

[image: ]











AUTOBIOGRAPHY


NEVILLE CARDUS









[image: ]

























ILLUSTRATIONS







The House where I was born — 2, Summer Place, Rusholme


Shrewsbury Playing Fields


C. P. Scott


Haslam Mills


The Long Room at Lord’s


Samuel Langford


Salzburg





Grateful acknowledgment is made to Sir Thomas Beecham for permission to reprint a letter originally published in the “Daily Telegraph,” and to the “Manchester Guardian” for permission to reprint certain extracts.



















INTRODUCTION





A MAN PAST his middle years may resign himself to the thought that his life as a sower of seeds is more or less done with; he is now free to reap from memory, if he should feel that way inclined. I am aware that men of genius have been known to achieve fresh creative energy even in their seventies and their eighties; I speak here only of talented folk. I certainly speak for myself.


So, at the age of fifty-two, I sit myself down in a single top-room of a flat in Sydney, and begin my autobiography; the Australian summer blazes away outside my window, and blazes away the World War; and the immensity of both will no doubt remind me from time to time, and from page to page, of the need of proportion, most of all in a book intended to present merely a personal and temporal life, even if a life that has been full and rich in enjoyment, and sorely tried now and again, and curiously variegated.


In the olden style, I present herewith a Prospectus or Advertisement. Manchester was my place of birth, in a slum. Back-to-back tenements were not unknown in the neighbourhood, but there was a Free Library round the corner, and also there were fields or, let us say, an “open space” not yet built upon, and utilised in part for the disposal of rubbish; it was called, and called correctly, the “Corporation tip.” In recent and more progressive years the authorities built an edifice called, with an equally nice sense of words, the “Destructor.” During the summer cricket was played on these open spaces. Given a library and a cricket pitch, both free of charge, I was obviously blessed with good luck beyond the lot of most boys rich or poor. Here at any rate was the material I needed.


In the Manchester streets and on blasted heaths I began life, on slimy pavements in winter, in the summer when pavement and dust and grime threw back a heat as though from sunshine generated industrially. I attended what was known as a Board School, a place of darkness and inhumanity. I learned scarcely anything there, except to read and write. For four years only did I attend school, delicate years and miserable. At the age of thirteen my formal education came to an end. To this day I am incapable of coping with the most elementary of school examination papers. Any child knows more than I of mathematics (my studies in this direction got as far as arithmetic). I am ignorant of chemistry. I cannot grasp—not for long anyhow—what is a gerundial infinitive. I confuse an isthmus with an archipelago, and cannot confidently spell either. Strictly speaking, I suppose I am formally uneducated.


I earned my first money, my first wages, when I was ten years old, as a pavement artist. I have sold, as well as written for, newspapers. My parents conducted a home-laundry; or, not to be tautological, they took in washing. I once delivered the washing to the home and house of the Chairman of the Hallé Concerts Society, delivered it in a perambulator at the tradesmen’s entrance. Years afterwards I dined with him one night; I was now music critic of the Manchester Guardian, and he wished to placate my pen on a point of musical policy. As I smoked his cigars, and drank his Liebfraumilch, I could not resist thinking to myself: “What a world! I have delivered his washing. My grandmother ironed his dress shirts, and ironed them well, bless her. And here I am and here is he—and he is filling up my glass again, trying to make me see reason.”


Since the time when I was one of the submerged of Manchester, occasionally short of food, I have lunched in the Savoy, and also in the house of Lady Cunard in Grosvenor Square—once, as Oscar Wilde said of Frank Harris. Since those proletarian years, I have dined at Lyons and in the Hotel Vierjahreszeiten München. I saw my first play and my first opera from the sixpenny gallery of the Manchester Theatre Royal. I have met Richard Strauss and Bradman; George Robey and James Barrie; Delius and Jack Hobbs; Schnabel and Tom Webster; James Agate and Gustave Agate; Samuel Alexander (the last of the classical metaphysicians) and Emmott Robinson (also a philosopher of consequence); Sibelius and Edward Elgar and Larwood; J. L. Garvin and Hammond of Gloucestershire. I have been a professional cricketer, and I have been secretary to C. P. Scott of the Manchester Guardian, and secretary also to Cyril Alington when he was Headmaster of Shrewsbury School. I have travelled to Australia to write about cricket, and I have travelled all over Europe to write about concerts and music.


The reader need not become uneasy; I do not intend to write of the boy that made good. This particular poor boy, as you will discover, lacked conscience somewhat. No self-help or duty or Ladders of Life for him. He declined, in a family which was always living close to the bone, to take on any job which threatened permanence qua real industry and was not related in any way to the enjoyment of life. Manchester was not all bricks and mortar and bread-and-dripping for this delicate boy who incredibly was myself. On one and the same day he saw Henry Irving and A. C. Maclaren and Hans Richter walking in the streets of the Manchester of forty years ago. Not, of course, together.


I spent sixteen years of my youth mainly in books and music and in the sixpenny galleries of theatres. The men on the cricket field were mixed up with the heroes of books and plays. When I went alone on Saturday evenings to the Free Library (and my early youth was spent much alone) I did not go in the spirit of a good boy stirred upward and on by visions of an improving kind. I revelled in it all: excitement and sensuous delight. I argued with Shaw and A. B. Walkley; I went up and down with Mr. Micawber; I heard the whinny of Grane, and I saw the flames consuming Valhalla. I was Kipps, Richard Feverel and David Copperfield—in a place whose odour and atmosphere of india-rubber mats and silence of a municipal reading-room come back to me as I write. I had no time, not even when I was emerging from my teens, for the routing pleasures of my first companions. The girl did not exist in the whole world who could win my heart and passions from Beatrix Esmond; besides, I was a shy youth, except in the world of imagination, where I could be as bold as brass. For “Book Learning” as such (to use the old term) I had no use; far different was absorption in the creations of rich minds; here was sport indeed. I could not even play cricket without aping the gods of Old Trafford and Lord’s.


In my twenties, I had the good luck to come under the influence of the Manchester Guardian, in the period of Scott, Montague, Haslam Mills, Samuel Langford, Sidebotham and Crozier. It was a strain, living up to these Olympians; now and again the atmosphere was not as humane as it might have been. But no finer school has ever been at hand for a young man with my notions and desires. Not that it really was at hand; for years it lay so remote from me that it might as well have been Balliol—and not merely a sort of extension of Balliol. “To bring to the day’s diet of sights and sounds the wine of your own temperament”; this was C. E. Montague’s credo. I have tried to give you an outline, a menu, of the diet of sights and sounds to be served in my book. I shall hope that the wine will be good enough; I was, at any rate, born in a vintage year.
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Our House





“OUR HOUSE”—as all houses were in those days confidently known by their various denizens, everybody liable to be ejected any week for arrears of rent—stood at the end of a small row. It boasted bay-windows, and a narrow strip of earth, which occasionally put forth green growths, like Tannhäuser’s staff. This was the garden; it was protected from the pavement by iron rails of penal aspect. Bay-windows and a garden were responsible for an unfounded rumour in the “Place” that the Carduses enjoyed social amenities of an abnormal order. The bay-windows gave us nothing more than a certain superiority of vantage-ground; from behind lace curtains we could command every approach to the house, though it was difficult to peer through them and at the same time keep them quite still. The laundry or washing was taken in by my grandfather, who collected and delivered it by means of a cart and a cheerful pony, except in the case of a “rush” order, when usually the delivery was executed by me and the perambulator. My grandfather originally was a policeman, or to use his own fastidious language, a constable. He was wholly Victorian. A framed photograph of Mr. Gladstone hung over the mantelpiece in the living-room of Summer Place. The living-room was the one used every day and we called it the kitchen. The front room or parlour, which enjoyed the bay-windows, was occupied only on Sundays; in the brass fender was a collection of fire-irons, tongs and other accoutrements, none of which was put to any practical use, igneous or other. When a fire was lighted in the parlour in winter, a poker was brought from the kitchen.


My grandfather retired from the constabulary on a small pension, after receiving several blows on the head, administered in person by Mr. Charles Peace with a crowbar. My grandfather was proud of these bumps on his head, lasting evidence of an intimate association with a famous and, in his day, much respected criminal. A picture from my infancy is of my grandfather sitting by the kitchen fire, the lamplight touching the bumps to a shiny flesh-red clearness of outline which fascinated me always and made me feel something of the pain sustained in the reception of them. On long winter evenings my grandfather would sit in his arm-chair reading in turn, as the fancy seized him, the Holy Bible, the Manchester Guardian or the Sporting Chronicle Handicap Book. At a given sign, a pint of beer would be handed to him in a jug, into which he would plunge a red-hot poker. He held strong views about Home Rule. While he pondered and occasionally spoke, my grandmother and her three daughters would be busy at two tables, getting on with the laundry, flicking water on the sheets, holding hot irons an inch from their cheeks, now and again spitting on them and making a fizzing sound. It was my habit and pleasure to sit under one of these tables drawn against the wall of the room and imagine that I was hidden, unobserved but an observer, solemnly in a tent. This is the first æsthetic emotion I can remember ever experiencing; I date it 1894.


My grandfather and grandmother, both God-fearing and hard-working, saw their daughters in the course of time go dancing down the primrose path. These girls were “postwar” long in advance of 1914 and long in advance of the Boer War. They grew tired of being poor but respectable. My mother began the movement of enlightenment when she begot me. She had a liberating influence on her sisters. My mother was indeed a pioneer for freedom in an epoch and a house which held loyally to the decrees of the century; respectability before all things. Blessed are the poor. The rich man drives round in his carriage. “I spurn your ill-gotten wealth,” said the heroines of the melodramas which held up the mirror then; symbols and shining examples for the masses who crammed the pit and the gallery. And Sir Jasper was thwarted of his worst intentions. My mother and her sisters powdered their faces at a time in our island story when to powder a girl’s face was scarlet sin—in a provincial city at any rate. The powder was contained on tissue paper in a little book; sometimes my mother would give me one; its slightly sickly-sweet flavour returns to me now. I loved to lie in bed and watch my mother as she prepared for the evening’s adventuring. The structure of corsets of the period was peculiar; they were erected on a girder of steel, and the secret was to begin at the bottom, at the waist-line. One clip was fastened down there, then you worked upward. Often when connection had been made at the top, the lowest clip would burst asunder. My mother’s reddening face and suppressed curses were my constant delight.


No word of reproach was ever uttered by my mother against my father when he vanished from her life. During my infancy I was led to believe that he had gone to the coast of West Africa on “Business.” It was subsequently arranged for him to die there. The coast of West Africa, known as White Man’s Grave, was a favourite place amongst the middle and lower orders of the ’nineties if a family secret needed to be hidden, or if the skeleton were too unwieldy to be kept safely in the family cupboard. I never believed the story about my father and West Africa, at least not after I had understood the first thing about it. I can account for my mother’s reticence. But why didn’t my Aunt Beatrice tell me? For Beatrice broke away entirely from the traces; in the course of time she brought into the life of Summer Place things as esoteric as evening gowns, hansom cabs to and from the theatre, the Turkish Consul of Manchester, and an action for Breach of Promise. The most she ever told me of my father is that he was tall, saturnine of countenance, and one of the first violins in an orchestra.


With the advent of shame into Summer Place, my grandmother declared that it would be the death of her; but it was really bronchitis that carried her off at the age of seventy-three. For several years—in fact as long as I knew her—she was afflicted by congestion, or, to use her own language, “phlegm.” She would go black in the face with coughing, and my Aunt Beatrice would shout to her across the room: “For God’s sake get a drink!” Beatrice was not being brutal; this was the way the working-classes talked to one another during the more searching crises of life. My grandmother put much faith in the healing properties of creosote; she also believed in red flannel. When she died, my grandfather put on black clothes, closed his Sporting Chronicle Handicap Book for ever, and would not take off his coat even at meal-times. He fell down the cellar steps with fatal results shortly before the relief of Ladysmith.


From my father, I suppose, I inherited my feeling for music and an un-English æstheticism. From my mother I inherited my less inhuman self and a very English love of the brave humours of the street, expressed in her time and for all time by Marie Lloyd, the benign mother of vulgarity of the ’nineties, amongst whose daughters must be counted the good and great-hearted buxom wench who conceived me. It was a mixed progeniture. I am to-day austere and also a man of the world. One side of me despises intellectualism and the rejection of the common streak which I believe is the salt of art and life. The other side of me loathes triviality, insensibility, and the commonplace. I love the English ease and geniality, the large companionship of the public-house. But I despise English philistinism, the English middle-class ignorance of the first thing about culture; their complacency and sentimentalism; their obsessions (in a normal peace-time) with bridge parties and golf and motor cars; their use of the theatre as a place in which to roar themselves silly, or gorge themselves with chocolates. And I despise equally the not-so-long-ago fashionable Bloomsbury-Chelsea highbrowism which does not understand that genius is a miracle to be revered whether in fashion or not.


There was no music in my home, not even an upright piano. My father and his violin never entered Summer Place. But I remember that my mother and my Aunt Beatrice would sing me to sleep with melodies from Norma, which is a fact significant of much in the general musical background of the period; for the airs of Bellini and Donizetti were frequently woven into the texture of the Christmas pantomimes. The first part of Babes in the Wood was concluded once in Manchester by a rendering by the whole strength of the company of the Hunting Chorus from Freischütz; that is how I first came to know it. The Demon King and the Fairy Queen defied one another to the strains of a duet from Balfe’s Satanella. These quotations from “grand opera” were freely adapted to the dramatic exigencies recurrent in Sinbad the Sailor or The Forty Thieves and the sources were not acknowledged in the programme. The point is that producers of this, the lowest nineteenth-century form of public entertainment, thought the public liked it all, and they did. Jimmy Glover, in his overtures to the annual Drury Lane pantomimes, drew boldly on Wagner; he even strengthened the brass parts. To-day crooning and “swing” have expelled not only Bellini and Gounod but Leslie Stuart as well. The cinema, and canned music—instead of the actual presence of a Dan Leno, a Vesta Tilley, a Marie Lloyd; the bulk of the people are now brought up on celluloid phantasms which nobody can come to know and love. Chaplin, the one lovable comic character known to the film, really belonged to the music hall of other years. Spontaneous combustion occurred every night in the old variety theatres. The people of England saw themselves transformed there by genius to rich types; they were (if I may use so strong a term, as Mr. Wititterly said) apotheosised. The English theatre has never excelled, for comprehensive presentation of the English character, the art of the music-hall as it was known in the ’nineties and Nineteen-hundreds.


In the theatre itself Irving held the stage in the grand manner, exactly as Maclaren held the crease in the grand manner on the cricket field. I attended a “farewell appearance” of Irving in the Manchester Theatre Royal (now devoted to films). He was about to leave England on a tour to America. At the end of the performance he came before the curtain and spoke to us in a sepulchral voice, bidding us “Good-bye.” And the audience rose as one man and sang “God be With You Till We Meet Again.” It was a good time in which to be alive and young. No doubt it was a simple period in ways. But there was the possibility of hero-worship. If it is argued that there was a splash of fustian charlatanism in our heroes, what of it? There must be a smack of fustian in all showmen. The age and generation that despises a show is a fool, especially if instead it prefers Hollywood.


Swinburne with his aureole and his roses of rapture and lilies of languor; maybe drying his socks over the fire at the Pines at Watts Dunton’s in Putney, but he was alive yet. George Meredith at Box Hill, rug over his knees but the beard as ever a challenge; optimism in epigram, courage in tweeds, Phaeton in a wheel-chair. As a corrective there was Bernard Shaw not accepted and venerable as he is to-day: der Geist, der stets verneint; Mephisto—in Jaeger. Thomas Hardy was brooding upon dynasties down at Max Gate in Dorchester—Tess and Jude echoes of battles long ago. H. G. Wells was already running round bursting into notions; also he was creating Mr. Polly. Henry James, with his great head, his eyes looking at us patiently, a little perplexed at times, but taking hold of us at last, reassuringly saying “We must wait for, and listen to, and as it were become aware of, acutely aware of, whatever happens.” From the Victorian years a light fell on the new century. Groups of noble dames on the lawns, stately homes mellowing like the peach on the wall. Even Labour men and Trade Unionists, Wat Tylers in the eyes of surviving Dedlocks, were not Officials but men: Keir Hardie and John Burns, red ties and turned-down collars and homespuns. Even the crooks once were artists. To-day they bump off their victims without taste or good manners or originality of technique. Charles Peace played the violin in a Sunday School every week. Horatio Bottomley was beloved by widows and orphans throughout the land. When the enterprising burglar wasn’t burgling, he listened to the gentle village chime.




*





I dwell on the England of my youth because I wish to trace the course and background of my life from an uneducated boy in an illiterate home to a man who became comfortably off without once consciously working to make money; who to-day without immodesty counts himself reasonably instructed in all the arts and an expert in one of them. Temperament from an unknown father, and experience of human nature learned during impressionable years in a hard school which knew the uses of laughter. These forces counted for nearly all. But the times were good, I say, for such a boy. The environment of my home sordid maybe, and unlettered and  unbeautiful. Outside, up and down the land, walked character everywhere, extravagant and free; everywhere was the sense of rich resources and of security at large. The world was anybody’s oyster, there to be opened, even if as in my case it was opened by indirect means. I am not complacently looking back on times that were in many ways terrible and disgraceful in a city which was one of the wealthiest in an Empire rich as any the world has known. If I eventually emerged from the enormities, I do not forget them. I was a Socialist when to be a Socialist meant something of a handicap to a member of the working-classes. I am here saying no more than that it was an age in which poverty and wealth alike went with vitality of living. Humour kept breaking in. We wore our rue with a difference.




*





Towards the close of the Nineteenth Century, I professionally entered the fine arts; I made, and I think I earned, the first money of my life as a pavement artist. One day I bought some substances from a house-decorator’s shop, the raw material of paint; slabs of colour soft to the touch. It was Saturday afternoon, and I chose as my pitch the pavement in a thoroughfare not far from Summer Place. I drew the traditional pictures—a winter scene, with a robin redbreast on a bough; a wreck at sea with decorative waves; a salmon cut into halves; a dying soldier in the Egyptian desert giving a last letter to his mother to a friend, both red-coated and fixed in pathetic and eternal attitudes. It is necessary that the pavement artist should select smooth stone on which to work, and he must prepare a basic tone or texture by the application of reds and whites and greens, which he blends by rubbing with the palm of the hand. He wafts away the residuum with a sweep of his cap. The more detailed work, outlines and chiaroscuro, involves delicate caresses from the little finger; this time he removes the superfluous dust by means of a delicate puff of breath sideways. After he has finished his exhibition he frames it in a border of fish-bones executed in white chalk. Then with another sweep of the cap, the pictures are rendered clean and clear and pre-Raphaelitish; this is your varnishing day, so to speak. All is ready.


According to the custom, I printed at the head of my collection the legend




ORIGAL WORK





Then I assumed the traditional position—erect against the wall of the pavement, left leg bent backward, the sole of the foot against the wall, my cap on the ground at the side of the masterpieces to receive the takings. A football match was about to begin, and in less than half an hour, my cap was full of coppers. Now and again an admirer would drop his coin on a picture in the middle of a sunset and I would in time, but not too hurriedly, remove it (also according to custom). I could scarcely cope with the halfpennies and pennies lavished on me. When I reached home I was flogged and sent to bed for disgracing the family. My aunt alone supported me, and next day she bought me a real box of paints, water-colours in tubes and real brushes. But in my heart I preferred the coloured stuffs from the house decorator; they were more accommodating to my technique, more yielding.


During this period I became an authority on foreign affairs, at least amongst boys of my age. I played no games, but secretly I acted over and over again, in remote corners and alleys, scenes from contemporary life and history. I am at a loss to account for the fact that my mind was for long alive with sensations of the Dreyfus case. The Battle of Omdurman naturally enough stimulated the imagination of a boy. But Dreyfus, Picquart, Major Henry, Zola and, of all things, the Bordereau! I looked the word up in a dictionary, and then I compiled one—it was probably like Mr. Dick’s Memorial and as symbolical of my state of mind. I acted the trial with myself as Zola, and I borrowed my grandfather’s eyeglasses and learned to say “Canaille,” of which I did not understand the meaning. Once I built a house with my building-blocks, and I cut out of cardboard a stately figure of a man sitting on a chair. I put him inside the house, and retired to a distance and looked at him through the window. He was Cecil Rhodes; I was spying on him, and he didn’t suspect it.


I can only suppose that I was inspired to all this mimicry of events by the fact that copies of the Graphic and the Illustrated London News somehow penetrated Summer Place; possibly they were given to the three girls by their various lovers in the hope that they would improve their minds. There were no books in the house as a rule, though I recollect references to Mrs. Henry Wood and Miss Braddon.


Terror overwhelmed me one day when I read in a newspaper that according to a German scientist named Professor Falb, the end of the world would take place on November 13, 1899. Through all my infancy the idea of eternity had appalled me; I would lie in bed at night trying to imagine us all going on for ever and ever. I saw a small compressed space remote in the sky, a trap from which there was no escape. “For ever and ever and ever and ever and ever and ever,” I would murmur to myself in the dark, thinking hard on the word “ever,” until my mind became a piercing tunnel of terror reaching on without end. But Professor Falb and the Last Day were forgotten as the year went by. I joined in the excitement of the outbreak of the Boer War; I can see the day and the hour; dark and cold in a Manchester street and a newspaper announcing “Ultimatum to Kruger,” which necessitated another reference to the Free Library and the dictionary. Professor Falb and his prophecy were forgotten. I wore all the patriotic buttons, General Buller and General French. We called him “Kroo-jer.” There was Bugler Dunne blowing his bugle with his legs shattered at some battle or other; and the British Army, glorious in red coats, marching over the veld where they could be seen and shot at miles away. Dum-dum bullets; Queen Victoria’s Christmas present to the troops, a packet of chocolate each. Little Englanders and Lloyd George one of them; and Kipling and Sullivan and “Pay! Pay! Pay!” The awful Black Week when we suffered terrible losses at Modder River, hundreds actually killed within a few days….


Forty years ago the army was looked down upon even in Summer Place. My Aunt Beatrice never dreamed for a moment of going out with a soldier. Soldiers of the ranks in the late nineteenth century were common fellows who wore round caps on the side of the head, like modern lift boys, short coats and tremendously long trousers striped at the side. They swore and winked at girls and they carried canes with which they would severely smite themselves on the thighs. I once knew a Volunteer who lived next door to us in Summer Place. The Volunteers was a nineteenth-century institution; they were mainly middle-aged family men who on Saturday afternoons would put on a helmet with a spike sticking from the top; and they would go into the fields with rifles and practise marksmanship while stretched prone on the earth, legs sprawling outward; or for a change, they would lie on their backs upside down, knees up and they would fire ornamentally between them.




*





There are, of course, unhappy memories from those years, mingling with the happy ones. I was what was known as a delicate boy, subject to nervous debility. I read a description of the Siamese Twins, and the thought of them terrified me; neither of them able to do anything without the other present or joining in. The Siamese Twins ousted my vision of eternity for a while; and fresh nightmare persistently brought me screaming to the top of the stairs, where my Aunt Beatrice would come flying and take me and put me to bed again, and she would lie with me until I was asleep in her arms, which usually gave out a rather overpowering but, in my young nostrils, lovely scent.


I discovered Charles Dickens and went crazy. I borrowed Copperfield from the Municipal Lending Library and the ordinary universe became unreal, hardly there. I read at meals; I read in the streets; at night I would read under the lamps on my way to anywhere I happened to be going; I would read until I was frozen cold, then run like mad to the next lamp. I read in bed, surreptitiously and against the rules, using a tallow candle. I read myself to an acute state of myopia; but no boy was encouraged to wear glasses in this epoch of progress, and I actually arrived at the age of nineteen before I visited an optician, and saw for the first time the delicate tracery of a tree in the spring-time; the pulsations of the stars at night; the curve of a slow ball bowled by Rhodes; the brilliance of a stage-scene, with every feature of my beloved actors marvellously revealed to me.


I can write of this boy without self-consciousness. He happened so long ago. He might have been my son. I see him against the background of Manchester’s streets; he did not know sea or mountain, did not travel a dozen miles beyond Manchester, until he was nearly out of his teens. When his home crashed and the family dispersed, he was still a boy more or less without companions, with an imagination fed on penny dreadfuls, and on Dickens, Irving, Maclaren, Trumper, Gustave Doré (whose pictures of Dante he one day found in an old book). Later, he worked in various ways to earn a week’s wages, pushing a builder’s hand-cart, lending a hand with ladders, enjoying an occasional view of the city from the slates of the housetops, and vastly curious about the odd things to be found in the gutters of roofs.


I boiled type in a printer’s works, a statement which may require elucidation. Type was set from the case by hand, and fixed into galleys. After the printing was done, the type was broken up and cleaned by boiling in a pan. This job occupied my time from seven in the morning until six at night. I did not like it, and decided to give it up as soon as I possibly could, without starving. One day another youth, also boiling type, said something that offended me. I put down my pan and struck him on the forehead with a fist which contained a square lump of lead type. He fell stiff as a rod, and as I ran from the building, never to go back, I had a horrible, if momentary, sensation that I was some pitiful hunted character out of Dickens, a fit subject for Cruikshank. I ran from Cross Street into Pitt Hardacre’s Comedy Theatre in Peter Street (later to be known as Miss Horniman’s Gaiety Theatre). I asked for a job as a seller of chocolates at a “penny a bar,” and I got it. As I was afraid to tell my family that I had lost my connection with a “trade,” I found myself obliged to continue getting up every morning in the freezing dawn and pretend I was still going to the printer’s. (In those days the poor boy was supposed to be lost to the world if not “put to a trade.”) So I spent the mornings in the Manchester Reference Library until the time of the beginning of the theatre. I would leave the house shortly after six in the black and ice of January, and I would walk three miles to the city, then keep walking until the reading-room opened at nine. The warm air from the bumping pipes already heating, the odour and taste of the rubber-mats, the long tables, the rows of books, the gathering traffic of Manchester outside, the deepening of the fog as the soot descended—and here I was in my Ivory Tower; nobody knew of it. I even incorrectly signed the card which you filled up to get a book: I called myself Frederick Wood; and I began tentatively to explore all schools of thought. And every afternoon and evening, six days weekly at two and seven, until the end of March, I ascended to the gallery of the Comedy Theatre with my tray of chocolates strapped over my shoulder; and I saw Eugene Stratton for more than a hundred consecutive times—dancing as though with no weight in him, feet only brushing the boards of the stage. The Comedy Theatre was closed in 1903 by the Watch Committee, guardians of morality in Manchester. It had obtained the name of a bad house, though, frankly, nothing out of the way came under my notice.




*





I reflect with compassion on young Cardus’s gropings, his vain hours spent on the wrong trail. I grow physically weary as I look back on his travail, on his half-baked aspirations, often so quickly blown to nothing—hours of despair, after the first raptures of discovery in boyhood. First I read books and listened to music and saw plays for the joy of it all; a boy does not feel poverty. But the increase of years brings consciousness of shabby things; nobody at the present time will understand the humiliations to be endured in those days by the down-and-outs; nobody, that is, who has not experienced them. In the end I landed on my feet, after all; found the kingdom without even setting out to look for donkeys. For I have told you that I seldom if ever set myself to work for advancement. My luck must have been in, as they say. Yet though I must have wasted much and missed much, I cannot for the life of me see how my curious complex of temperament and talents, qualities with terrible snags in them, could have been better suited than by the pragmatical education to which in God’s good time they were submitted. The training of the imagination of a writer should begin in early boyhood, progressing in even ratio with his powers of understanding. It is not possible to learn an art; you can only go through experiences in art, each reaching to a subtler plane. I comprehended my penny-dreadfuls in boyhood, my melodramas, my heroes on and off the stage; understanding and imagination went hand in hand. I would not have understood King Lear or even Julius Cæsar; not as poetry and literature. I did at least know what my penny-dreadfuls meant, and best of all I enjoyed them. I was seventeen before I came to know Shakespeare, and I approached him through the theatre, and read him in later years, when I had something of the mind and culture and sense of life he needs. I know no foolishness greater than to suppose that Shakespeare can be introduced to the young at school. Shakespeare, part of a curriculum! I was luckier at Summer Place, for occasionally a relation connected with the theatre, probably behind the bar, would make an appearance at a family gathering, and let down her back-hair, like Miss Petowker of Drury Lane, and curdle my blood by seizing the bread-knife, crying out “Is this a dagger that I see before meh?” Beethoven is studied to-day in musical appreciation classes. There are academies of dramatic art. It wouldn’t have suited young Cardus; for one thing he hated all sorts of teaching. Early in life he hit upon the profound truth that enjoyment and education are very nearly one and the same, that the first precedes the second, and that neither is of much use without inherited temperament, unless one sets out with no more aim in life than to be successful and wealthy.




*





I must etch with some light and shade the outlines of the picture I have drawn of our house in Summer Place; it was not all dirty—drab. In many ways it was like thousands of other homes of its class and period and economy—slatternly in some things, in others scrupulously observing honourable precedent. The word debt was terrible to my grandfather and grandmother, and to all of their station of life. They thought it was outside the pale to buy anything on credit; they had a contemptuous word for it—“tick.” So it would frequently happen that one day Summer Place made shift with bread and dripping and “potato-ash,” and next day would be heard by the neighbours feasting deep into the night, all according to the ways and favours of fortune. My grandmother never descended to buying bread in a shop; a certain day every week was devoted to baking; I delighted to watch the dough being moulded and massaged. No tinned meats were ever seen in the house. For there was a widespread pride in home-made things, and there was a time of the year for jam, and weeks before Christmas the plum pudding and mince pies were planned and discussed in detail. It was an age which scarcely knew that depression and sense of one’s superfluity in the scheme of things which goes nowadays with poverty, and even with an economic competence. Radios and chain stores and canned everything; Heinz in his many varieties—there is a good case for all of them, I suppose. But these things, I believe, have taken away much from the people of England. Forty years ago there was an enjoyment of ordinary everyday activities and vistas not known now. My Aunt Beatrice and her sisters rebelled against their conditions not negatively but positively; they did not droop under hopelessness; it was not discontent that stirred them to action but a capacity to see visions and dream dreams. They were not unhappy at Summer Place and certainly not depressed. They were simply being kept down. And they were like many of the poor of England then; they were resilient.




*





My mother withdraws to the wings as the more effulgent personality of my Aunt Beatrice commands the stage. Beatrice frankly joined the oldest of professions and became an adornment to it. All these things I did not know at the time, but I have gathered reliable material and evidence from which to make a picture here of a great and original girl. I well remember her face, her blue eyes, her lovely weak mouth without lipstick; red as a rose. She was tall and walked like one of the well-born of the earth. Her hair (when she dressed it) curled on her back; she had the husky voice of Mrs. Patrick Campbell, whom she took for her model. With a splendid disdain she rose above the scruples of her station in life. She also had no use for hole-in-corner irregularities; illegitimate children, after all, were the winked-at perquisite of the poor. Beatrice wanted purple and poise in her sin. There was little scope during her day for a girl’s excess of imagination and vitality. Even in the theatre, which my aunt adored, women were always represented as chaste or domestic. There were villains, but not villainesses. I can’t imagine why Beatrice did not go on the stage; nearly all her lovers came from the theatre. I retain my glee when she imitated Lady Isabel in East Lynne—“Dead, dead; and ne-hever called me Mother.” When she worked in the laundry at home, she sometimes spoke with a Lancashire accent as though to be matey, as she would have said; she would slap her thighs, and scream with laughter as she beat Louie Frear at her own game of burlesque in Sister Mary Jane’s Top Note. This riot of low comedy would break out while she was washing up, or in any of the day’s dreariness. But after tea she would vanish upstairs and reappear hours later, full blown and aromatic, white fluff of boa, belladonna in eyes which looked out defiantly on Manchester’s gathering nightfall.


My grandfather warned her of the wrath to come. There was a brawl one night. Beatrice flaunted a new fashion—something with gold braid, and a short Hungarian jacket called a Zouave. It was worn with a tight waist and a great outspreading of skirt; there was a collar with bone supports which made pink spots in the neck; then from her little toque came down in a V shape a spotted veil over the face, fastened under the chin in a knot tied by wetting the fingers and twisting the ends of the stuff round and round. Beatrix Esmond walking downstairs at Walcote House to greet Esmond could not possibly have made a sight more wondrous than my Aunt Beatrice coming down the steps into the kitchen of Summer Place, holding her skirts. But she did not trip, she descended. And my grandfather raised himself from his chair and clutched at the arm; I remember the intensity of his knuckles. He pointed a finger at her and he denounced her. “A daughter of mine! Anybody would take you for an actress.” It was a hard saying in that period. To my amazement, Beatrice, instead of throwing a contemptuous remark at him over her shoulders and sailing out of the house, sat down and burst into tears, hysterical and hopeless. Her mother and her two sisters comforted her and my grandfather took refuge in silence. It was necessary for Beatrice to go upstairs and attend to her décor again.


She was charming to me always. She never spoke in her vernacular to me, but in her softest and most refined tone and accent. She called me “darling,” and it was something of a term, was “darling,” at Summer Place. She took me to my first theatre; it was called The Swiss Express, and what is more, I saw it from a box. It was a farce with the brothers Renard in it; they never spoke a word but acted in dumb-show.


Her greatest conquest, amongst many, was the Turkish Consul of Manchester. She arrived down to breakfast one morning in Summer Place and caused consternation by announcing that she was that week going to Paris. That, and the use of Turkish cigarettes, decided her character once and for all, not only to my grandfather but to the entire neighbourhood. To Paris she did go, and came back “all chic,” to use her own triumphant term, dressed beyond compare; in her train was largesse of saucy hats and gowns and feather boas and lace stockings and bottles of perfume and pots of rouge, which even to me, a delighted child, were not only gorgeous but somehow fearful to contemplate. The sight of the cavalcade of two cabs outside the front door, one carrying the gold and frankincense and myrrh, attracted an attention in the Place which threw politeness to the winds. My grandfather once more and for the last time rose in his wrath and made allusions to Jezebel. But my aunt went straight to her bedroom and soon it was changed to a boudoir—or as a boudoir might have looked after a wind from Venusberg had disturbed it in passing. She brought me enormous boxes of chocolates. She laughed until tears filled her eyes as she mimicked herself and kicked her left leg backwards and upwards and put a finger to the side of her mouth and said, “La! La!”


To my mother she introduced one of her Consul’s friends, another stout gentleman in a fez and gold spectacles. He fascinated me with his flapping heelless slippers; I could not understand how they kept on. My mother lived with him in a house outside the city, and I went to stay there from time to time and I had to learn a new phraseology and speak of a “drawing-room” and a “hall”—not and never a “lobby.” I was enchanted by the dish-covers which hung on the wall in the kitchen, beginning tiny and getting one and one bigger and bigger. I lived for the most part in the kitchen with the cook. Now and then I was permitted to go into the dining-room after dinner, while my mother and the Turkish gentleman  drank port and cracked nuts. He one afternoon surprised me when I was alone in the dining-room breathlessly gazing around. There was a dish of fruit on a gleaming sideboard and he benignly said to me “Eat melon and enjoice yourself,” then he disappeared with some embarrassment.


The crash came when the Consul decided he had had enough. Beatrice, audacious and glorious, brought an action of breach of promise against him. She became a part of the news for a week. Her photograph appeared in the popular papers of Manchester and environs. The Manchester Daily Dispatch described her as “prepossessing,” another word that I had to look up in the dictionary. I was credibly informed in later years that as soon as Beatrice went into the box she attempted to prejudice or corrupt the judge with a smile. The judge throughout the hearing was on her side obviously, and who wouldn’t have been? Once he administered a rebuke to the counsel for the defendant for bullying her. Unhappily the judge’s goodwill was changed to nought on a technical point. The case more or less collapsed; Beatrice was awarded £200 damages—and the Turkish Consul had offered to settle out of court for £3,000. My aunt was badly advised. But she revelled in her appearances in court, each time in a different and more expensive garb.


The day after the verdict she put £100 on a horse running in the Manchester races. It was beaten by a short head, and started at ten to one. Beatrice was brought home stiff and insensible from drink; and it had been champagne. She did not drink heavily as a rule. Next day she packed up and went to Blackpool, taking me with her. It was the summer during which Victor Trumper scored twelve centuries, mostly on “sticky” wickets. For a month I was as happy as a boy well can be. My aunt every morning would give me a shilling and send me to play on the sands or listen to the ventriloquists until the tide came in. Meanwhile Beatrice threw ambition to the winds and spent herself and her remaining money recklessly. She brought back to Summer Place a rather seedy little man in a stiff wing collar; he got on very well with the family for a while. Apparently, they thought, Beatrice was resigning herself to her alloted place in life. The seedy little man would sit and sip what he called “port wine” and at intervals he would say to my grandmother, “Just a little for the stomach’s sake.” He suddenly vanished from the scene.


A year or two after the breach of promise action, both my grandfather and grandmother were dead. The family broke up. Beatrice was compelled to live in a long mean street which was not even a Place; and I went with her. A house with a back yard, sordid beyond description. She tried to furnish it and introduce some gaiety. One night I entered the house and found two broker’s men ensconced in the little living-room. My aunt explained to me that she had run into debt. She sent me out of the house; “Go and read in the Library.” When I came home again fairly late, the broker’s men had gone, and a genteel young man with watery eyes and a fair moustache sat in the middle of the room playing a flute at my aunt, with his legs crossed intensely. He made curious noises as he took in breath between the phrases. My aunt served my supper in the scullery and then asked me to go to bed. Next morning she gave me ten shillings for pocket money, and the genteel young man with the moustache and flute was never seen again by me or by my aunt.


Her life came to an end soon after in circumstances which may appear a little abject. She became inexplicably compassionate about an elderly man who for years had been the gardener at a house when she picked up a temporary job as laundress, deep down in the cellar, two days a week. She married him, kept him, and bore him a daughter and died at the age of twenty-eight. And that is my Aunt Beatrice as I shall always remember her.




*





Cricket will be a recurrent theme in this book, but I think I shall be able to develop it symphonically and weave it into the main texture. I hope to write of the game and its players as Hazlitt wrote of fives and Cavanagh. If I cannot interest the reader who knows little or nothing of cricket, I have made my book vainly. And if my life in music and amongst musicians does not win me the attention of those who know me as the author of Days in the Sun, equally have I wasted my time. I am not a man who is interested in sport. I have attended only one race-meeting in my life. I have never seen an English Cup Final. I have seldom known that it was Derby Day until next morning’s newspapers. I cannot play any card games; I do not at first sight pick out a spade from a diamond. I am a member of the Savage Club and have never entered the billiard-room. And I have not once in my life owned a single golf club and once only have I played golf—at Criccieth for a week, and at my first attempt to drive from a tee I landed on the green in one blow. I “holed” (if that is the correct term) in about a dozen.


There was no cricket at the Board School I attended for a few years. There were no fields attached to this establishment, only a playground made of asphalt. I became interested in cricket by chance, and as the game proved in after years the knife with which I prized open my oyster, I will digress from Summer Place to a June morning on which I found myself outside the county cricket ground of Old Trafford. I was not then in the habit of venturing as far from home as the six or seven miles that separated Old Trafford from Summer Place. Forty-seven years ago Queen Victoria was on the throne, the Boer War had not yet impinged on the mind of the nation, and there was comparatively little unemployment in the land, except on principle. Electricity remained more or less in its period of wonder and experiment; one of the most startling advertisements in certain of the daily newspapers was of an electrical belt which cured all human aches and pains if carried round the body. The advertisement depicted a naked man wearing one of these belts, with sparks flying out of him in all directions. H. G. Wells and his war in the air suggested for most folk the height of romance. Even the balloon (employed in 1870 to convey food to besieged Paris) had come to be regarded as a device employed to announce the presence in the neighbourhood of a circus. The motor-car was a thing of uncertain capacity and temper; owners of them exposed themselves either to ridicule or contumely. A man with a red flag preceded a traction engine in the streets, and he would wave it to warn us to get out of the way at once. The cinema, known as the bioscope, was the last turn on the programmes of variety; it usually depicted the notabilities of Europe walking here and there at a great pace, exploding all over.


On this summer morning of June, in a remote England, I somehow found myself outside the Old Trafford county cricket ground. I had just passed my twelfth birthday and I doubt if I had read a book of any kind, except a penny dreadful. But I seem to remember that I had seen Irving in The Bells supposedly on a winter night and dusting imaginary snow from his boots and shivering and sending a blast of cold air through the theatre. The point relevant to this chapter is that I first saw Irving and A. C. Maclaren at much the same impressionable time of life; they wakened the incurable romantic in me which to this day will not be exorcised even by the cynicism which saves a grown man from foolishness, or should save him.


The boy that was young Cardus paid his sixpence; it was necessary for him to push hard with his stomach against the iron turnstile. So for the first time I entered the place where years afterwards I was to live through many happy days with the greenest grass in England before my eyes. The first cricketer I saw was A. C. Maclaren. Lancashire were beginning an innings when I sat down on a hard wooden seat. Maclaren drove a ball far to the distant boundary, straight and powerfully. I cannot remember the bowler’s name; he has passed with all other details of the match into limbo, but I can still see the swing of Maclaren’s bat, the great follow-through, finishing high and held there with the body poised as he himself contemplated the grandeur of the stroke and savoured it. Then the clouds over Old Trafford burst and rain fell in torrents. No further play occurred at Old Trafford that day. Absit omen! I waited for hours, sheltering in all sorts of holes and corners, praying for the sky to clear. The match was abandoned after lunch. This brief glimpse into the genius of cricket fired an imagination already stimulated by what in those years was called pernicious literature. This brief sight of Maclaren thrilled my blood, for it gave shape and reality to tilings I had till then only vaguely felt and dreamed about of romance. I went home happy, craving for more. I did not think of cricket; I knew next to nothing of the rules and technique. Without knowing it precisely, I had received the grace of art. From Maclaren to Wagner and the romantic gesture would henceforward be a sure and natural transition, as sure and natural as the transition from the enjoyment of Tom Hayward’s serene and classic batsmanship to the music of Bach. No; I am not arguing in favour of an extreme æstheticism; I have never been able to afford anything of the kind. I am not suggesting that we should look for more than Maclaren in a Maclaren. I am all in favour of seeing the object as in itself it really is. But having looked as far and as closely at it as that, we are, or should be, beyond the surface. The external world probably exists only for a cat as a thing in itself. For human beings the essence of the object is the power consciously to perceive it—which is Bishop Berkeley for the millions. Maclaren was not just a cricketer any more than Wagner was just a composer; or any more than Phil May just drew comic pictures for Punch; or any more than Mr. Squeers’s blind eye was to Dickens only a blind eye and not very much like a fanlight; or any more than the G Minor Symphony is nothing but a composition in the tonic and dominant of eighteenth-century music; or any more than Harry Tate was only a music-hall comedian when he came on to the stage, ostensibly a business man arriving at the office, and on asking the staff if there were any letters this morning and after being told there were not, replied, “Well, then, we must write some.” In the Comédie Humaine of Balzac even the scullions are endowed with genius. We can each of us in our way endow the scullions in the Comédie Humaine of our own existence if not with genius at any rate with savour, if we bring to them an imaginative sense of the world in which men and things may constantly be felt breaking out surprisingly in all directions from the dreary routine of appearance. We may as well all die to-morrow if the wine of temperament we bring to the day’s diet of sights and sounds does not go as well with the modest dishes as with those prepared by a recognised chef.
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During the whole of the summer of 1902 I seem to have lived free as the wind watching and playing cricket; it was in this year that I saw Trumper score a century before lunch at Old Trafford in the Test match lost by England by three runs. To this day I find myself at times confused in my memories and feelings of high pleasure—I find impressions of the batsmanship of Victor Trumper getting themselves mixed up with the sensations derived from the leaping strings in a Straussian orchestra, from flights of seagulls, from roses that rear to spikes of great nobility. It was, of course, Beatrice who, with her last fling of extravagance, enabled me to take the longest holiday I have ever known in my life, a whole summer, and at the right age for it. Long days at the county ground, full length on the grass. And every evening we would go forth to the fields and play on bare dusty earth until the sun went down and you had to crouch at the stumps like Jessop to see the ball against the reddening sight-screen of the sky. Where are all the boys now that were my companions?—thin Smith, who bowled slow if he had that day been absent from school and had seen Johnny Briggs, or bowled fast and all over the place and beyond his powers if the destruction for Lancashire had been wreaked by Arthur Mold. Where is Thompson now, who was fat for his years and could never be trusted not to run us all out?


And where in the world between Australia and Summer Place is the boy who one day was given his first bat—Beatrice again!—a real bat, with a cane handle, as we used to say, to mark a notable distinction; the other kind had no splice at all visible to the naked eye, and it stung you all over the body if you made a stroke with the bottom of the bat. I can at any moment recapture the sensation of my fingers pressing the rubber handle along the splice, coaxing it to roll down and fit nearly; but often it would go too far and would have to be turned up at the bottom. The misgivings when the bat was first used were acute; what human boy has not stolen a glance at the edge—while nobody was looking—after the first stroke, and rubbed off the mark made by the ball?


We wore cricket belts which fastened with metal clips shaped like snakes or serpents; some of the more well-off amongst us even wore coloured ties. Famous cricketers of the 1900’s wore ties when they were being photographed in groups, all in a row, some at the end looking out of the picture into the far east or far west; some sitting, perhaps on a chair with the back to the front, while they leaned forward over it confidentially; and to balance things, two of them reclining on the earth at the front. I doted on the old photos—and do still—signed “Elliott & Fry, Brighton and Hove.” The camera was not yet sure of itself, any more than electricity was; it stood on three legs and a man would disappear under a black cloth and make helpless signs with his arm to the heroes about to be taken. Then he pulled a round black ball on a string, and emerged into the air again.


There were photographs of A. A. Lilley keeping wicket with, apparently, Niagara just behind him; there was an especially favourite one of Tom Richardson, most majestic of fast bowlers, holding his right arm aloft, fixed in eternal and obliging immobility.


In 1902 I was staying with my mother for a few weeks at the house of her Sultan, and on June 26th I set out from a suburban place called Timperley to go to Old Trafford; it was a morning of sunshine and blue sky; also it was a national holiday which should have commemorated the coronation of King Edward VII; appendicitis overwhelmed him at the last minute and the public celebration of the occasion could not be postponed, even though the word appendicitis terrified everybody and subsequently became a very fashionable illness. On this radiant day I set forth; my hero J. T. Tyldesley at the close of play on the previous evening had finished 36 not out. I had to walk six miles, for somehow I took a wrong turning, and found myself on the other side of a canal and I could not get over; so I ran on and on, terrified at the thought that Tyldesley was making brilliant strokes and I not there. Some men in a dirty coal barge cheered me as I ran—a pitiful object, but not, I think, untouched with grace before the Lord.


I received full and just consolation for my miseries and sweaty toil along the canal bank. When I reached the county cricket ground the crowd was enormous. I paid my sixpence and in panic I rushed through the gates and round the ring of the congested spectators, as I heard the roaring at some flashing play I couldn’t see. At last I crawled through a hole in the multitude and obtained a place on the grass. Tyldesley was still not out and I saw him cut Tom Richardson for fours innumerable, crash bang against the pavilion rails until a line of white powder, dried paint, could be seen at their base, knocked off by Tyldesley’s strokes, square and swift. Tyldesley scored 165, then his middle stump was sent spinning round and round by a breakback from Richardson. In a mirror and furnace of heat Richardson made a noble sight, swarthy and handsome and tall and supple and strong, a giant with black curly hair and a moustache; he ran to bowl in long swinging strides and just before his arm wheeled over he leapt upwards: it was like a wave going to a crest, then breaking.


Lancashire on that heavenly day scored hundreds of runs; even my appetite was satiated, and I was scornful as I saw D. L. A. Jephson sending down his underhands. The heat grew hotter; the crowd, tired of easy runs, began to amuse itself. It was the custom of Old Trafford crowds in those days to while away tedium by the singing of part songs. They would come to a lachrymose cadence—plagal, I think—whereat they would applaud themselves. They would single out a policeman as he marched protectively round the edge of the field, and at each of his strides they would chant in unison, “Left, right, left, right,” and when the policeman ended his beat suddenly he would receive the applause of thousands. Old Trafford, June 26, 1902: a concourse on the sixpenny part of the ground of caps and bowler hats; here and there a straw “cadie” and few women. Away across the field was the pavilion and there the business men of Manchester sat in their tight trousers, coats buttoned at the top of the chest, high stiff collars and high hats. Outside the ground the cabs and hansoms waited. Not a cloud in the sky….


I went home that evening tired, hungry and thirsty, with a full and contented heart. Part of my way I ran along the bank of the canal again, but now the barges were of burnished gold and in the sunset I saw the happy isles.
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After the breaking-up of Summer Place and the passing of Beatrice I lived precariously for a while, usually in odd jobs ranging from a messenger-boy to driver of a joiner’s and carpenter’s hand-cart. I dwelt in a single back room in a Manchester lodging, so cold in the winter for want of a blanket that I collected newspapers and periodicals to pile on my bed over my feet. There were loose boards in the uncarpeted bedroom floor. On a rickety table, called romantically a chest of drawers, was placed a mirror that swung backwards and forwards; occasionally and unexpectedly, it turned completely over, and round and round. It reflected in spots only. The front of one of the drawers in this chest would sometimes come loose into my hands when I pulled at the two knobs. Much coaxing was necessary to fit it back into its proper place, so that it might not offend the eye. I was a fastidious young man.


I frequently changed my situation (a blessed word of the epoch) as office boy, handy lad, or what not. Once or twice I was discharged because of absent-mindedness. The years went by and I didn’t count a day of them. One summer evening, I recall, I suddenly ran like mad down the street, impelled by a strange ecstasy of happiness; there was no special cause for this outburst, and I had not before known the like of it; it was pure joy at the thought that I was alive and young. I said to myself, as I stampeded along: “Ten-twenty-thirty-forty years from now—before I am an old man!” An eternity in which to do things. No boy really believes he will ever grow old; he thinks he is going to be the first of mortals never to die.


Another stroke of fortune befell me in December, 1904. I was engaged by the Manchester agent of a marine insurance company. His name was Hugh Fleming. He had a brother, Christopher. They were charming and distinguished to look at. Hugh resembled Edward Elgar; Christopher often wore tight trousers and a cravat, a bowler hat, and gave the impression he was about to ride in Rotten Row. They exuded the air and flavour of “county”; how they came to be associated with insurance I cannot tell; but it was easy work then, with Manchester trade burgeoning. I helped another clerk, a man of middle years, to write out the policies; the Flemings would not use the “new fangled” typewriting machine; probably it was cheaper to employ clerks. I sat on a high-legged stool, like Tim Linkinwater, and wrote in a copperplate hand sundry details about bills of lading and the S.S. Benares, Liverpool to Shanghai, 12 bales (tar) Cottons W.P.A. @ 6/3%. There was a phrase or clause in the policy which thrilled me: something about “of the seas, storms, floods, pirates, jettison, letters of marque”—but I forget it; I forget the right rhythm and romantic cadence. I should have thought I would never forget it, so many times day after day for seven years did I see the phrase as I sat by the side of my senior clerk writing with a steel pen out of an inkwell (“They come as a boon and a blessing to men, the Pickwick, the Owl, and the Waverley Pen”). It was part of my job to make copies of the policies, a complicated operation involving a book with pages of absorbent tissue paper, and a press with a handle. It was important not to dampen the tissue paper too much with the broad brush used in the process. We had a telephone attached to the wall. To communicate with the Exchange you turned a handle. (It was the age of handles.) Sometimes it was possible to obtain a slight electrical shock, temporarily stiffening the finger joints.


My office hours were from half-past nine to five; and there was little to do until afternoon. Many times I was alone half the day. The Fleming brothers would go to Old Trafford to watch Maclaren and Spooner; or in the winter they would sit in the adjacent Constitutional Club, looking in at the office for the morning letters and returning in the evening to sign the answers. My colleague, the head clerk, went the rounds of the public-houses, not necessarily to drink. In the evenings he was engaged “professionally”; the public-houses of the period gave variety performances on the premises. My colleague made a profound impression on me, when first I met him, by showing me his card. It contained no allusion to insurance: it simply stated: 
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He lived in one of Manchester’s most depressing barracks of back-streets. He dressed shabbily but as smartly as he could. He invariably wore a worried look, for he had a wife and two children to support. His income from insurance was thirty shillings weekly—I started at eight shillings weekly, and in the course of eight years, from 1904 to 1912, I advanced to a golden sovereign, by which time I had celebrated my twenty-first birthday. Yet the Flemings were as kindly and as friendly as any men I ever knew. It never occurred to them that a married man with two children might be finding it hard to subsist on thirty shillings weekly, even in 1904. As for myself, in my teens and unmarried, they probably wondered what on earth I did with my money at all. At Christmas, Hugh Fleming, senior of the firm, so to say, gave the head clerk and me a sovereign and a half-sovereign respectively. I imagined I had by grace of Providence met a reincarnation of the Cheeryble Brothers. One day every month we stayed late at the office balancing the month’s returns. The Flemings would dine at the club, while the staff—the two of us—would search high or low for a missing item, usually a matter of sevenpence. As soon as we had found it we would telephone to the club and Hugh would come in, redolent of old brandy, cigar in mouth, and he would sign the completed document of accounts which I would post by registered letter from the G.P.O. He gave us overtime, of course—two shillings for his head clerk, a shilling for me; that was supposed to be money for our “dinner.” I never spent it that way; for a shilling I could see a favourite actor from the pit of the Theatre Royal. A packet of chocolate and a glass of milk were sustenance enough, one night a month; usually my evening meal was included in my board and keep at my lodgings.


I am not writing ironically of the generosity of the Flemings. According to the custom of the times and the relative spheres occupied by employer and employee, the Flemings were, I insist, kindness itself. The office was, as they say, a happy family. The brothers called us by our Christian names, and behind their backs, of course, we called them affectionately “Hughie” and “Chrissie.” Once or twice, during summer, Hugh would return from Old Trafford; he would look in the office and ask if we were busy; and if we were not, he would tell me to hurry at once to Old Trafford; Maclaren was not out at eighty. He would give me my tram fare and the price of admission to the ground, and I would leap down the stairs and dash along Bridge Street, terrified that Maclaren might get out before I got to the ground.


I fear I repaid him with a not too conscientious service. I unashamedly used the insurance office as my place for study and hard reading. I can recapture, as I write, the pleasure that came over me on a winter day, when I built up the fire between noon and two o’clock, the hours for lunch. The Flemings were at the club. Vincent St. George (better known as ’Arry Williams) had gone to talk to the “boys,” or “pros,” as he sometimes called them. I would brew a jug of tea (Nestlé’s milk) and, without knowing it, chew some banana sandwiches, lost to everything except my books. The silence in the room; the rumble of Manchester outside; the dark November day; the fire smoking and spluttering so that I had to break a single coal with the poker. I would perhaps go from the clerks’ small outer office and for a moment, just a moment, invade the austere calm of the private office of the Flemings. I would walk in softly, treading the rich carpet. The polished furniture and the deep leather chairs, a spacious desk, with blotters that rolled like a swing. One or two engravings on the wall—everything still and inviolate. Of course I often went into the private office when the Flemings were present and letters and policies had to be signed, or when I had to receive instructions. But in those days it was one thing to go into your principal’s private office at his call or command; it was different—subtly and thrillingly different—when he wasn’t there.


Often I forgot, during office hours, the existence of the insurance world. I delivered policies to the various firms in the afternoons, first taking them to the Inland Revenue for stamps. Usually there would be not more than six places of call, each near the other; the whole itinerary could be covered with time to spare in half an hour. I would race round; then go to the Manchester Reference Library. To do myself justice let me explain that always I intended to stay there only as long as the time I had gained in getting the policies delivered at breakneck speed. But more often than not, some writer or subject absorbed me—usually Newman and music—and I lost sense of where I was. I can always feel the sickening in my stomach as I at last came to my senses and looked at the clock and saw it was nearly five. Shamefacedly I would go back to the office. For some inexplicable reason I was seldom admonished. Mr. Hugh might say, “Been rather a long time, eh?” And privately, as man to man, the head clerk would say it wasn’t fair. “After all, the hours are easy, lad.” He always called me “lad.”


On the way to the office in the mornings (and I was supposed to be there first at 9.30 to open the letters, the safe, and get the inkwells filled and so on), I was just as reckless. I could not resist a public reading-room on the way from my lodgings to the city. I was falling very much under the spell of Ernest Newman in the Birmingham Post; also, there was Walkley to read in The Times, as well as Montague and Agate in the Manchester Guardian. I could not to-day count the palpitating occasions I charged up the stairs of 64 Bridge Street, Manchester, to the first floor, and pressed against the double doors, heart in my mouth. If they resisted—ah! I was here first; when the clocks had struck ten I had seemed to be miles away. But if the double-doors gave to my pressure, and I did not at once see the head clerk in the outer office—then I knew that Hughie had arrived before me. I was not afraid of the sack, or of a stern reprimand; I feared a reproach. When I entered the office late I would hear him in his private room and he would call out, “That you, Cardus?” The head clerk did not come under this terrible risk of censure by kindliness; he was given a sort of licence to arrive late. It was understood that his labours as an entertainer were of no light order.


For seven years the office of the Flemings was my study, my school. I even used the “firm’s” notepaper as manuscript when I began to learn to write English. I bless the names of the Flemings, as I bless many names in this book. I cannot imagine what would have happened to me if I had not been guided to the office of the Flemings. I could not have educated myself and at the same time worked for my living. Through all the years I remained with the Flemings only my week’s emolument stood between me and destitution. You may argue that Fleming got me cheaply even if I did strain his tolerance and patience. The truth is that I received the existing standard wage. Fleming could have replaced me with profit at any time. From the day I entered his service he must have known I was a misfit. It was the first turning-point in my life when I saw an advertisement in “Situations Vacant” in the Manchester Evening News; “Wanted Smart Respectable Youth for Insurance Office. Hours 9.30 to 5. Apply personally with references to Hugh Fleming, 64 Bridge Street.” For as long as I needed them the Flemings kept up the fiction that I was “smart” as well as respectable. Looking back on myself as I then was, I should choose different words; I was, I think, quiet, imaginative, sensitive and easily hurt. Doubtful qualifications for anybody in the shrewd Manchester of 1904–1912.


One day, also in office hours, I wrote a song for Vincent St. George, words and music. He was an artist in a style known as “serio-comic,” which meant that a certain heaviness of vocalism was employed here and there, as a contrast to a more hearty approach to the audience. Two lines from my song remain in my mind: “For the breezes fan an Englishman, In the homeland of his pride.” I was too young to go to hear Vincent St. George sing my song in the Stretford Arms, with a piano accompaniment of vamped six-four chords; but he informed me that it was a terrific success, and for a long time afterwards he would refer to it as one of his favourite “numbers.” He paid me ten shillings for the exclusive rights of public performance; and with part of this, the first royalty I ever received, I saw Forbes-Robertson as Hamlet, and next day had the temerity to differ from the general high opinion of this actor in the part. I thought he was elderly, a cautionary-tale-finger-wagging-oracular Hamlet; rather like a university extension lecturer; a Hamlet in invisible pince-nez.


I edited from the insurance office a Review of Art and Literature and called it (in despair) As You Like It. I wrote it in my best policy handwriting in a large exercise book, a hundred pages, and published it once a month: in other words, I lent it to those of my few companions I thought equal to it. I pretended that my most distinguished contributors lived in London: my music critic was a beautiful and imaginary girl whom I—God knows why—named Doris Wallace. I copied essays and articles from journals which I knew my readers would not see; old numbers of the Athenæum, for example. Sometimes I borrowed from Ernest Newman and the Birmingham Post, and I ascribed his wittiest sayings to D. W. I fell in love with her, wrote letters to myself from her, not amorous, but full of quotations from the best writers. She lived—I decided—in St. John’s Wood, in Hall Road. I had of course never been near London then. Edward German lived in Hall Road; during this period, as I shall presently explain, he had a curious effect upon my dormant musical mind and nature; I looked him up in Who’s Who, and made D. W. one of his neighbours.


At this time I met a boy named Seddon; at once he became my Steerforth. His influence on me, I see now, was considerable. He introduced me to Shaw and to the Fabian essays. He was also a handsome creature, dark and aquiline, but a dwarf, though of perfect physical proportions. He worshipped the human body and followed a certain Bernarr MacFadden, who conducted a School of Health and Beauty. I often wondered what was going to happen to Seddon; he grew from eighteen to twenty-six and time could not touch him or his exquisite youthfulness. I could not understand how nature was ever to drag him under the general law of mortal change and perishability. Illness apparently was beyond him. In the foullest of Manchester winters, in rain, fog and snow, he went without hat or overcoat, or umbrella, and he would fast one day each month. I have seen him lost to sight in a cloud of steam as he—like, and entirely unlike Dr. Johnson in the Journey to the Hebrides—dried himself in front of a fire. In his twenty-seventh year he journeyed to Brighton to spend a holiday in August at MacFadden’s summer school. This was against a lifetime’s principles, for he loathed crowds and seaside resorts, and cities; he belonged to the fresh-air movement and was commonly known as a crank. I did not share all his views but I went so far as to discard a hat, thus we were as nudists of the period, and wherever we walked people turned round and looked at us. Seddon, to get a sight of his one and only god, Bernarr MacFadden, journeyed to Brighton in August, 1913; he was drowned while bathing, the day after he arrived there.


During one stage of our friendship I could not bear him out of my sight. He was learning to be an engineer’s draughtsman and his firm was situated miles from my place in Bridge Street. Often he worked late at night and I would go to wait for him, walking up and down the pavement, round the corner from his office. I would keep my eyes on this corner, praying for him to appear. Or I would read a book in the light of a shop window and when I heard somebody approaching I would not look up, but would will with all my strength that he was about to greet me. Once I stayed in my miserable lodgings a whole week-end and did not see Seddon—a terrible deprivation. I explained to him that I was spending a few days in London at the home of my music critic in St. John’s Wood. When Tuesday evening at last came round I saw Seddon at once and casually told him of my visit; I spoke of a handsome room with french windows opening on a garden, with a fountain sending up a delicate spray. I spoke of the gathering London twilight and the way “D. W.” sat at the piano and played the mazurkas of Chopin while I listened and saw the flickering shadows on the ceiling, thrown by the first of autumn’s wood-fires. I have not since heard the mazurkas of Chopin played with the poise, touch and aristocratic ardour which were imparted to them by “D. W.” in those halycon times, in Hall Road, St. John’s Wood. Years afterwards, when I went to Lord’s for cricket, I would walk down Hall Road and look for the house of my adolescent stirrings. It had been taken down long ago. I never discovered whether Seddon suspected that “D. W.” and her home in Hall Road were a creation of my own. As time went on, I had to drop her, naturally. I even married her to a German musician and sent her to live in Dresden. Seddon said nothing when I ceased to mention “D. W.,” though he had listened to my talk, my adoring talk of her, for years.


With Seddon and “D. W.” out of my life my fantasies came to an end. I had no awareness of sex, no curiosity about it. I never had those bright visions of beautiful women which came before the eyes of the young Mr. Wells. My “D. W.” was a symbol and symptom of an awakening æsthetic; she represented the life I wished to live. I had no “preoccupations with my virginity”; I never thought of my body except as something to feed and occasionally to wash. The history of my sex life could be interestingly and comprehensively told on a post-card, like that of most men, English or other.


All sorts of foods and substances went into the stock-pot of my mind between the years of 1907–1912, as I emerged from the teens to the twenties. Seddon was a zealous Shavian—another term that dates us. He tried to make a Socialist of me, which was not difficult because of my admiration for Shaw. I joined the Independent Labour Party, but I think they found me disappointing. On the face of it I should have been splendid propaganda for them: an example of the new generation breaking free from poverty; the “underdog” of Robert Blatchford in the flesh—and not too much of flesh. But I could never work myself into the proper state of indignation. Like any human being, I loathe the social injustice that winks at starvation in a world of plenty. Something may be done about it some day. But I lost sympathy with Socialists the more I met them. Their creed or system was obviously not to be a means to an end but an end in itself; I could not discover what manner of rich, imaginative life they were planning for the world after poverty had been abolished. More and more Socialism, apparently. They seemed to me arid folk with an ethic and economy the result not of abstract thinking but of personal experiences of an uncomfortable kind. Few of them, as a fact, had ever lived as near to the bone as I. I could not see the use of class-consciousness, and when in the course of time they applied their labels to the arts, dividing works of the imagination into proletarian sheep and bourgeois goats, I lost interest for ever in doctrinaire politics and economics. We are bound, of course, to admit the phenomenon of the external universe; we have physically to subsist in it, and so the more justly it is balanced the better it will be for introvert and extrovert alike. But I suspect that whatever the condition of material things, whether peace or war, plenty or want, the proportion of happy and unhappy folk all over the earth remains much the same. The planners of the future invariably forget that in their new world or “order” the old familiar human family will persist, most of them bored for want of instruction in the art of living imaginatively.


When Miss Horniman bought Pitt Hardacre’s Comedy Theatre (where I had sold chocolates six or seven years ago) she bought it at the right time for me; my mind was exactly ready for Galsworthy, Shaw, Sudermann, Rostand—and more important, ready for the dramatic criticism of C. E. Montague, A. N. Monkhouse and James Agate, columns of it and them in the Manchester Guardian every Tuesday, three great phalanxes. Miss Horniman, a delightful spinster who openly smoked cigarettes in the lounge of the Midland Hotel, gave me and countless other young men of Manchester our first contact with the “play of ideas,” as we called it, bless us. And the Manchester Guardian sniffed at the “commercial theatre,” and at the actor-manager who every autumn came North in an opulent cavalcade, actor-manager’s wife and all, and more often than not better as manager than actress. An outbreak of the Manchester School of Drama set in—Houghton, Brighouse and Monkhouse. The action of their plays usually began in a drawing-room in the Eccles New Road; the son and heir of old Seth Northcote—Manchester Home Trade—had got Jessie, one of the maids, with child. One of Brighouse’s plays even conquered London; Monkhouse was a finer thinker: his theme was the skeleton in the suburb; he tried to dramatise the inhibitions and evasions of the social class in which he anachronistically lived and died.


The intelligentsia of Manchester, shepherded by Montague, went knowingly and in droves to these dreary slices of life; the same people attended surreptitiously on Beerbohm Tree across the way at the Theatre Royal; perhaps like myself they kept to themselves their feeling that after all there is something to be said for personality.


What with music and musical criticism and Miss Horniman’s first nights, and Montague and Agate; what with my Schema of Culture, my Review of Literature and Art, and the insurance policies, and what with cricket in the summer appealing to me more and more as a way out of the rut sooner or later, I was a busy youth. But there was no conscious egoism about me; I emulated my authors as I emulated my cricketers with not a thought of fame and fortune even as a remote possibility of the future. I wished simply to obtain in good time leisure and income enough to learn to write for the joy of writing. For by now I had made up my mind: I would one day live by my pen or perish. I was not yet sure what my subject was to be—literature, theatre, music or leader-writing. I never dreamed of condescending to a novel, and if anybody had told me I was destined one day to make a reputation as a writer on cricket I should have felt hurt.


I practised my pen with Newman my model in music criticism, with Shaw and Montague and Agate my models in theatre criticism. I believed in a Manchester Guardian style and I set myself diligently to acquire it. Years later, when I had established myself as one of the Manchester Guardian staff, I had deliberately to set about ridding myself of this style. But I am straining the leash of my book once more. These things will be told as they occur, in the proper sequence of my life.


I owed much to Agate in my nonage. I did not meet him until years later, but he had already gained the reputation for gusto that still dogs him even now he has come to mellowness and some lovableness; it was a gusto that refreshingly disturbed and fluttered the gem-like flame of Montague’s austerity. I liked Agate’s way of dealing once with a pantomime at the Theatre Royal—a huge column in leaded minion, beginning or ending “Et in Arcadia”; he scarcely alluded to a performance, and he never tried to disguise that he went to the theatre most times with his notices in his pocket already written and brilliantly re-written. Agate did not begin his life work as dramatic critic with the Guardian; he served a slight and diverting apprenticeship on the staff of the Manchester Daily Dispatch, a paper noted at the time mainly for its racing news. Agate was eventually asked to resign, when in the course of a notice of a French farce he used in the Daily Dispatch the word “hypergelast,” borrowed (I take it) from George Meredith’s Essay on Comedy, and denoting the loud vacant laughers. I am told that while Agate represented the Daily Dispatch at the theatre, the door attendant frequently regarded him with an unusual deference, for he dressed in a style that led the uninformed to mistake him for “Carlton,” who was the racing tipster of the paper. Then there were his ponies, which to the uninitiate of the period came under one and the same generic head—they were just “horses.”


Manchester was good for a young man to live in during the years before the 1914–1918 war. The Germans had given the place a solid culture; they came to Manchester for trade and brought their music with them. Richter had played on the staircase on Christmas morning when the Siegfried Idyll wakened Cosima as no other woman before or since has been wakened; at the Royal Manchester College of Music Brodsky was the Principal; friend of Tchaikovsky and Brahms. The Continental Restaurant was München in Lancashire. I one night saw Brodsky, Richter and Strauss going in there together. I remember a week in Manchester when a new play by Galsworthy was given at the Gaiety Theatre on Monday; on Tuesday there was a concert of the Brodsky Quartet; on Wednesday a matinee by Réjane; on Thursday a Hallé Concert, with Richter and Busoni, and on Friday a production of Ibsen’s Ghosts, connived in camera; for Ghosts was then a banned play in England. At the other theatres the same week, I have no doubt, the despised commercials were producing themselves—probably George Alexander in a Pinero play. All these exciting events were written upon in the Manchester Guardian; Montague almost breaking shins over his own wit and pregnant with metaphor; Agate already full of Sarah and the Goncourt brothers; while Allan Monkhouse, who grew to look more like Dante every day, kept the balance in prose as cool and judicious as any in the land. No city has known the equal of the Manchester Guardian as an influence for acute living. A little austere, maybe, but a passionate Puritanism. I often wondered who read it except the Jews and the Germans and the self-educated denizens of the hinterland of Lancashire.


At Manchester University there was Professor Herford, a lean don of literature, with a skin of parchment and a ghostly beard and small powerful lenses in his spectacles. He translated Ibsen into English. One night A Doll’s House was given at the Theatre Royal by a company directed by Leigh Lovell, a forgotten pioneer of Ibsen in England, who acted with his wife. The Guardian asked Herford to write the notice. He covered two columns, roughly two thousand five hundred words, all about Ibsen. He forgot to make mention of the performance and the performers, and had to be rung up from the office to his home. It took some time to explain the omission from his essay. Then he said in his vague throaty voice: “Oh—ah—yes, I see: the performance? Very capable, and up to a point—ah—er—very—ah—intelligent.” On the University staff was also Professor Samuel Alexander, greatest of contemporary metaphysicians, a figure out of the Old Testament, a more genial Moses, with savour of wit in his wisdom, so absent-minded that he once went upstairs at a friend’s house to dress for dinner; he had come straight from a lecture late in the evening and he brought his clothes and black tie in a suitcase; he was shown to his room, where a fire warmed the winter damp and cold, and after divesting himself of his everyday garb, he got into bed, as a consequence of long habit, and was found there sleeping peacefully hours later. One of the few enlightened deeds done for culture by a British Government in recent years was the awarding of the O.M. to Alexander.


I attended free lectures at Manchester University. I heard Bernard Bosanquet give a discourse on Hegelianism—The Distinction between Mind and Object—with no notes; hands grasping the lapels of his coat—flashing his beard and words about like arrows. I followed his argument for ten minutes; then something snapped in my brain and I became a little mad. Professor Herford was the chairman, and apparently he settled himself down to sleep; most times he appeared to sleep when in the chair. Bosanquet at last finished his lecture, and the audience was, like myself, reduced by now to an idiocy of mystification. Herford raised himself to his feet, and in his high throaty donnish voice said: “Well, gentlemen, I’m sure you’ll agree that Professor Bosanquet has made everything perfectly cle-arr to all of us.”




*





It must have been round about 1908 that I often performed a ritual known only to myself. I would go and stand, fairly late on Monday nights, on the pavement at the corner of Cross Street and Market Street, opposite the Manchester Guardian building. I would look at the lighted windows and imagine that behind any one of them Montague was at work on a dramatic notice; that Agate was adding a finishing touch; that Samuel Langford, greatest of all writers on music, was meditating on Brahms over his desk. I began to send out articles to newspapers, nervously, modestly. I posted one to the Captain, a boy’s paper. It was returned. Everything I wrote for years came back, and I consoled myself by keeping the printed rejection slips—“The Editor regrets …” It was not possible to get into print in those days if you could not write good English. “Can you write?” was the first thing asked by editors of young men when they were being interviewed after applying for a job as a junior reporter. To-day, editors as a rule do not raise this question.


I nearly went to London to call on Barrie. My plan was to invade his rooms, exactly as Sentimental Tommy invades Pym’s rooms, and not leave until he had given me a job as a secretary. But my courage failed; I did not even begin the journey. When in time I came to know Barrie, and I sat in his high flat looking on the Embankment, I told him of the project, and he confessed he would no doubt have fallen for me had I persisted. “I was too shy,” I said. And he said: “And so should I have been—no, not shy, but terrified.”


It was 1910 before I got into print for the first time; I was then twenty years old. The article appeared in Musical Opinion, and it was entitled “Bantock and Style in Music.” I wish I could reproduce it here; it was written in the scholarly manner of the rationalist school presided over by J. M. Robertson and Newman. It contained footnotes and was copious in allusions. I could almost have indexed it, beginning with Alembert and ending with Zukunftsmusik. The merit of the article (or, as I should have preferred then to call it, essay) was that it noted the fact that Bantock was a derivative composer, with no style of his own. I called him synthetic, and by quotation and musical notation I revealed how he skilfully assembled the latest current idioms. This was not a common view of Bantock in 1910, obvious as it is to-day. Newman and Langford discussed Bantock for a while as an important and creative figure in English music; he was ranked with Elgar or only a little lower. I have a high regard for the pioneer work done by Bantock in a period when our music was as dowdy as a pew-opener. But as a composer with things to say, he was not more important than William Wallace, another clever synthetic composer, who wrote the first British symphonic poem.


The prominence given by Musical Opinion to my article raised expectations in me that were not immediately satisfied; I thought of throwing up my job at Flemings and devoting myself to free-lance journalism. But a postal order for seven and sixpence in payment of my Bantock essay rendered me discreet for another year or so.


I shall write at length in another chapter on Samuel Langford. He was a great man, simple and subtle. He was of the soil and he made himself a man of wide humane culture. He succeeded Ernest Newman as music critic of the Manchester Guardian in 1905. Newman went to Birmingham in consequence of a row with Richter, who conducted a work by Berlioz at a Hallé Concert—Roméo, I fancy. Richter was the All-Father of English music in 1904, and Newman was thirty-six. He began his notice of the performance of Roméo by saying that Richter obviously had not known the score. Years afterwards Newman came one winter evening from Birmingham to give a lecture in Manchester. I was one of the audience, at the back of the hall. At the end of the lecture Newman and Langford came out of the hall together and walked slowly along the pavement to the Midland Hotel round the corner from Albert Square. Unknown to them, I followed at their heels, crossed the street behind them; then they passed through the hotel’s portal. I could not enter there. Langford’s shuffle as he walked and Newman’s elegant poise—I doted on them and tried to catch the wonderful words which surely were issuing out of their mouths. Twenty years later, or thereabouts, C. P. Scott appointed me to the post of music critic of the Manchester Guardian, and so I succeeded to the line and dynasty of Newman and Langford. The unknown youth who dogged their footsteps that night was ready all the time to hasten by, head down, if either had chanced to look round.




*





In 1905 I knew no music except a few tunes picked up much as the butcher boy picks up his whistling repertory. The “Soldiers’ Chorus” from Faust, tunes from Norma, and from San Toy, The Geisha, and Gilbert and Sullivan. The names of Mozart, Bach, Beethoven, Wagner were to me only names—so many rather forbidding nouns substantive belonging to the German language.


In 1908 on December 3rd, I stood at the back of the Free Trade Hall in Manchester and heard the first performance of the A Flat Symphony of Elgar; I was one of many who listened with excitement as the broad and long opening melody marched before us, treading its way over a slow steady bass, broad as the broad back of Hans Richter, then conductor of the Hallé Orchestra. I was by this time informed enough about music to say to myself, with nearly every musician in the audience: “What a long first subject!” and to wonder how Elgar was going to cope with it.


I cannot account for my sudden awakening. In three years, from the age of fifteen to eighteen, I acquired a background of music and a sense of the shapes and forms of music; more inexplicable still, I was arriving at some understanding of music, the association values of it, so that a symphony was not merely a symphony for me: on this foggy December night in 1908 I did not listen to a composition in A flat; I entered the world of it; became absorbed more or less into the substance that was Elgar himself. I tasted him and from now onward I knew him at sight or rather at first hearing; the sound of any chord by Elgar, played at random and overheard by chance, would bring to my mind the living image of the man. The point of my conversion is that this grace descended on me without a conscious seeking for it on my part; I did not study the notation or technique of music until years after, by which time I knew by ear, literally by ear, a considerable number of the standard works and knew them pretty thoroughly.


The miracle—I can describe it by no other word—occurred in April 1907. I remember the precise date, the seventh. I went to the Prince’s Theatre in Manchester to see the production of a light opera called Tom Jones. I was not aware that it was a work by Edward German; I was engrossed in Henry Fielding’s novel, which I was reading for the first time of many. I had fallen in love with Sophia—as much in love with her as Fielding himself; and when I saw her in the entrancing guise of Ruth Vincent, I was more than satisfied. The tone of her voice, her pretty petulance, was exactly right when she said, “’Tis an odious muff.” But while I doted on her and on Hayden Coffin as Tom Jones, rather Wardour Street-ish in garb and accent, the music of Edward German got past my ears and entered my mind behind my back so to say. Next morning I heard over and over again, in my head, most of the melodies; also I savoured the orchestration, the changes of atmosphere from act to act. I could not have put into words then what I now know I was feeling. In this glorified musical comedy Edward German scored for orchestra with a warmth of blended instrumental colour uncommon in English “light” music; also, as the three settings of the stage action changed, I was vaguely aware that the flavour of the music changed too—open-air in the autumn at the country estate of Squire Western; the antique off-the-highway inn at Upton; and last, the stately nocturne of Ranelagh. By obvious enough devices, conventional “olde-shoppe” idioms, German woke me up musically; that is the simple truth and to this day I am unable to explain why it should have been left to Edward German—of all composers—to release the flood. I returned to Tom Jones night after night; I sold several of my precious books to obtain admission to the pit. To my amazement and delight, I discovered from now on that I could remember music without effort; my mind retained music as the kidneys secrete water. To this day I am not a quick reader of a score, but I have met nobody with a more retentive memory than mine, or one that absorbs music as quickly. This phenomenon baffles me the more because I am not usually quick at remembering poetry; I am obliged consciously to learn a poem line by line; and if I do not go over it frequently in my memory, it soon slips out. I never forget music. All of which may not be an experience of much psychological interest to anybody but myself, though to say the truth I have not heard the like of it.


I state these facts free of qualms about immodesty. I am trying with detachment to render an account of myself. I cannot, I say, explain the sudden unwilled (for there is the point of it all) urge which in 1907 swept me into the seven seas of music, not once to be in danger of drowning, though overwhelmed here and there by enormous and unexpected waves. I was a swimmer by grace. My first attempt at Tannhäuser floored me (as Dick Swiveller would say) when I heard it given by the Carl Rosa Opera Company round about 1908. A year afterwards, my mind was playing most of the score over and over again whenever I wished, usually just after I had gone to bed at night; for I would imagine I was conducting the opera from memory. This is a practice I have persisted in to the present time—first to read for a while stretched free and relaxed between the sheets, with the world forgot and well away—this is one of the few unstaling pleasures of life; then until sleep comes I hear at choice a performance of any one of a store of compositions gathered in nearly forty years of listening to music. A musical score for me is as a map; I can read it vividly only after I have been there many times. I distrust the man who tells me he is able to “hear” music by score-reading alone. To such a man I would offer the menu if I took him out to dinner. “Read it,” I would say (perhaps), “savour the association values of choice juices and meats and fruits and vintage. Taste them not from material performance here and now in phenomenal Time and Space; partake of them sub specie aeternitatis, from the Noumenon of the Score, or rather, the Bill of Fare.”


I fancy I learned the language of music much as Wagner learned it. At the age of eighteen or so I took lessons in singing for a year and less. I have received no other professional instruction in music. I once copied great tracts of the piano score of Tristan, note by note; I wished to search out for myself the secret of Wagner’s harmony. I was never a pianist. I am one of the three worst pianists in the world at the present time. The others are James Agate and somebody whose name I am not at liberty to mention—he is a very famous pianist.


I compiled a cultural scheme when I was veering towards the twenties, a plan of campaign; so many hours a week to that subject, so many hours to this. I decided that as knowledge was one and indivisible, each subject would need to be studied in relation to all or most others; Synthesis (said I to myself) was the thing. I came upon the works of J. M. Robertson, also once a poor boy who by self-education had made himself informed and critical far beyond the scope of most of the dons at the universities. Possibly in his Scottish zeal he went too far; he took all knowledge for his province, and in the course of a mortally-spanned life achieved two unprecedented feats of criticism. He attacked and exposed, by deductive and inductive reasoning, the historical authenticity of




(a) Jesus Christ


and


 (b) Shakespeare.





But he was stimulating, and his books served as my encyclopædia. I owe much to him; his Essays towards a Critical Method and his Evolution of States were for long my constant bed-books, with Wisden and the Lieder of Hugo Wolf. Thanks to Ernest Newman I discovered Wolf almost coincidently with my twenty-first birthday, which I celebrated by going to see Forbes-Robertson as Hamlet. My Schema was drawn up so comprehensively that it involved metaphysics, with ethics and æsthetics correlated; sociology, economics, comparative religion and all literature. But the interesting fact about this vast five-year cultural plan is that I did not think of including music. The truth is I did not regard music as a subject which called for deliberate and persistent study; I took it for granted and learned it by absorbedly and un-selfconsciously living in it, out of school, as it were. The language of music I learned exactly as a boy learns his everyday speech; not until I understood the vocabulary and syntax by ear and instinct did I look into the grammar, the forms and the technical rationale; by which time I was sufficiently advanced in understanding to realise that the text-book forms are so many abstractions; that no two composers use the same form alike; that the average music college curriculum has little or nothing to do with music as a matter of personal imagination; and that apart from practical and executive musicianship, it teaches only a sort of philology of sound to young people who have not yet learned the living vocabulary of music. It is as though prosody were to be expounded to a mind not yet acquainted with a sense of poetry.


I did not keep rigorously to the Schema, for one day I picked up a copy of Samuel Butler’s Note Books and read the following: “Never try to learn anything until the not knowing it has come to be a nuisance to you for some time … A boy should never be made to learn anything until it is obvious that he cannot get on without it….” I have ever since acted more or less upon that wise saying. The older I grow the more it seems to me that miscellaneous education for the young is dangerous; it merely clutters up the untrained mind with information. Information can always be found in reference books.


Music, I say again, came to me by grace. A man is not boasting when he claims to have received grace. The things that we are praised for in this world, our “successes,” are exactly the things for which we do not deserve credit; successes are easy, they come by grace. It is our failures that go sadly by without recognition of the effort and talent we have put into them; single-handed we hammered them out, but inspiration left us in the lurch. A few years ago, I saw Richard Strauss in an audience at the Salzburg Festival, after the curtain had fallen on the last act of his opera Die Frau ohne Schatten. He was applauding vigorously. I spoke to him of the work. His cheeks were still pink with pleasure and he said, “Mein Meisterwerk.” I hadn’t the heart to tell him he was deceiving himself; he had “born” the opera after terrible labour; it was perhaps a poor thing but ’twas his very own, owing little to inspiration. The truth is that it was easier for Gibbon to write his autobiography than for me to write mine. I think that in all my life I have made a good and thorough job of only one thing—listening to music. But I can claim no credit for it, any more than I can claim credit for my satisfactory machinery of respiration. When I get to heaven I shall produce on my behalf, in hope of salvation after all, my stock of failures and frustrations; my attempts to become a leader-writer on the Manchester Guardian; my attempts to sing the Abschied of Wotan; my attempts to understand Hegel; my attempts to spin a fast ball from the leg to the off-stump.


My luck was indeed with me through thick and thin. Had I been able to give my singing master just a shade more of satisfaction in 1910 I should certainly have gone on with my studies and in time would have taken my place as one more amongst thousands of competent, unnecessary vocalists. My voice was not unbeautiful but it was almost inaudible.


From the moment I gave up ambitions towards executive ability in music, I was free to cultivate the art of listening—which is an art sui generis. The executant cannot hope often to listen to music and hear it in the absolute—as an æsthetic Thing in itself. The player in him, the performer, whether conductor, fiddler, pianist, or singer, will interfere with the processes of reception. The violinist will attend to the violin as much as he attends to the Brahms concerto; the pianist will hear more of Horowitz than Chopin; the orchestral player, if orchestral players listen to music at all, will give most of his mind to his particular instrument or group. Everybody knows how hopeless it is to get an æsthetic judgment from an instrumentalist or vocalist. Try as he will to prevent it, the technical equation will creep in. And of course the creative artist is in even a worse case; in so far as he is possessed by a personal and original daemon is he unable to live for a moment with another and different and most times alien daemon. I have listened to my music without a single technical or pedagogic axe to grind; I have never been prejudiced, as nearly all executants are, for or against a composition because of some bias, conscious or subconscious, the result of discomfort suffered by technical set-backs or frustrations. I have known pianists, for instance, who think they dislike Brahms; but analysis and cross-examination have nailed them down to the fact that they have found Brahms ungrateful to the fingers.


Pure listening involves a special training of a special faculty. I am not referring to ear-tests, appreciation classes and all that stuff. It is a matter of an imaginative and non-egoistical reception of music. But I hope to develop this idea later during my book—which is running ahead; not that I have wished at any time to tighten the rein. During the course of an autobiography it is as well now and then to hint at the shapes and significances of things to come. Upon this important point of listening to music as an art and study in itself, I wish at the moment only to emphasise that luck was again on my side. For the critic of music should be the most enlightened and unprejudiced listener; it is his job, his full-time job, to hear and to receive music with a highly sensitised mind, governed by psychological and æsthetic insight. He is an artist with experiences in music his material. The art of the enlightened listener became my main musical study from the day my singing teacher turned me down. It took me nearly twenty years to learn to listen to music so absorbedly and with so much enlightenment that people began to pay me—actually pay me!—to go to concerts, to hear Toscanini, to go to Vienna and Salzburg, and to live the life I wanted most of all.




*





In 1911 I arrived at the age of twenty-one. My income was one pound weekly from marine insurance. Once only, so far, had more than twenty shillings come my way in one and the same week; that was when Musical Opinion paid me for my Bantock article. My subsequent attempts as a free-lance writer were intermittent and futile. I aimed loftily: the manuscripts I posted to editors were invariably intellectual or cerebral. I had few powers of observation of ordinary life and no sense of journalism. I vaguely knew that my time as a writer was not yet at hand. I had read enough—too much—but I was gauche; I needed a finishing process. My education had advanced far enough to make me realise, of a sudden one day, that I was a provincial, that even Manchester was a provincial city. The beginning of education sets in, I imagine, when one realises that one’s ego and one’s orbit do not comprise the whole of the world.


One night I walked along the Palatine Road which goes southwards from Manchester, and with my imagination’s vision I saw the glow of London, saw it as young Jude saw Christminster in the distance. How to get there—not yet, but in the long run? I knew I was unripe for London; it was a dream of a future day. My immediate problem was how to escape from the tragi-comic dilemma of my connection with the Flemings. The years had gone quickly by; to my consternation and amazement I had grown up. I couldn’t go on being an office-boy at twenty-one. My position in the office indeed was now an embarrassment to Fleming as well as to myself. Once or twice I was asked by Hugh, and asked delicately, what I intended to do—“You don’t really want to go into insurance seriously, do you?” To my dismay, I found myself rather at a loss to give a convincing answer; for though I had long since made up my mind to become a writer of some sort I did not at the moment feel confident enough about it to commit myself, so to say, to a public statement.


How could I come by my finishing process? I wanted to learn how to turn my reading into experience and salt it with some savour of life. I was tired of the prison of Manchester’s streets; four narrow walls of the Flemings’ office were stifling me at last. The fledgling was anxious to leave the nest. How? I had no visible means of support.


As usual whenever I have been stranded at cross-roads, with no signposts to help an instinctive feeling of the way, a miracle happened. One day, I picked up a sporting newspaper called the Athletic News; I did not ever read sporting periodicals and I don’t think I had ever seen this particular journal until, one Monday morning in January 1912, I somehow found myself turning its pages and hit upon an advertisement: “Wanted assistant Cricket Coach at Shrewsbury School. Must be good bowler. Apply with testimonials, etc.”


I was then a fairly good bowler, slow to medium, with an off-break. I applied for the job. Weeks went by and no reply came. I forgot all about it. One night I went to hear Tristan and Isolde at the Theatre Royal in Manchester; I climbed up a Piranesi stairway to the high gallery and the music came to me like the sound of a rising sea. I walked home to my lodgings; four miles through dank and squalor, my mind and heart aching with Isolde’s “So bange Tage.” When I got into the house and turned on the light (everybody was asleep), I saw a letter for me on the chest of drawers. It bore the Shrewsbury crest and motto: Intus Si Recte Ne Labora. I was offered the post of assistant professional coach at the salary of two pounds ten weekly; and the term would begin in the first week of May and extend to the last week of July. I at once glimpsed that the chance of my life had come. I could live at Shrewsbury on a pound a week and put the rest into the post office savings bank. By the end of the term I would have accumulated at least £18. I would have capital on which to fall back when summer had gone and I had to return to Manchester. Why, with £18 I would safely be able to launch into literature and music as a full-time winter study and occupation!


You can measure from this decision of young Cardus what bliss it was to be alive then; the very thought of £18 in my possession in one lump sum, for which you could if you chose receive golden sovereigns, was strength and fortification. Yet to this day I am surprised that I was bold enough to venture into a strange world. Remember, I had never journeyed far beyond Manchester and I was one of the shyest and most self-conscious of youths, one of those who when they went into a Lyons café (I never aspired to restaurants) sat down on the seat nearest the door; if a waitress looked at me as I was peering into the café I would not dare to enter at all. Mr. Kipps was like that. To-day I regard my decision to uproot myself from Manchester, to break with the environment and habits of a groping lifetime, to go alone into a new social habitat “amongst the nobs” (as the socialists told me they would be: also they said I was backsliding), to face the critical gaze of an English public school and, most awful of all, to have my work inspected by a famous All-England cricketer who would be my boss—here were faith and foolhardiness to which I am sure I could not rise at the present time, in the same circumstances.
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