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Preface and Acknowledgments





This biography is based largely on A. L. Rowse’s personal archive which he presented, two or three years before his death, to the Library of the University of Exeter. When I was invited to write his life I made two stipulations: first, that nothing I wrote on the subject should appear during his lifetime and second, that I should be granted exclusive access to all his books and papers until after my book had been published. Rowse, who had several times expressed the wish that no biography of him should be written, nevertheless agreed at once to these conditions. He further presented me with a great deal of material (he had not yet made his gift to the University of Exeter) and welcomed my visits to discuss its contents and, indeed, to range at will over his long life.


The disorder of the papers (he kept, it sometimes seems, everything, even Christmas cards, but made only fitful efforts to sort and to arrange) meant that if I was to get on with the job I could not afford to wait for what was bound to be a long undertaking. The papers had been piled into boxes and files which were numbered, so that in taking notes and transcribing I had the rough means of citation necessary for my own reference but useless to future researchers when the papers will have been properly classified and arranged. Thus to facilitate reference I have tried to indicate by date and description the documentary authority for statements deriving from this my principal source. Other sources are cited in the usual manner in the footnotes.


It will be seen that I had the advantage, unknown to a biographer whose work has been largely in the seventeenth century, of conversing with my subject. The kindness of his contemporaries and friends has been no less valuable. The late Lord Sherfield, who was Rowse’s contemporary at Christ Church and was elected to a Fellowship at All Souls on the same day, and the late Sir Isaiah Berlin, elected only a few years later, both allowed me to come and question them. So did his colleagues of a younger generation, Sir Raymond Carr and Sir Michael Howard. The chaplain of the College, Professor McManners, and the ex Codrington Librarian, J. S. G. Simmons, the closest friends of his last years at All Souls, have been unfailingly helpful.


In Cornwall the hospitality of Lord and Lady St Levan at St Michael’s Mount and that of David Treffry at the great house from which his family have for centuries commanded Fowey harbour introduced me to two of the County’s splendours dearest to Rowse’s heart. His near contemporary and sometime solicitor Mr John Pethybridge supplied me with invaluable recollections of the circumstances of Rowse’s early life.


I wish to express my thanks to Tim Farmiloe and John Handford at Messrs Macmillan and to Mrs J. C. Sen at the John Rylands University Library, Manchester for searching their archives on my behalf. In America I wish to record my obligation to the Library of the University of Georgia at Athens (to which Rowse sold part of his library) where I was shown much kindness by Mary-Ellen Brooks, and to the Huntington Library at Pasadena, especially to its distinguished senior scholars, J. M. Steadman, Andrew Rolle and Robert Wark, who allowed me to profit from their memories of Rowse’s visits.


In Shakespearean matters Miss Mary Edmond, Mr Stephen Freer and Professor Stanley Wells have generously put their scholarship at my disposal. Elizabeth Jenkins, in Rowse’s opinion his most rewarding correspondent, has kindly supplied me with letters of hers which are not in the Rowse archive. My old friend Kenneth Rose has allowed me to quote from his Diary whose future publication is eagerly awaited.


Mr Sydney Cauveren has saved me much labour by permitting me to avail myself of his A. L. Rowse bibliography which is shortly to be published in America by the Scarecrow Press. Mr John Saumarez Smith of Heywood Hill Books, the purchaser of Rowse’s library, has drawn my attention to much that I would have missed. For the assistance and considerate attention of the Exeter University Librarian, Dr Alasdair Paterson, and his staff over many months I am deeply grateful.


Finally to Rowse’s oldest and closest friends, Jack Simmons, Norman Scarfe, David Treffry, and Raleigh Trevelyan my debt is limitless. Their friendship and encouragement have irradiated the writing of this book.


For permission to quote from T. S. Eliot’s letters in the Rowse archive I am most grateful to his widow, Mrs Valerie Eliot. The letter from George Bernard Shaw is printed by permission of the Society of Authors on behalf of the Bernard Shaw estate.
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Contradictions





Cornwall, the Little Land as A. L. Rowse, one of its most distinguished sons, thought of it, is like a tender towed in the wake of Britain. It is a tongue of land, seventy miles long and rarely more than twenty miles broad, buffeted to the north by the crashing seas of the Atlantic, indented to the south by the deep bays and estuaries of the Channel coast, sharing with Brittany a Celtic and a maritime inheritance that sets them apart from the great countries to which they have long been attached. Unlike the other large historic English counties it exudes no evidence of wealth. There are no smiling, fat, landscapes. Its beauties are either big, bare, dramatic, as most of its grand coastline or its central moors, or hidden, intimate valleys. It is not at all English. A fierce poverty, a fierce independence, are its human characteristics.


Alfred Leslie Rowse, born on 4 December 1903, in the hamlet of Tregonissey, on the hillside above St Austell in which it is now absorbed, proudly recalled that it ‘like all the china-clay villages of the “Higher Quarter”, escaped the stifling embrace of the squirearchy. And that fact, I realize now, though it was never thought of then, had a profound effect on our upbringing and social outlook. We were an independent folk; we never saw anybody in the village better than ourselves. I never remember seeing any sign of servility among any of its inhabitants. We were not in the habit of saying “sir” to anybody. I cannot recall my father saying “sir” to anyone; nor did the china-clay workers as a whole, any more than, I suppose, the free and independent tinners from whom they sprang had done in their day.’1


The tin mines to which he alludes, and in which his grandfather had worked, had been for centuries, perhaps even from Phoenician times, the chief source of such natural wealth as the county could boast. The mining tradition it fostered enabled Cornishmen to seek their fortunes in the Gold Rushes in South Africa, Australia and California when the tin diminished. (It had finally given out a year or two after Rowse’s death.) But it was succeeded in the nineteenth century by the china-clay industry, in which his father was employed, that still flourishes in the part of southern Cornwall in which he was born, lived and died.


Cornwall is now, to most English people except those who go there for seaside holidays (again like Brittany), as remote as Greenland. It is on the way to nowhere. It is an end in itself (as Rowse would passionately have wished it to be and as, for him, it always was). In ‘The Seven Landscapes of Cornwall’2 he describes the contrasts and particularities of its landscape, concluding with his own:


‘What about the corrugated lunar landscape of the St Austell china-clay country – in the moonlight, under snow? I once saw an aurora borealis up there on a snowy day, over a thousand feet up.’


What indeed? But we must turn to the man himself. And there may be something to be said for introducing the reader to him by recalling how I was.


At my very first meeting with him, more than fifty years ago, I recall a snatch of talk arising from the fact that Harold Laski,3 then the self-appointed guru of the triumphant Labour Party, had attacked Rowse as ‘a traitor to his class’.


‘What about HIM! Old Nathan Laski, respectable, prosperous pillar of Manchester capitalism …’ The words are not exact: I did not take them down at the time and I certainly had no inkling that I should one day be Rowse’s biographer. But the amused, high-spirited tone is as fresh in my mind as if it were yesterday.


It has often been observed that actors who have made their name in comedy will generally succeed in tragedy, whereas the converse is rarely true. Which was Rowse? He certainly saw himself, or liked to present himself, as a tragic character. But his humorous perception was acute. He was very entertaining company, his sense of comedy irrepressible if not often directed at himself. It was not that he was self-satisfied. He had a Pepysian power of turning a cold objective gaze on the nakedness of his jealousies, resentments, pettinesses, that most of us are happy to ignore in ourselves.


That he was unusually and variously gifted few of his detractors, no inconsiderable body, would deny. The positive and negative aspects of these qualities are related. Rowse was a brilliant historian, specializing in the Tudor period but by no means confining himself to it. He was a poet. He was an aesthete whose taste and knowledge in painting, architecture and music were not shallow. He was a notable biographer. He was an antiquary whose understanding of the Cornish past was profound and passionate. He campaigned as a Labour candidate in the 1930s when the tide was running strongly against his party. Forty and fifty years later he was to encourage a view of himself as the sworn enemy of the progressive intellectual. And yet he could – and did – argue that he had been consistent in his loyalties. To the end of his life he retained his admiration for Attlee and Bevin. It was the fashionable Left and its fashionable idols that he hated and despised, sentiments which were warmly reciprocated. Yet for all that he never retracted his early admiration for Karl Marx, finding in his historical analysis a powerful support for his own scepticism towards liberal principles and professions. It was from Marx that he learned, and continued to believe, that at the base of human history lay its economic facts.


Even those who did not find themselves berated as humbugs or derided as simpletons were disturbed by the diversity of his scholarly interests. Rowse never forgot that he was a poet, that he had won a scholarship to Christ Church in English, not History, that he had appeared in print with Graham Greene and others in an undergraduate volume Oxford Poetry for which some of his contemporaries, later to achieve fame as writers, had been rejected. Like it or not, Literature was as much his parish as History. The members of these two encrusted academic faculties, for the most part, did not like it at all. They liked it still less when he followed up a widely admired biography of Shakespeare with volumes on the sonnets and on the identity of the Dark Lady.


Whatever the merits of Rowse’s arguments there can be no question that the tone in which he advanced them gave a huge advantage to his opponents. Rowse was quite clever enough to have seen this for himself. Why then did he adopt it? The answer that he gave was that a lifetime of rebuffs, of exclusion, of non-recognition, had exacerbated his proud and defiant nature. He knew and he did not care. He had nothing to lose. He might as well enjoy annoying people who had annoyed him. How well or ill founded this opinion was the reader should be better able to decide when he has finished this book. But there can be no doubt as to the fervour with which it was held.


Fervour, indeed, was the keynote of his personality. The mild distastes, the faint enjoyments, the neutralities that make up so much of everyday life were all but unknown to him. His response was always vigorous and vivid, though not necessarily lacking in subtlety or discrimination. None the less the speed and force of his perceptions, impressive, stimulating, provocative, denied him the insights incident to slow recognition except in those departments of exact historical scholarship where minuteness and particularity are both essence and entirety. The long, hard slog through documents difficult to interpret or even to make out, what researcher is not familiar with the sense of inching one’s way towards what is very likely empty of meaning or value? The tedium, the sense of pointlessness, the guilty and resentful awareness of wasting time are intensified by physical trivialities. The room is too cold or too airless: one’s wrist aches or one’s back is stiff: half-heard chatter annoys. To the cool temper these are trying. To the ardent, still more to the consciously superior, they are exasperating.


Rowse was both. His ardour needs no demonstration. His consciousness of superiority took strong hold in childhood. Who can forget the little boy standing at the top of the stairs while his parents were still in bed and proclaiming at the top of his voice, ‘Everyone’s a fool in this house but me’? The successful struggles, against what in his day were enormous odds, to win a first-class education fortified this conviction. His election to a Fellowship of All Souls, a place where viceroys, archbishops and other figures in the front rank of public life as well as men of legendary learning mixed on equal terms with young men who only a year before had been undergraduates, concluded the matter. Indeed, All Souls came to take the place of religion, philosophy, ethics (a concept for which Rowse, in his journals, repeatedly expresses his scepticism).


Try as one will to avoid the word ‘elitism’, a nasty linguistic formation heavy with overtones of spite and envy, the cost to reader and author is too high. Rowse, at any rate, would have embraced, did embrace, the notion at its widest and most unqualified. In what became during the last half of his life a dark, despairing, but still defiant view of the human condition, there was on the one hand the vast mass of what he called the Idiot People, contemptuously ignorant and actively resentful of literature and the arts which constitute the light shining in darkness; on the other the handful of men and women who create, care for and seek to preserve them. Clearly discernible among this sacred band was, of course, himself.


So crude a summary may sound sneering. Certainly those who disliked him or were shocked by his intemperate and provocative assertions will so regard it. But, however clumsy the expression, that is far from the author’s intention. It is impossible to understand or appreciate Rowse – or indeed any character worth exploration – without at times representing them in postures offensive to the bien pensant. Mr Podsnap would not have made much of a biographer. Rowse, had he been per impossibile his own biographer,4 looking at himself from the outside with a sympathetic but observant eye, would at once have detected inconsistencies in a position which he liked to think of as intellectually impregnable. Solipsism, the view that oneself is the only reality, that other people and the world of ideas exist only as far as they impinge on one’s consciousness, was his repeated profession. Nothing is either good or bad but thinking makes it so. He thought Shakespeare and Michelangelo good, the Idiot People preferred football and pop music. The simple fact of his preference was warrant enough for a superstructure of aesthetics and morals.


Morals? Here and there in the journals one can find hurried, almost furtive, but recognizable denials of the existence of right and wrong. Yet his history books and still more his journals, letters and private conversation show no such thing. On the contrary they ring with moral judgments, both approving (his temperament was warm and generous: when all is said and done he was an artist) and censorious. At times, particularly in his more popular history books, he likes to suggest that all such judgments are pragmatic and relative. We call an action good or bad according to whether it is in its context appropriate and rational. This gives us a comforting sense of being in touch with the great intellectual currents of our time.


But when it came to people he knew and had dealings with there were no hesitations. Take for instance his grateful and affectionate biography of Sir Arthur Quiller Couch (1988), ‘a great gentleman, the greatest I have ever known’. Rowse was always quick to recognize baseness and generosity and to characterize them in unambiguously moral terms. Besides these simplicities, shared, one fears, with the Idiot People, there were moral obligations implicit in being one of the Elect. Talent, given the opportunity to develop it, imposed its own duty on its possessors. Gifted undergraduates who were his exact or near contemporaries, Graham Greene, W. H. Auden, Cyril Connolly, were never pardoned for their profligate neglect of their studies. Shirking hard work was a moral offence: and hard work, if one was clever (as they were) was all that was necessary to get a first in schools. Ergo not to have obtained a first showed that all is not sweet, all is not sound.


Rowse’s claim to the reader’s attention is not as a systematic thinker; and if it were the present author would be ill-equipped to write about him. He was an artist, a poet and a scholar. If he were to be compared with the Englishmen of the mid-seventeenth century Evelyn, Clarendon, Aubrey and Pepys would all be in point: Hobbes, Locke or Newton not at all. A sense of period, even a power of identifying oneself with a historical person as an actor identifies himself with a dramatis persona, a sense of place, of atmosphere, these were natural gifts which he diligently cultivated. The supreme master of them was his contemporary and friend John Betjeman. Indeed they once collaborated in an anthology of topographical photographs Victorian and Edwardian Cornwall (1974). The poetic, the intuitive, how these notes insist themselves in any contemplation of Rowse. In Betjeman’s case these were combined with a good nature and a sufferance of fools that were apparently limitless. No one would think of saying any such thing of A.L.,5 kind-hearted though he often showed himself to be. Impatience, anger, egocentricity, were simmering away even when they did not burst through the surface.


Betjeman leads – what better guide? – to Cornwall. Here, even deeper than love of Oxford and All Souls, than hatred for destructiveness and philistinism, lay the wellsprings. Partly it was simple patriotism, partly the strength of the first dawning perceptions of beauty. ‘What my heart first awaking, Whispered the world was’ but chiefly it was the sureness of independence, of knowing that one was different. A.L. for all his scorn for the Idiot People was fond of playing the proletarian card, of priding himself on working-class horse sense as opposed to the high-minded self-delusion of the bourgeois intellectuals. He and D. H. Lawrence, he repeatedly implies, shared a fierce realism denied to public school men, even to those who had, like R. H. Tawney or George Orwell, chosen to go slumming in maturity. But beyond the clarity born of the bareness of working-class life he prided himself on the perceptions derived from his Celtic antecedents. He was not an Englishman, but Cornish born and bred. This in his eyes explained or excused a certain deviousness not to say slipperiness of which he knew himself capable and which, if practised against him, he would have resented. Decency, gentlemanliness, qualities which in fact he admired, were not part of the Celtic inheritance. He explains the matter with his usual lucidity in the following passage (pp. 197–8) of his biography of Quiller Couch already mentioned.


Rowse relates how in 1940 the Cornish landed gentry, who had been appeasers almost to a man and thus his bitter opponents in the previous Parliamentary election,




… were willing to come round and be friends with me. They were too late. I had turned my back on the county. Q was saddened at the breach, but he had no idea how far it would go, how absolutely I would react. He wasn’t a Celt; he had a nice English nature. He called me over to the Haven [Q’s house at Fowey], the so familiar study, and told me a thing or two about the proprietor of the local newspaper that had attacked A Cornish Childhood (as if they could get away with it with impunity: I had too much of that sort of thing throughout the thirties). He then said a wonderful thing: ‘The best revenge is not to be like them’. That was Q: not me. I registered that he was right and at the same moment that I was not going to follow his gospel.





The concluding sentence exactly echoes a famous passage of Horace – except that the Latin poet advances no racial or cultural justification of his choice.


Perhaps a closer examination of this parallel may be enlightening. Ovid wrote




                                               video meliora proboque


              Deteriora sequor.





‘I see what is better and I approve of it; I practise what is worse.’ The statement invites no sympathy, still less approval. If anything it is a recognition, so characteristic of the writer, of the truth about himself. It is certainly not a plea, direct or covert, for moral relativism or ethical pluralism. Anything but. It is a sharp assertion of black and white.


Rowse’s remarks, looser and less succinct – after all he was not writing a poem but reminiscing about himself and an old friend – also present truths, not singular but plural, about himself. Their plurality is their most characteristic feature. He admires Q.’s clear application of his own creed as a gentleman and as a Christian. He even accepts its validity. ‘I registered that he was right.’ At the same time he rejects the general notion of a moral imperative which in common speech as well as in moral philosophy is implied by the word ‘right’. ‘That may be all very well, indeed admirable, for Q.,’ he says, ‘because Q. is an Englishman. I am not, and have never claimed to be. As a pure bred Celt I owe my moral allegiance to a starker, harsher code.’


It would be easy to demonstrate the inconsistency, the double standards, of such a position. But Rowse did not set up to be a moral philosopher, indeed often and emphatically expressed his scepticism towards the value of such an activity. What he is here stating and, unlike Horace, seemingly expecting approval for, is pluralism. To commit oneself to one standpoint is, in his eyes, to limit, not to intensify, perception and understanding of one’s fellow men. Homosexuality, he asserts in his journals and sometimes suggests in print, equips a man with feminine as well as masculine insights into character, psychology, motive. Truth may be one but that does not preclude its having many aspects. The poet, the novelist, the historian who has grasped this will be the better for it. Rowse is explaining the secrets of his trade, showing the reader his tools and the use of them, not designing an unsinkable vessel to be launched on the strange seas of thought.


Yet the most striking quality of Rowse’s pluralism is that it most certainly did not issue in a general indifferentism, an indulgent assent to the fashionable proposition that Anything Goes. No writer of the century was more censorious. Indeed the last decades of his life resound with denunciations of the world into which he had survived, with predictions of doom as dark as anything to be found in the Old Testament. This element had always been to some degree present in his work. It is not only his contemporaries but the historical personages of his studies that incur reproof. Dr Noel Malcolm in an eminently fair, indeed favourable, review of Four Caroline Portraits (1993) raises the objection ‘that its whole method of tut-tutting and ticking off the past is somehow unhistorical’. The point is well taken: Rowse is both a professed sceptic and an inveterate moralist. It is yet another contradiction.


Dr Malcolm points us to one more. It is profoundly unhistorical, inexplicable in so sensitive, so learned and so imaginative a historian, to castigate the men and women of the Middle Ages or the sixteenth century for religious belief. Their historian is not obliged to share it but he must accept the fact of it. Even in the history of religious art and iconography the personal creed of scholars is beside the point. The work of Emile Mâle, an agnostic, is no less sympathetic to or perceptive of the ideas of the medieval glass-painters or stone carvers than that of M. R. James, a believer. One of the most powerful motives to become a historian is the desire to enter minds and worlds other than one’s own. One could illustrate this, abundantly, from Rowse’s own books. Yet, in the same volume in most cases, one finds him lecturing his subjects for the inadequate grounds of their beliefs.


The question of religion exemplifies his intellectual duality. Ready, indeed anxious, to demonstrate to Cranmer or Sir Thomas More the baselessness of their, or anyone else’s, religious position he objected strongly to being described as an atheist. ‘Agnostic’ was the term he chose because it admitted a mystery at the heart of things while rejecting definitions and systems. But having disembarrassed himself of credal allegiance he enjoyed, vicariously, a partisanship in English Christianity. He liked the High – though not the extreme – Anglicans. He disliked Low Churchmen and detested Puritanism. He had never, unlike Gibbon and other historians later celebrated for their scepticism, been drawn to Roman Catholicism. Much might be pardoned for the patronage of the arts in which the Church of Rome had for centuries played the leading part. On the other hand the encouragement of superstition and downright silliness, typified for Rowse by Cardinal Newman’s belief in the miraculous transport of the Virgin’s house from Nazareth to the Italian town of Loreto, put it beyond the pale. But far, far worse were the Puritans who combined silliness with a deadly destructiveness, defacing carvings, smashing stained-glass windows, throwing paintings into the Thames.


Yet as he himself came ruefully to recognize Puritanism had got its own back on him for all his denunciations. What else but Puritanism animated his moral outrage at people like Cyril Connolly squandering time and talent on menus and wine lists that should have been devoted to the perusal of texts prescribed for the Final Honours Schools? Puritanism in its current secular sense stands for the triumph of the will, the imposition of self-discipline on the appetites of the natural man. Rowse had had to force this on himself to win his passport to the Republic of Letters. In an unpublished short story, of which the hero is a thinly disguised self-portrait, he wrote:




Was he himself a trifle inhuman? Certainly his iron control of himself was, and it took it out of him physically, in a chronic recurrence of gastric ulcer. Such discipline certainly was not natural to man.





The poverty and ignorance of the household into which he was born were unbearable to a vigorous, questioning intelligence. Questions demanded answers. Books, of which there were none in the house, were the obvious place in which to look for them. The educational ladder by which one climbed from a virtually illiterate home had in the years before the First World War few rungs. To contrast then and now is almost to contrast an escalator and a greasy pole. The struggle so vividly described in A Cornish Childhood developed characteristics in the author that were never to be effaced.




1. A Cornish Childhood (1942), pp. 24–5.


2. The Little Land of Cornwall (1986), pp. 1–3.


3. For Rowse’s considered view of Laski see Chapter 9.


4. He was, in several volumes, his own autobiographer; but that is not the same thing.


5. His preferred style of address among his intimates.
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Origins





What is a historian? Nowadays, hoping to be taken for a scientist, he sometimes appears as a statistician or puts on the false beard of a sociologist. Opponents of this conception point out that in French and Italian the word for history and the word for a story are the same. Rowse’s views, expressed in one of his earliest books and enlarged in The Use of History (1946) incline markedly to the second understanding of the function. But the Greek verb, from which French, Italian and English derive, means to inquire, to ask questions.


If ever a cap fitted, that does. In his first, most brilliant, autobiographical composition A Cornish Childhood (1942) Rowse achieved a self-description that triumphs by its unself-consciousness:




I admit that I was exceedingly inquisitive, devoured by an insatiable desire to know and in every direction; but I was never encouraged … There was a blank wall all round. The result was that I was very much thrown in upon myself, my head teeming with ideas and questions and comments of all sorts and kinds, which were, it seemed, never welcome and usually bitten off with: ‘Little boys should be seen and not heard’. When I first heard this dreary, discouraging remark, I wondered quite what it meant: why should little boys be seen? Were they to be looked at as if on exhibition? And what was the point of that? And then the point that they were to be unheard – seen but not heard – sank in, and I realized that that was the point of the remark. How I resented it. I could feel a blush going down my neck, bristling the hairs on the way down. And always when cut off in the midst of some – to me – entrancing exordium, some trope of imagination, which I cannot but think intelligent grown-ups would have found fascinating from a small child of five and known how to deal with, but which the plain working-people in whose family I was born and brought up never showed the slightest interest in and cut short – always I remember the hot blush of shame and the confusion which overcame me when I heard: ‘Little boys should be seen and not heard.’


I grant that I must have been an altogether too knowing little boy, or would have been if the questions had been answered – if they had been capable of answering them. But this process of stubbing every shoot of confidence on the part of a naturally sanguine and vivacious temperament had all sorts of unforeseen consequences, some of them detrimental to happiness. For one thing, this repressive, discouraged youth drove me in upon myself and made me excessively ambitious: not until I was thirty-five and nearly lost my life over a couple of duodenal operations did this pressure relax, and, with the possibility of enjoying life returning (for the first time since I was nineteen), there came a more natural attitude to life.





A Cornish Childhood is such a pellucid book, fresh, astringent, tender, that it seems irritating to gloss it. But it throws so much light on so much that is to follow that it can hardly be avoided. From the first the little boy, though mischievous and, as he says himself, vivacious, was fond of being on his own. And like another solitary boy of an inquisitive disposition, John Aubrey, he loved hearing about the past. Intellectually this can be explained as the necessary consequence of curiosity. The past is all there is to be curious about. The present, as soon as one’s consciousness has apprehended it, is already past. And the future offers scope not so much for curiosity as for speculation. This argument was to be deployed in The Use of History. It can hardly have been present to the awareness of a small boy. What was undoubtedly present, and was to remain, indeed to strengthen with his strength, was a nostalgia, a topographical loyalty to the scenes of his early life. In time this assumed the forms of religion. In his nineties he sent me a copy of his poem; entitled ‘Home’:








Christ keep the cliffs and coves


     The land that gave me birth.


And let no harm come near to them


    When I am gone to earth.










Christ keep them as they were


    When I was but a boy:


To walk the roads and come to them


    Was all my summer’s joy.














A sense of place implies a sense of its past. The combination of them is one of the springs of poetry. ‘Home’ to Rowse was the Cornwall to which his awakening perception thrilled, not the love and cherishing of the family into which he was born. It is a constant theme of his journals that love was a word to which he could attach no meaning so that the first conventional axiom of Christianity ‘God is Love’ conveyed nothing to him. But whether he knew what it meant or not he was certainly conscious of feeling affection and of needing it. His own self-analysis already quoted proves that.


Yet the portraits of his father and mother drawn in A Cornish Childhood are not without touches of tenderness in the depiction of his father, and of understanding, sometimes rising to an unwilling admiration, for his mother. They are at least presented as human beings, unlike the icy James Mill who stalks through the early passages of his brilliant son’s autobiography with no word of encouragement or affection. This retrospect was written in 1941, some six or seven years after the death of his father, and before the obduracies of his mother, who kept house for him in Cornwall, had exasperated him to frenzy. The book had, he tells us, shaped itself in his mind in the intervals of recuperation while he was undergoing a series of operations that he and most of his friends thought quite likely to be fatal. The tone was therefore more subdued, the vision more elegiac, than was usual with him.


Neither parent showed the boy affection. The father, he suggests, rather through ineptitude, an inability to communicate born of his own bullied and joyless early life: the mother through a hard, cold, angry practicality that had no time for such things, a trait that, in his maturity, he was to remark in his own character. His elder brother George, from the start aggressively masculine and determinedly unimaginative, was naturally antipathetic. He is seen in the book simply as the product of a social environment itself distasteful, rather as Clarendon described the generality of victims in the Civil War ‘dirty people of no name’. Only his sister Hilda, his elder by nearly ten years, broke this circle. She




had a growing girl’s devotion to the baby of the family … It was ‘Hoola’ who made me say my prayers, dressed dolls for me, looked after the brown teddy-bear, and tended me in bed when I had the measles … One day I remember my mother stupidly posing the question before somebody else ‘Oo do ee love best?’ The answer was of course, firmly and uncompromisingly ‘Hoola’. This was very ill received, with a frown and a scolding; but I was as obstinate as devoted, and wild horses would not have made me give the expected answer. It wasn’t true and I wasn’t going to say it: I think there was even thus early an instinctive resentment at the feeling of rejection, the importance of which in my make-up (or case history) I leave it to the Freudians to disentangle.





The obvious truthfulness of this account thaws the ice-bound vision of a childhood empty of affection. But it supports the author’s contention of damage suffered and held as a grudge against his mother. Rowse from his earliest days seems to have had a keen sense of genealogy, like a horse-breeder, seeing people first as specimens of a collective heredity rather than noticing them as individuals. His description of his father and mother takes shape and life from his apprehension of their family characteristics: the Rowses fickle, combative, devil-may-care, reckless, improvident; the Vansons, his mother’s family, clever, cooler, more controlled, physically more elegant and sexually attractive. Before composing the book he had enumerated and catalogued these strains in his own nature. Autobiography he tells us in his opening paragraph had long been among his favourite reading. The Rowses and the Vansons of whom we are given such vivid sketches set against a compellingly realistic background of Cornish village society at the opening of the twentieth century owe not a little of their vitality to the author’s close observation of himself.


Autobiography can hardly be written without disclosing feelings about people who are still alive. This imposed a certain moderation on what Rowse then wrote about his mother. But it is permissible to wonder what she made of the paragraph following that in which the reader has been told that before her marriage she had been in domestic service at one of Cornwall’s greatest houses, St Michael’s Mount, whose history and situation are then romantically evoked.




Not much of all this, it may be supposed, entered the head of a very young, very lovely housemaid, with those wonderful dark eyes and perfect features, the exquisite line of mouth and nose, the small ears under wavy black hair, drawn straight back. A bonne bouche, a discerning eye would decide. Age: twenty. The reaction on her part, in terms of how many bedrooms (so much larger than Tregrehan) [the country house near St Austell where her father and mother were lodge-keepers] so many stairs and tunnels and passages in the rock; here you had to go downstairs to bed; you were for ever losing your way in such a large place. Here, too, the sacrosanct, mysterious routine of the gentry, on an even grander scale: at the apex of it the remote, the unseen figure of ‘his lordship’ [Lord St Levan]; the strangeness of a house upon an island in the sea, going to and fro to Marazion by boat, or, when the tide was low, over the causeway; the gale of wind blowing against those high, defensive walls. (And always against that background, the interminable passages, the Chevy Chase Room, the Chapel with its family memorials, the figure of the young Captain, invalided home from the East. Only a few years ago, with strange emotion, I saw his memorial, dead a year or two after that brief time, there along with the rest.)





The significance of this passage is thinly concealed in order to avoid embarrassment and preserve the decencies. His mother had had an affair with one of the sons of the house resulting in an illegitimate daughter. The St Aubyn family had evidently behaved well, had found another situation for the young mother and had made provision for the upbringing of the child. The father, a regular army officer, died while serving in Hong Kong two or three years later.


Why, it may be asked, did Rowse exhume, or if not exhume at least indicate the site of this long buried secret? His mother surely would have found it disturbing. The answer is that Rowse, at the time of writing, was convinced that Dick Rowse, the china-clay worker, was not his natural father. How could his own sensibilities, his innate fastidiousness, his distaste amounting in adolescence and young manhood to active repulsion from working-class habits and pleasures, be accounted for except on the supposition that his true father was someone else? The young Captain had been dead some years before Rowse’s birth, but the more he observed both the sexual promiscuity of Cornish villagers and the nature of his mother, the more probable it seemed that she had deceived the husband who was touchingly and simply devoted to her. The diaries often recur to the topic and settle ultimately on a lively but not noticeably aristocratic candidate. Not until 19 October 1964 was this issue apparently1 decided by a visit to a town in Montana where emigrants from Tregonissey, the little village now swallowed in St Austell, had settled. Dick Rowse, he was now assured, was his true father.


Had not part of his mind accepted this all along? Why else go so thoroughly into the immediate Rowse antecedents and relate them to his own proud, intemperate nature? Why stress the historical continuity of the Rowses in Tregonissey? Why be overwhelmed with excitement at finding a document in the Public Record Office that showed a Gregory Rowse holding a substantial property in Tregonissey in 1602? Very probably like the D’Urbervilles in Hardy’s novel, always one of Rowse’s favourite writers, they had gradually come down in the world. Was not this a pedigree romantic enough to transcend the fighting, boozing, womanizing that absorbed the energies of Dick Rowse’s brothers? Celtic ambivalence, on which A.L. plumed himself, disdains a clear answer.


The colours of family life in A Cornish Childhood are at first glance hard. But those of what is now called the extended family are soft and warm. The kindness of the Vanson grandparents, their lifelong devotion to each other, could not have been brought to life by an observer who was a stranger to affection. Uncles and aunts are recalled with gratitude rather than resentment. There is real sympathy for the harshness of their lot and appreciation of the marvellous generosity of the poor. Of his next-door neighbour Mrs Cornelius, a widow who had been deserted by her husband and left to bring up a family on what she could earn by charring, scrubbing and needlework, he writes:




Children, and this small child especially, were the soft spots in this poor lonely old woman’s heart. But I am glad to say that, in return for Nelius’s  goodness to us, Mother and Father were good to her. She had a great relish for seed-buns – yeast buns flavoured with caraway-seeds, much appreciated in Cornwall, though not by me. Whenever there was a baking of seed-buns, infallibly once or twice in the week, there were a few sent up to Nelius. I think her great luxury was at our hands. The last thing on Saturday night, when the shop [kept by the Rowses] was shut up and Nelius had gone to bed tired with the week’s work, father would carry a boiling hot cup of tea and a new seed-bun up to the old woman in bed … sometimes, if father was busy, I took it up to her …


Her last years were made easier for her by Lloyd George’s Old Age Pension. If anybody ever deserved five shillings a week after a lifetime of honest hard work it was Nelius; and if there was anybody to whom it was an inestimable help it was she. The consequence was that she worshipped the name of Lloyd George – and quite rightly, too.








[image: ]

Bill-head of Rowse’s father’s shop.








Passages such as this need to be remembered when the author is in full flood about the Idiot People and the iniquities of extortions made on their behalf from the hapless taxpayer.


To offer a substitute for A Cornish Childhood is no purpose of this book. The balance between the poet and the historian, between the adjective and the noun of the title, are both achieved there with a success that leaves little to be said beyond a commendation to read it. Of the themes that a biographer finds it necessary to extract poverty may perhaps bear a brief summary. That the Rowses were poor is obvious. But the village shop, whose servitude incessantly interrupted home study already difficult enough, did at least mean that they did not go hungry even if the diet was neither nutritious nor attractive. The poverty round them was keener. But there was no margin, no spending money. When the boy won a prize he was outraged that the money was appropriated by his mother to buy him a pair of boots. That however was the first reward of the career in which he was to make a name for himself.




1. Only apparently: it continued to disturb him. See Chapter 27.
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Education





In the closing decade of the twentieth century there is far less agreement on what is meant by this word and what is to be hoped from it than in the first. Rowse was untroubled by any uncertainty on the matter. It was the development of the intellectual faculties, in especial the acquisition of the ability to distinguish and to demonstrate the difference between truth and falsehood. By this means knowledge was achieved and extended. The notion that education should be employed as a remedy for the ills of society or that it should be diverted from its essential purpose in order to promote this or that social ideal was, in his eyes, intellectual treachery.


Perhaps treachery is too dramatic. Rather it was the intellectual flabbiness induced by middle-class sentimentality and humbug, to which could be traced all the ills of the century from the appeasement of Hitler to the erosion of standards in education. His long life enabled him to chart in his own experience the rise and fall of hopes and expectations from the schools provided by the public authorities. In his young manhood he never ceased to be astonished, even shocked, at the complaints and recriminations of his privately educated contemporaries, anthologized by Graham Greene in The Old School. ‘My schooldays were just happiness all the way along. It is a great tribute to day-schools’ he wrote in A Cornish Childhood, admitting that public schools and even more preparatory schools of the late Victorian and early twentieth-century periods might have been pretty hellish for an unathletic boy who showed signs of developing into an intellectual or, worse still, an aesthete.


But what about the village schools? Wasn’t there a good deal of bullying and rough stuff at break or on the way to and from school? Rowse acknowledges that he was lucky but his reader may feel that he owed a good deal to his own pugnacity, a temperamental quality that can sometimes cow superior strength. Nelson’s sister, asked to stop a fight between him and his bigger and stronger brother, replied ‘Let them alone. Little Horace will beat him.’ Rowse’s two recollections (on page 179 of A Cornish Childhood) suggest a similar recognition.


He early realized that brains can offer advantages over brawn. The church choir at St Austell, along with the school the chief formative influence of his young mind, provides an instance of his success in eluding his fellow-choristers whom he knew to be lying in wait for him after choir practice. Perhaps even more than school the choir gave him scope for distinguishing himself. He sang solos. He organized mischief, even more seriously, a strike. Music remained his keenest artistic pleasure till in late age deafness deprived him of it.


A no less enriching by-product was the discovery of Cornwall’s natural beauty:




It was not until the last year of the War, when I was between fourteen and fifteen, that I first went for a long tramp. One of the choir-men, an income-tax inspector of some education and reading, an Anglo-Catholic, took an interest in the intelligent lad with the fine voice and, after sending him a picture postcard when away on holiday … proposed to take me for a long walk. I had never been on one and never supposed that I could walk as much as ten miles. However, one afternoon we went to St Blazey and then up the valley through the woods of Prideaux to Luxulyan. It might have been the Tyrol; it was so strangely beautiful, and for all I knew that there was such country within half a dozen miles of the place where I was born, and had lived all my days. There’s immobility and rootedness for you: absolutely characteristic of the people to whom I belonged. I could hardly keep up. I was so unaccustomed to walking. Breathless with nervousness, self-consciousness and exertion I laboured up the valley, among the oaks and ashes, the great granite boulders that strew the slopes, under the splendid aqueduct with the stream dashing noisily down among the withies, this while the shadows gathering fast, until we rounded the nip up into the village and caught sight of the church tower of Luxulyan with its little turret standing black and fortress-like among the trees before us, night fallen.


From that moment Luxulyan was engraved upon my heart. Again and again every year, in spring and summer, in autumn and winter, I have returned to it, often bringing my nearest and dearest friends along with me, still more often and no less enjoyably, alone. I do not attempt to explain the hold that place has over me, any more than Trollope could explain his passion for hunting. I only know that it is dearer to me than Tregonissey, though I wasn’t born there, nor had my family any connections with it, and I had never set eyes on it until that evening. But I know I should be happy to end my days there – my chosen place.





The Church of England is, like the Cornish background, among the earliest and most enduring pieces of stage scenery in the theatre of Rowse’s interior life. He sees himself against it even when he also feels it to be no more than canvas and plywood. It has not so serious, so deep a meaning as the moors and valleys of Cornwall. His earliest ambition, he has several times told me, was to be a bishop. In A Cornish Childhood he even elevates this to the metropolitan see of Canterbury. Could this perhaps be the colouring of an early memory by a later recollection of Archbishop Lang’s kindness to him when as a shy newly elected Fellow of All Souls he found himself next to him at his first dinner in hall? But either way it was the position not the function that was the object of his ambition. Christianity as a system of belief by his own account never meant much to him. He was delighted by an American scholar who told him that he had seen Dean Swift’s autograph marginal comment on the Nicene creed Confessio fidei digna barbaris. It was the Church as an institution, its buildings, its music, its art, its liturgy, its ceremonial, that engaged him. Yet his imagination could compass what his intellect could not accept. The bishop of the Cornish see of Truro appointed in 1923, W. H. Frere, is consistently admired, both in published writings and in the privacy of diaries and letters, as a saint and a scholar. The second term Rowse knew himself qualified to judge but the first must be supposed to have had some meaning for him.


Rowse was a man of gratitude as well as of grudges. The church had opened magic casements. But school opened more. He remembered it with a warmth of affection that home did not inspire. ‘I loved it from the first moment [he started going to school before he was four] … so much more interesting than at home, where there was nobody to play with, nothing much to play with, for we had very little in the way of toys, and my mother had her hands full with the house and the shop.’ The attachment grew ever stronger. The women who taught him were kind and encouraging: they were as delighted with him as he was with them. By the time he was eleven he was head of the school, taught now by a master, who arranged for him to compete for a minor scholarship to the secondary school at St Austell.


Here it was the same, only more so. His fellow minor scholars got on well with him and he responded. He remembers them kindly in his later years when he liked to pose as a Diogenes figure, hating the human race and asking nothing more of it than it should not stand in his light. In fact he was a courteous and encouraging correspondent to his old school-fellows as his files, deposited in Exeter University library, abundantly show. And his generosity extended beyond words and feelings. In 1925, just when he had won his Fellowship at All Souls, he sent a friend who was taking a language-teaching course in Paris £2, a large sum in those days and those circumstances for both donor and beneficiary. He kept the letters of his early friends, as he did those from his old teachers.


Mary Blank, so charmingly recalled in A Cornish Childhood as the form-mistress who had been the first to fire his life-long passion for English literature, was a fervent Wesleyan Methodist and, much to her pupil’s sorrow, left to marry a missionary in India. Her last letter congratulating the boy on his success in matric. and commenting with professional care on his choice of examination questions is endorsed in his mature hand. ‘Dear Mary Blank died in childbirth a missionary’s wife in bloody India.’ The feeling is evident: probably the final epithet applied equally to the propagation of the human race and of the gospel as much as it did to the sub-continent. Rowse’s hatred of nonconformity and liberalism, that heady brew in the Cornwall of his youth, at first instinctive, was rationalized and strengthened by experience of its sour puritan philistinism and its power to obstruct, in effect to nullify, the efforts of the nascent Labour Party to overthrow the inert Conservatism under which he saw the country drifting to disaster. Methodist Mary Blank may have been, but her favourite author, who became one of the young Rowse’s, was the highly unMethodistical Hazlitt. It was a marriage of true minds.







His egotism is a touchy and wayward feeling which takes the mask of misanthropy. He is always meditating upon his own qualities, but not in the spirit of the conceited man who plumes himself upon his virtues, nor of the ascetic who broods over his vices. He prefers the apparently self-contradicting attitude (but human nature is illogical) of meditating with remorse upon his own virtues. What in others is complacency becomes with him, ostensibly at least, self-reproach … He is angry with the world for preferring commonplace to genius, and rewarding stupidity by success; but in form, at least, he mocks at his own folly for expecting better things. If he is vain at bottom, his vanity shows itself directly by depreciating his neighbours. He is too proud to dwell upon his own virtues, but he has been convinced by impartial observation that the world at large is in a conspiracy against merit. Thus he manages to transform his self-consciousness into the semblance of proud humility, and extracts a bitter and rather morbid pleasure from dwelling upon his disappointments and failures.





Leslie Stephen’s insight into Hazlitt supplies some suggestions about Leslie Rowse. Leslie: how warmly he professed his dislike of the name by which he was known to contemporaries, abbreviated by his family to Les. ‘A.L.’ was his preferred style to his intimates, though he, and they, often found themselves reverting to the rejected Christian name. But this does not apply to his boyhood, to which we must briefly return.


Briefly, because A Cornish Childhood is not only a classic. It rests on an exceptionally vivid and powerful memory and on such documentation as survives in his papers. Although too emancipated a spirit to assent to the proposition that one’s schooldays are the best time of one’s life, he was always ready to admit that they were happy, in contrast to the years of anxious ambition and losing struggle against ill-health that began at Oxford and ended with an alarming series of major operations in the late 1930s.


Early on his teachers spotted him as an intellectual Derby winner. His energy matched his abilities and perceptions so that he was not disturbed but rather stimulated by what was expected of him. At St Austell, unlike so many public schools of his time, school activity outside the classroom did not centre on the playing field, thus enabling a fat, unathletic boy to take a leading part. He edited the school newspaper. He played Malvolio in Twelfth Night to the Olivia of an attractive and intelligent schoolfellow Noreen Sweet. Shakespeare and sex, closely entwined in his later life, come up over the horizon together.


The impact of the playwright through the playing of a character so unmistakably fresh from his own hand Rowse has well described. Friendship and good taste (not a quality he was in principle disposed to overvalue) led him to say less about Noreen. She, it is clear, was attracted to him: and the lively if undetermined emotions of adolescence naturally responded. His joyous, vigorous, proud assertions of homosexuality so frequently repeated in the books, letters and talk of his manhood lay far in the future. If he is to be believed – and what superior authority can there be in the matter? – it was the medievalist Bruce McFarlane who convinced him of his sexual orientation – and that friendship, the longest of his Oxford life, did not develop until the early years at All Souls.


As a schoolboy and in the Oxford vacations he would go for a walk or a swim with her; they would picnic together; he would write a poem or two to her, but it would not be, it could not be, erotic. In the American usage of their day they were dating each other. She, in Rowse’s view, came to want to marry him when age and circumstance made this feasible. When, ultimately, she married someone else Rowse as a wedding guest was divided between wondering whether after all he might not be better standing in the groom’s shoes or whether he had not been too negligent of her happiness in keeping her so long in half-expectancy that he would come up to snuff.


Sex plays such a part in Rowse’s analysis of himself and of other people that his biographer should perhaps put his cards on the table. Shameful though it may be thought I have no cards. I am entirely unqualified by reading or clinical experience to diagnose the condition of someone’s sexuality just as I am incompetent to tell what is the state of their liver and how, if at all, it affects their state of mind. The medieval theory of the humours seems to me hardly less satisfactory as an explanation of human conduct and motive than the glib assumption that whatever cannot be traced to overt self-interest can be explained by sex. I hear the shade of my old friend hissing ‘Second-rater: what’s it matter what he thinks?’ What indeed? None the less the reader is entitled to know about an author’s opinions and prejudices where they bear on the matter of his book.


But leaving, as Rowse did at this stage of his life, sex aside, was his adolescence wholly happy and untroubled? By no means. Poverty and class were already an irritation and a constraint, as they would be for many years yet. Poverty, like other apparently unavoidable afflictions, can be accepted the more easily if the condition is generally shared and if it is in no obvious sense a matter of choice. Class is less straightforward. One of its most conspicuous manifestations is use of language and manner of speaking. From his earliest days at school Rowse aimed at correct diction and, easily achieving it, became more and more angry and resentful of his mother’s obstinate slovenliness in the teeth of what we may be sure were constant attempts at reform. He could still remember, more than half a century later, the exact point in the road on his way home from school where he had decided henceforward to speak English properly. He was never ashamed, indeed was rather proud, of being poor. He cherished, no man more warmly, the old forms of Cornish dialect and vocabulary. But the slipshod and the vulgar were simply offensive.


No wonder that in antithesis to Shakespeare’s vision he dragged his feet unwillingly from school. But his very success there generated its own anxieties. He threw himself, as he was always to do, so headlong into what he was doing that he was worried that he might lose his wakening instinct for writing poetry. An ardent adolescent could not foresee the toughness, the inexhaustible tenacity, which was to keep him writing till well into his nineties. He published a stout volume of collected poems entitled A Life in 1981, continuing to revise the text until the spring of 1995. An anxiety, especially when one is young, is not the less intense for proving unfounded.


More pressing was the question of securing admission to the University, without which the glory of the world’s day would fade. Cornwall in good times had not much to offer in the way of a career, and the times were bleak and growing bleaker. The County scholarships that H. A. L. Fisher had introduced as Minister of Education in Lloyd George’s coalition government had been cut. There was now only one for the whole of Cornwall. Rowse won it, thanks partly to the championship of Quiller Couch whom he had not then met. Much later on he heard from another source that while Q. was addressing the County Education Committee in his favour a note was passed to him: ‘Do you know that this boy is a socialist?’ Q. tore it up and took no notice.


Sixty pounds a year was a grand first step. But the minimum at which Oxford could be managed in the twenties was £200. And Oxford it had been from the moment that his university entrance had been mooted. His first, and most influential, headmaster had been an Oxford man. Exeter, the traditional Oxford college for West Country men, was the target. But Exeter was not offering a scholarship in English, Rowse’s subject. The only immediate possibility was a history award in a group of colleges that included Balliol and St John’s. Doubtfully Rowse went in for it and not surprisingly had no luck. However it appeared that Christ Church, the most magnificent of all Oxford colleges, was offering a scholarship in English. Instant decision was required. It was arranged that the boy should take the advice of Q., uniting the qualifications of a local eminence, Professor of English Literature at Cambridge and himself a devoted Oxford man. The account of all this, and its happy issue, crowned by an award from the Drapers Company that brought the total-up to the required £200, is so vividly rendered in A Cornish Childhood that it would be a shame to spoil it for the reader. But not the least important point is that from this moment dates the friendship between the old man and the young, the courteous, tranquil, large-minded Tory and the brash, fierce, egocentric rebel, which was to set a pattern for so much of his future development. Bipolarity is the essence of his nature, perhaps the source of his seemingly inexhaustible energy.








When the fight begins within himself


A man’s worth something.














In the case of A. L. Rowse it was a fight that lasted with scarcely so much as a truce from the dawn of consciousness to its extinction.
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Christ Church





If Cornwall was the true love, Oxford was the grand passion of Rowse’s life. It had a beginning and an end, it brought despair as well as rapture, it could never be remembered in tranquillity. The objects of such feelings ‘by laws of time and space decay’. ‘Decay’ would certainly be the verb that best expresses his view of the changes that Oxford underwent in his lifetime. Perhaps few of his contemporaries, or near contemporaries, would have agreed with him. But the fact of change, almost it might be termed a remodelling, is obvious. The Oxford of the 1990s in ethos and atmosphere as well as in curriculum and balance of studies differs from that of the 1920s, when Rowse came up as an undergraduate, as widely as the 1920s did from the days of Mr Verdant Green.


It was, as it is today, in a state of flux. Evelyn Waugh’s evocation of it in Brideshead Revisited, skilfully popularized in a television version, Anthony Powell’s in A Dance to the Music of Time, above all John Betjeman’s Summoned by Bells, vividly recreate the life of the rich and leisured undergraduate. Probably that had changed less in the previous sixty years than almost any other aspect of the place. But the institutional roots, deep and strong though they were, had begun to wither. Collegiate life was essentially clerical and celibate in tone and origin. There were still some very old men who had known the place when the taking of priest’s orders was the necessary condition of holding all but a handful of college or university appointments and when marriage meant the immediate vacation of a Fellowship. One of Rowse’s tutors, Keith Feiling, was one of the first Christ Church dons to profit from the relaxation of this rule. His wife, a spirited and witty lady, reacted to the mixture of condescension and disapproval with which she found herself treated.


‘And what do you think of Oxford, Mrs Feiling?’


‘It’s like a muddy bank, with the stream of life flowing by.’


Hall and Chapel were still the formal outward expression of a common life. When taking the scholarship examination Rowse had stood about in Tom Quad watching the undergraduates going in to dine in hall, hoping to be one of them. At nine o’clock Tom’s great bell sounded over Oxford and the colleges began to close their gates, securing them for the night at eleven or at latest twelve. In both symbol and reality the world was excluded. The echo of a religious foundation was clearly audible. The Ford Lectures, the great honour annually awarded by the Oxford History Faculty, were in Rowse’s first year delivered by the then Dean of Wells on the Life and Times of St Dunstan. Technical and erudite to a degree that must have made them almost unintelligible to any but a specialist, their manner as well as their matter could hardly stand in sharper contrast to the performances of such recent honorands as A. J. P. Taylor or Sir Geoffrey Elton.


Oxford itself, the town as well as the University, was closer, much closer, to the Victorian age than to ours. So vast, so unexampled, is the havoc, moral, social, political, of the First World War that it requires an effort of mind to remember that Queen Victoria had only been dead for twenty years when Rowse came up. The town shops were those of saddlers, corn-chandlers, old-fashioned grocers, with bookshops and tailors for the university. Cars and buses had appeared: but boutiques, shopping malls, dry cleaners, supermarkets had not. The style of life of the undergraduates was that of Trollope’s novels. No undergraduate rooms had direct access to bathrooms. A chilly walk in a dressing gown was part of that procedure. On the other hand a manservant, scouts as they were called, cleaned your rooms and your shoes, made your bed and would bring you a meal from the generally excellent college kitchens at a very modest price.


Academically the newly planted subjects were beginning to climb up the crumbling curtain walls. English, the faculty in which Rowse had won his award, had been granted de facto recognition. But Christ Church was still doubtful about de jure. The dons who had examined him were in no doubt about his ability and thought it a pity to risk it on an untried course of study, the more so as the College did not provide a tutor in the subject. An Arts man who had little Latin and less Greek had then only one respectable option: the Honour School of Modern History. Here Christ Church could field as strong a team as any. J. C. Masterman, later Provost of Worcester, and Keith Feiling, later Chichele Professor, were tutors of high quality.


Masterman, a bachelor who lived in College, perfectly fits the stereotype of Oxford Don to be found in the higher reaches of twentieth-century detective fiction. In fact he himself made a distinguished contribution to this branch of literature in An Oxford Tragedy. A notable athlete, he was President of Vincents Club, the Valhalla of the Blues. He refined and distilled his vision of Oxford in a book of discursive dialogue entitled To Teach the Senators Wisdom. Yet for all this he was not the type of hermit crab to which the crevices of an ancient university offered so congenial a habitat. He had joined the Navy as a cadet at Dartmouth and, finding it not the life for him, had deliberately run a launch aground in order to secure his dismissal. Caught in Germany by the outbreak of war in 1914 he had spent four years in internment at Ruhleben. After the Second World War he was to defy the veto of the Intelligence authorities by publishing an account of some of their secret activities based on sources in America over which Britain had no control. Although he had not been, as Feiling had, a Fellow of All Souls it was he, not Feiling, who suggested to Rowse and his exact contemporary Roger Makins, later Lord Sherfield, that they should stand and arranged special tuition for them. So far as can be seen his relationship with Rowse though never close was happy.


Such was not the case with Feiling, whose originality and distinction as a historian were of another order. As with his fiery Cornish pupil his subject engaged his passions as well as his intellect. His shyness and reserve, perhaps a certain well-bred coolness in personal relations, may have made for a lack of ease between them. Certainly in their later life they disliked each other. In the two John Aubrey-esque sketches of him that Rowse wrote in the 1960s he disparages him as a snob and social climber, unjustly in the opinion of the present writer who knew him quite well. Rowse noted, but strangely took little account of, his literary connexions. Feiling’s mother was the sister of Anthony Hope the novelist and his first cousin was Kenneth Grahame, the author of The Wind in the Willows. Usually a close family link of this sort would stimulate Rowse’s perception of the character in question. But in this case he draws no inference, apart from recording the gruesome circumstance of Feiling being called on to identify the body of Kenneth Grahame’s only son who had committed suicide while an undergraduate at the House1 only two years before Rowse himself came up.


Grudgingly, almost stealthily, he admits that as a historian Feiling was sensitive to character and imaginative in its depiction – usually a high recommendation in his eyes. He censures Namier,2 whom he liked and admired, for his vindictiveness in blocking Feiling’s election to the British Academy. Odium academicum, it is only too clear from these unpublished (and in his own time unpublishable) memoirs, took over where odium theologicum left off. The core of his judgment of his old tutor was that he was intellectually cowardly and in the phrase he ascribes to Lord David Cecil, also Feiling’s pupil, ‘lacked backbone’. But, as we shall see, there was to be a deeper reason for Rowse’s resentment.


In his last term or two he had yet another history tutor, also like Feiling a Fellow of All Souls, the medievalist Ernest Jacob. Rowse fifty years later was to deliver in the Cathedral that is also the College Chapel of Christ Church a much admired and apparently affectionate éloge. His real view, stated at some length in his All Souls character sketches, was much less charitable. In the context of his time at Christ Church he still remembered with rage the hours he had spent at Jacob’s insistence struggling through that historical slough of despond the fat volumes of T. F. Tout, only to find that in his Finals there were no questions that might have justified these efforts.


In the Oxford of that day dons often took an interest in junior members of their college whom they did not teach. For years to come R. H. Dundas, a Classics don with special responsibility for the Ancient History side of Greats, was to make a point of knowing every undergraduate who came up to the House. Rowse and he never got on as is clear from an unusually candid correspondence between them of a much later date preserved in Rowse’s papers. Yet in A Cornishman at Oxford, Rowse memorably recalls the tact and practical generosity Dundas shewed as Senior Censor, the don charged with day to day discipline and administration, when he needed money to support himself in the vacation and did not want to sponge on his parents. A. E. J. Rawlinson, then tutor in Divinity, and his warm-hearted wife Mildred both went out of their way to befriend this obviously talented young man. At the time Rowse was grateful. Later reflection however freed him from any feeling of obligation. It was, he came to believe, simply head-hunting on behalf of a creed that was losing its footing in its own intellectual citadel.


Of the other Christ Church dons who were not directly concerned with teaching him by far the most important, indeed in some ways a figure on whom he aspired to model himself, was J. D. Beazley, the great classical archaeologist. Rowse has described him in one of the most brilliant of his portrait sketches ‘A Buried Love: Flecker and Beazley’ printed in Friends and Contemporaries (1989). What gave him a special piquancy was that he had renounced a poetic gift of a power highly admired by the best judges to devote his talent and sensibility to create a new field of art history, that of Athenian vase-painting. For years Rowse was to feel himself torn between not two but three impulses: towards politics, towards literature and towards history. The last two he came to see were compatible: but the first, once given its head, would trample down the others. And Beazley had actually written, and subsequently destroyed, poems that had left their traces in the work of James Elroy Flecker. Flecker’s early death had turned the current of Beazley’s inspiration into original scholarship. Finally it was Beazley who had recognized and championed the quality of the St Austell Grammar School boy in the examination that had brought him to Christ Church.


All, or certainly most, of this must have been unknown to Rowse as an undergraduate. The kindness that Beazley and his wife, a formidable personality in her own right, showed to him then was continued by their hospitality to him throughout his Oxford career. Hospitality and kindness to the young were to lie at the heart of Rowse’s vision of Oxford: certainly as the present writer and many, many others could testify he practised it himself. No doubt it was easier in days of abundant and inexpensive domestic service: and with most of the dons living in college instead of driving in for the day’s work it was a natural and agreeable part of the scheme of things. At any rate it was one of the ideas that shaped him and coloured his mind. The assertion of the independence and equality of the junior members of the University with their seniors, implicit in the substitution of ‘student’ for ‘undergraduate’, negates the avuncular relationship that the old ways had fostered.


What were the undergraduates like when Rowse came up and how easy did he find it to get on with them? ‘Inter-war Oxford was overwhelmingly middle-class in its composition’ writes Brian Harrison in the twentieth-century volume of The History of the University of Oxford which he edited.3 As regards Christ Church he emphasizes its aristocratic quality, expressed in a snobbish apartheid of undergraduate accommodation: ‘Tom, Canterbury and Peckwater quadrangles were respectable, but not the Meadow Buildings’. Naturally it was to Meadows that Rowse found himself consigned, but he seems not to have taken it as an aspersion on his humble origins but rather as a recognition of his status as a scholar, for whom there was a separate table in Hall. His delight at his new quarters, his spacious sitting room, the brightly burning coal fire, the noble view down the Broad Walk to the river, leaps off the page. And can Meadows really have been such a socially depressed area if Harold Acton was Rowse’s neighbour on the next staircase? ‘Almost every undergraduate generation has its bird of paradise, exerting a kind of fascinated ascendancy by its plumage, if not by real gifts … But never can there have been such undergraduate réclame, such publicity, such a peculiar ascendancy as that exerted by Harold Acton in his day at Oxford. He was the recognized leader of the Aesthetes; everything that he did was news.’4 The vivid sketch goes on for half a page. But it omits the most striking feature of so feline, so sophisticated a character, his unaffected and extraordinary good-nature.


That Rowse must in fact have recognized this quality is suggested by a not wholly candid passage in A Cornishman at Oxford.5 ‘One night after seeing a big ramshackle American friend – who rather alarmed me by talking two and a half hours about sex and showing no disposition to go – off the premises, I called in on Harold on the way back. The poet was going to bed: he appeared at his bedroom door in a kimono of dark-grey silk. It seemed he had been spraying his face with Icilma or some such stuff. The fragrance that issued from the room was overpowering.’ On reading the book Acton wrote a letter of pleasure and admiration, recollecting the occasion described in somewhat different terms. The unidentified American was Rowse’s fellow-scholar, who features largely in the book and was later to appear prominently in the Alger Hiss case,6 H. J. Wadleigh. He had made overt homosexual approaches that had thoroughly upset the young Rowse and Harold calmed him down. His generosity in writing as he did is the more notable as in a footnote on page 119 of the book Rowse delivers a gratuitous and resounding snub of the kind that he himself would never have forgiven. Such saintliness earned its reward. There is a justly admiring prose portrait of Acton in Friends and Contemporaries (1989) and a year later he received the dedication of a collection of Rowse’s poems Prompting the Age.


The link – bond is too strong a word – between the two is that they were both poets. Acton’s first collection of verse had been published while they were still undergraduates. Forty years later Rowse still recollected the thrill of envy and excitement on seeing it in Blackwell’s window, remarking that the poems in it were no better than those he himself was writing at the time. It was the writing of poetry that brought him into contact with the clever and well-read public-school boys, Acton, Peter Quennell, Richard Pares, whom he would otherwise have been too shy, too awkward, too poor, to get to know. They were full of schemes for forming clubs, issuing journals, publishing books in which their voices could make themselves heard. On all this, A Cornishman at Oxford, based as it is on the very full journals that Rowse managed to keep, needs no amplifying from a biographer.


What is already apparent is what one of his later friends was to describe as ‘your intellectual energy, amounting to genius’.7 Rowse was no recluse. He took the liveliest advantage of the long, uninterrupted evenings of intimate argument and discussion that the provision of one’s own room invites. He wrote poems. He wrote long and affectionate letters to his parents. He was diligent in lecture-going and writing essays for his tutorials. And he was, almost from the start, a leading light in the University Labour Club.


The History of the University of Oxford already referred to acknowledges his impact.8 Its reciprocal effect on him was no less rewarding. Suddenly, unexpectedly, he was meeting and talking to leading figures in the life of his time: Ramsay MacDonald, soon to be Prime Minister, E. D. Morel, H. W. Nevinson, publicists of real fire, Bertrand Russell, whom Rowse in his capacity as Secretary entertained to dinner at The Good Luck Tea Rooms.9


Bliss was it in that Dawn to be alive. But there were difficulties. The public school complexion of the University, the aristocratic aura of Christ Church, have been mentioned. Did they not cloud the enjoyment of this vivacious, outgoing, eager young man? The drunken antics of the rich and smart in which his contemporary Evelyn Waugh found so deep a spiritual consolation seem not to have impinged on him. What did was their less picturesque imitation by his fellow scholars on his own staircase who showed their oafish, intolerant disapproval and hostility, getting drunk and banging on his oak while he trembled inside not less, he tells us, from anger than from fear. This one can easily believe: courage in the face of bullies and brutes was never wanting to so passionate a nature. But this proved a diminishing nuisance. Christ Church was large-minded but it was not slack. Scholarships could be taken away and wasters sent down.


Some of his fellow scholars, naturally enough, shared Rowse’s aesthetic and intellectual zest. David Low, who was to remain a lifelong friend, became a distinguished rare book seller. Wadleigh, the half-American neighbour who took up so many evenings of their first year pouring out his opinions on Christianity and sex, faded as Rowse became more and more determined to reject the first and to shy away from the other. Wadleigh indeed was not the only offender. The one complaint constantly repeated about the otherwise enchanted world of Oxford was that there was far too much talk about sex. Rowse’s subsequent obsession with the subject, lasting, even increasing, far into his eighties, suggests a theme for a Max Beerbohm cartoon of a dialogue between the Young Self and the Old Self.


The fellow scholar for whom Rowse felt the tenderest and most abiding affection, though he seems to have seen nothing of him in later life, was a Geordie mathematician called Tom Lawrenson. Hardly sketched though often mentioned in A Cornishman at Oxford he comes to mind again in the Journals whenever their author is in an elegiac mood of recollection. All that we know of him is that he was gentle, intelligent, pious and lovable. Both enjoyed long walks into the country to look at churches. Both liked doing their work companionably in each other’s rooms: ‘Tom Lawrenson and I enjoyed perfect domesticity.’ On the same page Rowse writes: ‘The real process of an undergraduate education at Oxford is that achieved by the undergraduates themselves, a process of dialectic … The arguments that went on till midnight and after were not loss of time: they formed our minds for us, they hammered out a position, or the foundations of a position, that would serve us through life.’ After Oxford their ways parted. Lawrenson, always deeply religious, was ultimately received into the Roman Catholic Church. It is hardly too much to say that Rowse venerated his memory and was moved by the news of his death.


The last of Rowse’s undergraduate friendships, formed only in his second year, was to have perhaps the greatest influence on his life and work. This was with Lord David Cecil, also a scholar of the House though two years senior and living out of college in the elegance of Beaumont Street. He suddenly appeared in Rowse’s rooms, apparently as a result of J. C. Masterman suggesting that he would find their occupant worth talking to on the subject of literature. The torrential, elliptical, amusing flow of his visitor overcame any surprise or embarrassment that he may have felt. Like everyone else who had the pleasure of David Cecil’s conversation, Sir Kingsley Amis only excepted, Rowse was soon captivated. As important as the exchange of ideas was the opening of yet another hitherto unknown world, that of the great houses and the great families. Hatfield and the Cecils, what could have been a more vivifying introduction for the future historian of the Elizabethan age, particularly for one whose perception of the past was intensely visual, artistic, personal? Neither knew anything about that at the time, just as neither of them knew that they were going to spend the great part of their lives in close propinquity as Oxford dons. But biography is born of hindsight.


Glimpses of the undergraduate Rowse through other eyes are uncommon. Nevill Coghill, an English literature don of rare distinction, wrote, nearly half a century later on the death of their common friend John Garrett, the brilliant headmaster of Raynes Park and then Bristol Grammar School,


‘You may not remember, but it was in his rooms that I first met the sable-haired, flashing-eyed young Cornishman that even then was astonishing and disturbing Oxford! A happy moment for me it was.’10


This poetic vision seems truer to the real nature of the subject than the rather stolid well-built young man of contemporary photographs. Yet the stolidity was not altogether misleading. Rowse was determined to get a First in history: he had neither the money nor the tastes to distract him into the self-indulgence and conviviality of which he remained all his life a contemptuous censor. His pleasures, country walks and visits to churches, tea and talk in his rooms, political argument in the Labour Club, excursions into new literary territory with fellow poets in the making, could all contribute, if obliquely, to the equipment of a historian. The intellectual stolidity to persevere through the weary land of reading required for a First was there all right. Rowse never desired the palm without the dust: indeed he reserved a particular bitterness for those Etonians and Wykehamists who seemed to expect and, maddeningly, to receive it. ‘I have always been a plodder’ is the constant refrain of his private journals. For all the wit, the speed, the sheer fun of his mind there is a great deal of truth in it.




1. The Oxford name for Christ Church.


2. Sir Lewis Namier (1888–1960), the formidable historian of Polish–Jewish extraction, who revolutionized the study of British politics in the late eighteenth century. A passionate Zionist and an expert on Eastern Europe, he is the subject of an affectionate sketch in Rowse’s Historians I Have Known (1995).


3. Vol. viii, p. 94.


4. A Cornishman at Oxford, p. 23.


5. ibid., p. 69.


6. The case, brilliantly described in Alastair Cooke’s A Generation on Trial, turned on whether Hiss, a high official of the State Department, was a Soviet agent. Like the Dreyfus case it was widely seen as a confrontation between the forces of progress and of reaction, notably those unleashed by Senator McCarthy.


7. Richard Church in a letter written in 1946 or 1947.


8. op. cit., p. 398.


9. In A Cornishman at Oxford (1965) Rowse prints a mark of exclamation in parentheses after this detail.


10. 10 January 1967.
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