she might live) to a home for incurables. And so she was. For practical purposes, this left five young children orphaned. As members of a large and prosperous family they were not of course friendless, and indeed the arrangement whereby they were to live in Ireland with their aunt Agnes and uncle Charles at Glendalough was perhaps the happiest that could have been contrived. Nevertheless, as Charles’ and Agnes’ eldest son Robert wrote many years later of the parting of mother and children, 




It was a tragically poignant incident … the goodbye to five small children was for ever, and she could not even hug them as they left for Ireland and the guardianship of their uncle and aunt … imagine what it must have been for the children, but still more to the doubly stricken mother. She was going herself soon; her late husband had opened the door first; yet already it was closing on her little brood, none of whom she would see again. Could anything be more heart-rending?8





Erskine Childers was then six, and so it was very early in life that circumstance began to impose itself on what he later described as his ‘native impulses’.9 He was already regarded as a sensitive and imaginative child, and was perhaps at the worst age for such a thing to happen: old enough to understand what had occurred, but too young to comprehend the reason why. Like many children in such circumstances, he seems at first to have become withdrawn, then subsequently developed a strong sense of intellectual and emotional independence. By adolescence he had become an enthusiast for Emerson, in particular his essay ‘Self-Reliance’. ‘Trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string’,10 the philosopher had written, and since Childers had been deprived of those closest to him, what could make more sense? However, his later outpourings – no other term will do – on the occasion of his marriage suggest an ardent and highly passionate man, longing for close relationships with others but out of necessity obliged to restrain the more expressive and emotional side of his character.


III


If it had not been for the circumstances, the removal to Ireland must in some respects have constituted a pleasant change for the young Childers. His home in Mount Street, for all its social cachet, was a small house in the centre of what was then the world’s largest city, the dirty, bustling, crime-ridden, fog-stricken London of Sherlock Holmes. Glendalough, known in the family as ‘Glan’, could scarcely have provided a greater contrast. Some thirty miles south of Dublin, the house and surrounding estate took their name from the valley of Glendalough, where some picturesque ruins were all that remained of what had once been an important educational and ecclesiastical centre founded by St Kevin. The valley was one of the most beautiful in the country, the more traditional guidebooks declaring that it abounded ‘with the most picturesque and romantic scenery’. The house itself dated back to the seventeenth century, but Thomas Johnston Barton and his bride Frances Morris had in the 1840s made various additions. It was now a pleasantly rambling and substantial country house, its mullioned stone façade lending it a faintly military air. It was also, both literally and metaphorically, ‘the big house’, for as well as the five Childers children there were soon five of the Bartons’ own, together with sixteen or seventeen servants. With the stables, hundreds of acres of lush farmland, and boating and fishing on Lough Dan and the lakes of Glendalough, this was a life of privilege, much divorced from the poverty of rural Ireland that in the 1870s surrounded the estate. In due course Glendalough came to represent to Childers the security of which he had been so abruptly deprived. His wife recorded that he ‘loved Glan passionately’.11




 *





Charles and Agnes Barton evidently made the Childers children feel as much at home as possible. The house was extended for their benefit, they were allocated their own day-room, and various governesses were provided for their education. It was a distinctly late-Victorian upbringing. The Bartons’ eldest son Robert reminds us that ‘In the ’eighties, children were kept very much in the background and did not mix with their elders except for short prescribed periods. [His two brothers] had a nursery governess and were always confined when in the house to the night and day nurseries … the girls got their tuition in the schoolroom with the three Childers girls.’12


The two Childers boys remained at Glendalough until they were old enough to be sent to England to complete their education, returning of course for the holidays. Henry was despatched to prep school in 1878, his younger brother two years later to Bengeo, on the outskirts of Hertford, where he was to prepare for Haileybury. Although at the time such arrangements were commonplace, Childers found the experience daunting. Indeed, it was perhaps his experience at school that led him, towards the end of his life, to remark to the journalist Robert Brennan ‘that he was terribly afraid as a youth, until he realised that apart from its demoralising effects, fear was unworthy of a man, and he [had to be] determined to conquer it’.13 Quite apart from what amounted to exile, and the loneliness inherent in such a situation, the choice of Haileybury for a boy such as Erskine seems mildly idiosyncratic. Haileybury was a new foundation, part of the renaissance of public schools led by Dr Thomas Arnold of Rugby, and intended for the education of potential Servants of Empire. It and others like it have been well described as ‘spartan institutions where the sons of the rich were hardened and purified for lives of service and self-deprivation. They set out to inculcate certain virtues and qualities in their pupils, amongst which the most prominent were courage, self-assurance, honesty, self-sacrifice and loyalty.’14 Such a regime was perhaps not the best for a child of some sensitivity, who at the time might well have continued his education at home. On the other hand, of the older foundations the Bartons would have considered, Harrow, which harboured Henry and was soon to accept the young Winston Churchill, would have been no better; and at Eton the age of the infamous Keate was scarcely past. There, ‘hundreds of boys, herded together in miscellaneous boarding-houses, or in that grim Long Chamber, at whose name in after years statesmen and warriors would turn pale, lived, badgered and overawed by the furious incursions of an irascible little old man carrying a bundle of birch-twigs, a life in which licensed barbarism was mingled with the daily and hourly study of the niceties of Ovidian verse.’15 As Churchill himself later wrote, ‘I am all for public-schools, but I do not want to go there again.’16


Childers’ courage was in any case severely tested by the long-expected death of his mother from tuberculosis, shortly after his entry to Haileybury in 1883. He was assailed by religious doubts. How could a Christian God, who had His children in His care, deprive a boy first of his father, then his mother? It was a time when parents and children became estranged over religious differences, that being the experience of, among others, Edmund Gosse, Samuel Butler and Robert Louis Stevenson. Long after his death, Childers’ wife wrote:




When Erskine was about twelve he began to have religious doubts that gave him intense mental suffering. His family was orthodox. To them, religious doubt was sin. They became aware of his state and showed him grief – and prayed for him. Because they loved him – and who could not help loving him – they were harder in admonishment. But the sorrow was like a mountain-load to him, and constituted more fear than they realised – the fear that he might be sinning … Subsequently he became silent about religious matters, wishing to spare them pain.17





In the circumstances, it is scarcely surprising that Childers’ initial progress at Haileybury was slow. The boy had no wish to be noticed. When his form master asked the class to name the Chancellor of the Exchequer, no one answered. When Childers himself was asked, his conscience obliged him to reply, ‘My cousin, Mr Hugh Childers’.18 He wished merely to fit in, and this he did. His position in class, and on the sports-field that was becoming such an admirable part of the public school ethos, was at first distinctly middling.




 *





In due course Childers began to adapt himself to the Haileybury regime. In 1885 he was in his House Rugby XV, in 1887 he was appointed a school prefect, and in 1889, his last year, he was Head of House. Academically, too, he gradually outstripped his brother’s leisurely performance at Harrow and showed himself more obviously his father’s son, towards the end of his time winning prizes in Latin, Greek and English. He was beginning to develop his taste for English literature in particular; he enjoyed the staple fare of Arnold and Dickens, and later grew positively to love Thackeray, Stevenson and Tennyson. From his father he also seems to have inherited considerable powers of concentration, an ability to focus on an intellectual task to the exclusion of all distractions, much noted by his contemporaries. Gradually, too, he seems to have become more at ease with himself. His sense of humour earned him the family nickname ‘Perk’ – the use of his first name, Robert, having been dropped in favour of Erskine – and his letters home displayed a personality superficially more confident and mature. At eighteen he wrote to his sister Sybil: ‘The prefectorial staff of Trevelyan House is grouped around the fire in various attitudes of repose or deep study, their noble Head is wrapped in dignified silence as he pens this epistle to his youngest sister, alas how unworthy a recipient; there is a general sleepiness beginning to pervade everything – Ah! there’s eleven striking. Time all decent citizens were in bed, and as I count myself amongst the latter class – and as, however, I cannot go to bed while I am writing a letter, of necessity I must say goodnight.’19 


Of his deeper development we can be less sure. Hints are to be found in an important figure in Childers’ adolescence. This was the Reverend Edward Hardress Waller, an Etonian and graduate of Trinity College, Dublin, who became Rector of Derralossary, near Glendalough, in 1885 – and who forty years later was to attend Childers on the day before his execution. Both Waller and his new young wife took to the youngster from Glendalough. The two men would spend hours tramping the Wicklow hills, thrashing out everything from ancient philosophy to contemporary politics, where Parnell had been so successful in unifying the Irish members at Westminster that he seemed on the verge of delivering to Ireland the ‘promised land’ of domestic autonomy known since 1870 as Home Rule. Inevitably this was a matter for some dismay among the Ascendancy, committed to the Union with England as they generally were. Robert Barton recalled that ‘Edward and his wife were very good friends of “Perk’s”, in spite of the disparity of their views on religion and politics. Both being good-natured men, they agreed to disagree and seldom argued hotly … Perk’s views being more liberal than those held by Waller.’20 Here was a passion concealed under an exterior that had become superficially more urbane. Similarly, while his status at school indicated someone at long last largely in harmony with his surroundings, his singular independence and self-sufficiency remained remarkable to his contemporaries: ‘We all liked him and thought him absolutely fair. As a matter of fact I don’t think he fraternized with anyone, though he was friendly to all. He was unusual in liking to go for long runs by himself. We were a little daunted by his extreme conscientiousness, to which we hardly dared aspire.’21


Evidently Childers in the end made a fair success of Haileybury, crowned in the early summer of 1889 by an Exhibition to read Classics at Trinity College, Cambridge. Trinity was Hugh Childers’ suggestion, and an altogether more fitting choice than Haileybury. Founded by Henry VIII in 1546, it was the largest, richest and most prestigious of the Cambridge colleges; it numbered among its graduates Childers’ kinsmen Thomas Erskine and Hugh himself, and his favourite poet, Tennyson. Moreover, it was full of ‘aristocratic and upper class families on whom the destiny of Empire and country would depend’.22 Here was the place for Erskine Childers. 


The summer of 1889 was spent exploring some of Tennyson’s old haunts, then on a trip to the wilds of Connemara. The latter produced Childers’ first attempt at a sustained piece of writing, in the form of an account of his journey, a somewhat overwritten piece that nevertheless displays glimpses of his talent. Less fortunately, it was apparently a soaking on this adventure that brought on sciatica, which was to leave him with a permanent limp. Then in October it was Cambridge – for many young men, of whatever generation, a formative influence.


IV


Childers followed the then normal practice of taking rooms outside the College in his first year, at 5 Bridge Street, a few yards from Trinity’s Front Gate. There he adapted quickly to the demands of undergraduate life, revelling in its responsibilities and its freedoms, its freshness, and the stimulus of other bright minds. In his first term he wrote to his sister, Dulcibella, revealing some of his enthusiasm for this new life:




Oh by the way, I must emphatically refuse to be silhouetted in my cap and gown, as you cruelly suggest. It is the stamp of the innocent freshman, fresh from school, glorying in his membership of an ancient and august institution, with whose academical cloaks he is permitted to invest his person. That I am that innocent freshman, fresh from school and even to some extent participating in the above sentiments, I unhesitatingly admit: but that I should stamp the same in indelible characters upon a clumsy bit of card would be, I consider, a gratuitous insult to myself, and all connected with me – so there! (As you said to me.)23





The educational value of a university is as much informal as formal, and Childers made some good friends. The closest was Ivor Lloyd-Jones, the son of a Folkestone clergyman and another Haileyburian, who shared and fostered Childers’ subsequent enthusiasm for the sea and – in Robert Barton’s words – whose ‘ebullient presence and ready address formed a counterpart to Perk’s rather quiet, retiring manner’.24 Walter Runciman was also a sailor (an enthusiasm born of his father’s position as a prosperous shipowner), and a man with a major political career in front of him. Perhaps more intriguing was Childers’ association with Edward Marsh. Later best known as Winston Churchill’s long-suffering private secretary, Marsh also became a distinguished literary and artistic midwife. Rupert Brooke was his most famous protégé, but he was also the editor of Georgian Poetry, and an exceptionally discerning collector of modern art. The son of the Master of another Cambridge college, Downing, Marsh was a man of a sophistication of intellectual and aesthetic interest new to Childers. Maurice Baring, Lord Macaulay’s great-nephews Charles, Robert and George Trevelyan, Walter Sickert’s brother Oswald, and Bertrand Russell were members of his circle. ‘We had been great friends at Trinity and later’, Marsh wrote of Childers, ‘and I knew him for one of the sweetest natures in the world.’ Marsh has left us with this graphic and engaging picture of his Cambridge friends:




What strikes me most when I look back on the life which I and my companions led at Cambridge is an extraordinary innocence and simplicity. I don’t think the ‘clear and serene air’ in which I see it is an enchantment lent by distance – we really were a different kind from the distraught and turgid beings who people the current novels of adolescence … I don’t think any of us were tormented and obsessed by sex as our successors appear to be – we had no known ‘affairs’, and I can remember only two of my known intimates falling in love. We were all tingling with intellectual curiosity, arguing on every subject in the firm belief that we should thus arrive at the truth; mostly hard workers for the sake of work, with little thought of our ‘careers’; keen politicians, nearly all Liberals, aware of the ‘storms that raged outside our happy ground’ but not much irked by them; great readers in general literature, both English and foreign; respectfully and rather externally interested in the other arts, especially music, but hardly at all in any form of sport. We lived in with a high degree of plainness, entertaining one another mainly at breakfast, generally on eggs which we had personally ‘buttered’; dining almost every evening ‘in Hall’ and meeting afterwards for the consumption, not of whisky and soda, but of cocoa, a drink for which I have since lost the taste. Taken together, it seems now to have been a very civilized form of life.25





Stimulated as he was by this sort of company, Childers also took the opportunity in his first year to travel abroad: a visit during the Easter vacation of 1890 with his sister Dulcibella to Italy. Apart from a trip to his grandfather in Nice when he was five, this was his first journey outside the British Isles. It was also his first direct exposure to the culture that had been the substance of his largely Classical education. E. M. Forster later captured in several of his novels the impact of the warm south on reserved and emotionally immature Englishmen, but Childers’ impressions seem to have been predominantly aesthetic. Writing of the trip to his uncle Charles (as ever, very much in loco parentis), he remarked – perhaps a little tritely – that ‘It cost between £20 and £29 and I can’t help feeling it was worth ten times that! The pictures at Florence alone were an education in themselves, and Ancient Rome was so fascinating, and that queer silent sunny Venice, and the grand gothic cathedral at Milan, and the delightful sunsets from behind Tivoli, and from Galileo’s tower above Florence, and Fiesole at Cantosa and the tower of the Doge’s Palace at Venice, and a host of other places I shan’t forget!’26


For his second year Childers moved into College, and immersed himself in its life. His sciatica precluded the running and rugby that he had enjoyed at Haileybury, but in the autumn of 1890 he took up rowing, winning a respectable position in the Trinity Second Boat. His recreations were also intellectual. He had been elected to Trinity’s debating society, the Magpie and Stump,27 in the November of his first year, and henceforth was a regular contributor to its meetings. His opinions were largely orthodox: he supported the motion that trade unions were detrimental to the country’s interests, and held very much his uncle’s views on the topical issue of Gladstone’s second Irish Home Rule bill. ‘Mr Childers pointed out some of the dangers of the proposed scheme,’ we read. ‘The case of Ireland was exceptional owing to its proximity, and the national aspirations were incompatible with our own safety.’28 This is the first direct reference we have to his views on the issue to which he was later to devote his life, and it is interesting to see his relative indifference here to the nationalist cause. Despite the vehemence of his discussions with the Reverend Waller, like most people he seems to have taken his social and political opinions from his background relatively uncritically. As he later wrote, he ‘grew up steeped in the most irreconcilable sort of Unionism’.29 Only gradually was this to change.


There was also the Classical Tripos30 to occupy him, for which he had the benefit of Marsh’s tutor, Arthur Woolgar Verral. An early enthusiast for regarding the Classics as works of art rather than exercises in verse, Verral was nevertheless a dedicated linguist. ‘He had the most scrupulous sense I have ever known of the value of exactness in language,’ Marsh wrote. ‘There was nothing academic in this; no one took more pleasure in novelty or audacity of expression if on close inspection it was justified and held water; but he would never tolerate an approximation to the meaning required.’31 Although he appeared only in the second half of the second division of the Tripos in June 1891, such exactness – almost pedantry – was both his father’s hereditary and Verral’s more practical legacy to Childers. His placing must have been a disappointment for a college exhibitioner, however, and was perhaps instrumental in his decision to change to law for his remaining two years at Trinity. Law led to rather more obvious practical opportunities than Classics, and he may also have had in mind the career of his ancestor Thomas Erskine.




 *





While mastering this new subject took up much of Childers’ time, he was also developing in other directions. As early as his first year at Trinity he had become the college representative on the Cambridge Review. He was characteristically self-deprecating about this to his uncle Charles: ‘I have blossomed into a college correspondent to the ‘Review’, an extremely unimportant office requiring no literary merits beyond a faculty for recording facts with brevity.’32 In reality, both the Review and Childers’ duties were rather more exacting. Founded in 1888 as a ‘journal of University life and thought’, it celebrated its fiftieth year with a roll-call of its ‘galaxy of literary celebrities … to name but a few, Sir Edmund Gosse, A. C. Benson, G. K. Chesterton, F. Anstey, Rupert Brooke, Flecker, Sir Walter Raleigh, Quiller-Couch, E. V. Lucas, Erskine Childers and Archibald Marshall’33 – a distinguished list. In the Michaelmas term of 1892, Childers became the Review’s editor, which plainly suggests journalistic ability, as well as a degree of respect from his peers beyond the gates of his own college. It is worth noting, however, that this esteem was not enough to get Childers very close to the Apostles, the undergraduate society of intellectual luminaries that later spawned the Bloomsbury group.


The second pointer for the future was the Magpie and Stump affair. Childers had remained a regular participant in its debates, and in due course became successively its secretary and treasurer, positions from which the presidency generally followed. His debating style, however, though rational, earnest and logical, had about it a certain prolixity with which some of the society’s members found fault. In the spring of 1892 they put forward an opposing candidate for the presidency, demanding that there should be a formal ballot. Posters around Trinity posed the question ‘Which do you prefer? Mr Gordon’s common sense or the intolerable gas of Mr Childers?’34 The issue caught the imagination both of Cambridge and of the world beyond, London’s Pall Mall Gazette regarding it as of greater interest than the concurrent local elections. The undergraduates, predictably disdaining worthiness in favour of panache, elected the eccentric Wykehamist George Hamilton Gordon, who celebrated with a fireworks display in Trinity’s Great Court, the sort of incident typified by Evelyn Waugh as ‘the sound of English county families baying for broken glass’.35 In college history it went down as the Gordon Riots.




 *





‘Till the war came to confound all epochs,’ wrote Marsh, ‘my life divided itself in retrospect into three parts: before Cambridge; Cambridge; since Cambridge.’36 Childers would not have so stressed Cambridge. He was at ease there, had apparently come to terms with himself and his parents’ tragedy, had made some very pleasant friends – had developed his journalistic and debating skills, developed intellectually, perhaps emotionally. But it was not for him the Pauline experience it was for Marsh, who excelled at Trinity, and whose promise there marked him and his closest friends for prominence in later life. Although he came down in June of 1893 with a First in Law, Childers was neither of quite such intellectual calibre, nor quite of Marsh’s inner circle. Indeed, the subsequent paths of the two men to an extent call to mind The Riddle of the Sands, in which the narrator Carruthers remarks of his companion Davies: ‘We had both gone down in the same year … I had passed brilliantly into my profession, and on the few occasions I had met him since my triumphant début in society I had found nothing left in common between us. He seemed to know none of my friends, he dressed indifferently, and I thought him dull.’37 Childers was perhaps here drawing a parallel between Marsh’s spectacular subsequent progress at the Colonial Office under Joseph Chamberlain, and his own rather more stolid path. Childers was yet to burn with the hard, gem-like flame of Marsh.
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