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The rain it raineth every day


Upon the just and the unjust fella.


But more upon the just, because


The unjust hath the just’s umbrella.


ANON      
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Foreword





I HAVE NEVER kept a diary; so what follows is told from memory. But I have checked facts where I could and have included stories and descriptions of events only when I was fairly sure I could remember them correctly. I have been able to refresh my memory in the case of some of the self-contained episodes which form the basis of several of my chapters. For example the beginning of my architectural career recounted in Chapter 5, and the excursions abroad described in Chapters 20, 23 and 25 were the subjects of broadcast talks I have given at various times, printed afterwards in the Listener. Chapter 10 is based on a memoir of the late Eric Ravilious which I wrote for the Royal College of Art in 1971 as an introduction to a volume of his engravings. Only in the case of the central episode of Chapter 7, my incarceration at San Diego, have I had access to an account written down at the time.


The title I have given to this book is taken from an anonymous poem, printed on the title-page, which reflects my awareness that during a full and varied life I have been granted opportunities, and had doors opened for me, as a result of fortunate accidents of circumstance which I did not contrive and for which I can take no credit. I have in this sense been sheltered and privileged in a world where many are not, and for that I am grateful. The poem was included in an anthology of humorous verse compiled by E. V. Knox in 1931 and published by Chatto and Windus. I came across it in the same year and have been conscious of its wisdom ever since.




 





J.M.R.     
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Anglo-Irish





MY GRANDFATHER, the Rev. Louis Richards, DD, was a Protestant clergyman in what is now Northern Ireland, but he came from the South (the Richardses were a County Wexford family). When I was a child he was rector of Dungannon. He had previously been rector of Enniskillen. Dungannon was at the very centre of Protestant fanaticism, but whether my grandfather was appointed to a living there because he was already as bigoted as the religious atmosphere of that town demanded, or whether he became so as a result of the prevailing atmosphere, I was too young to ask myself.


No doubt he was a conscientious and high-principled clergyman, but in politics as well as religion he was as narrow as you can imagine; for in Ireland – especially Northern Ireland – politics and religion are one. He was also a typical Victorian disciplinarian, believing that children should be indoctrinated with the right attitudes at the earliest possible age. I cannot have been more than four when he made me learn a Protestant toast known as the Glorious Pious, which he declared was the proper beginning to every Protestant occasion in which he and his friends took part. Whenever I was brought by my parents from our home in London to visit the rectory at Dungannon, no sooner had we arrived at the end of a tiring journey by rail and sea than I was summoned to my grandfather’s study: ‘Now my boy, let me hear you recite the Glorious Pious.’ Terrifying would be his wrath if I even faltered.


It was the first thing I ever learnt by heart, and I can remember it to this day: ‘Here’s to the glorious pious and immortal memory of King William Prince of Orange who saved us from Rome Romery Popes Popery brass money and wooden shoes. Whoever will not drink this toast may he be rammed damned and double jammed down the great gun of Athlone and thence shot into the air to make sparables for the shoes of Orangemen on the twelfth of July in the morning.’ I never dared to inquire what sparables were.


Even a child could not inhabit Dungannon without becoming aware of religious antagonisms. When I say this I must take care that I am not transposing into personal memories impressions gained later, especially from my parents’ conversation. However, I clearly remember walking along the somewhat drab main shopping street of Dungannon with my Aunt Mary – my father’s elder sister – and, in spite of my ignorance of the world at the age of five or six, being startled to see her, a correct and conventional middle-aged lady, spit into the gutter. I was given to understand that this was the customary reaction to seeing a Catholic priest passing along the opposite pavement.


So absolute was the social, as well as the doctrinal, separation between the two religions that my grandmother would never have considered dealing with any but a Protestant baker or grocer. But it was not only the clergy who were bigoted; so were their parishioners who did not allow the clergy to be anything else. My parents used to recall an occasion when my grandfather’s clerk, who assisted in the conduct of the services, was a little late one Sunday arriving at the church – or perhaps only a little slow putting on his surplice. Whichever it was, my grandfather, not wanting to keep the congregation waiting, entered the church from the vestry a few paces ahead of his clerk, when usually they entered side by side. The consequence was a letter of complaint to the bishop that my grandfather was introducing processions into the service, so keenly were the parishioners on the look-out for anything suggestive of Popish practices.


These are only early memories, not at all typical of my childhood background, which was on the whole far more relaxed and tolerant, even though my father had inherited some of his parents’ prejudices, especially an antipathy to the Roman Catholic Church. This however he always expressed in a half-joking manner, as though to allow others to assume, if they wished, that he did not mean it seriously. In any case, my visits to Ireland stopped when my grandparents died. That must have been in 1914 or 1915, when I was seven or eight. (I was born in August 1907.) I was, in fact, brought up wholly as an English child. My father, too, became in effect an Englishman. Although he had been born in Ireland and came of an Anglo-Irish family, he was sent to an English public school, Sherborne, and went on to Trinity College, Cambridge. There he read Law and, after qualifying as a solicitor, practised in London. Ireland nevertheless coloured my childhood because my father was very family-conscious and had an enormous number of relations, most of whom lived in Ireland – though only a few in the North. Relations and their doings played a large part in my parents’ conversation.


It has been a puzzle to many of my friends, who assume from my name that I am originally Welsh, that I am Irish on my father’s side – Anglo-Irish, of course, not aboriginal Celtic Irish. I know of no Welsh ancestors. The first ancestor I know about was, in fact, English, from Wiltshire: a John Richards, who is recorded as having married the daughter of a Richard Fox, who became Bishop of Exeter in 1487 and later Bishop of Winchester. This John Richards’s grandson, called (like many of his descendants) Solomon Richards, was the first of the Irish Richardses. He was a Colonel in Cromwell’s army for the invasion of Ireland – something I discovered I ought not to be proud of only when I learnt, as a schoolboy, about this army’s brutal behaviour to the local population. He was a Commissioner for Ireland under Cromwell and was appointed Governor of Wexford.


At the same time he was granted 3,000 acres of land in County Wexford – looted, I suppose, from some defeated Irish chieftain – including the estate of Solsborough. This grant was confirmed under the Act of Settlement of Charles II. A century later, the Richardses acquired still more land in County Wexford. One of Solomon Richards’s grandsons – another Solomon, born in 1758 – became a celebrated surgeon in Dublin and, having made money, bought a second estate, because Solsborough had gone to his father’s elder brother. This estate was called Ardamine, and became the home of my particular branch of the Irish Richardses. This Solomon Richards had five children. The second, Edward, born in 1797, became a clergyman. He was Chancellor of the diocese of Dromore in Northern Ireland and married Emily, the daughter of James Saurin, the Bishop of Dromore – a celebrated scholar and preacher of Huguenot extraction. Edward and Emily Richards had seven children, of whom the third, called Louis, was my grandfather – the rector of Dungannon with whom this chapter begins. My father, also called Louis, and Saurin after his grandmother, was the eldest son.


I, like my father, was given as a second Christian name my grandmother’s surname, Maude. I shall have to give some account of the Maudes because most of my father’s relations, who figured so largely in his conversation, were Maudes. But first a word more about Ardamine. Although this was the home of my branch of the Richards family, since both my grandfather and great-grandfather had been younger sons, the estate had long ago descended away from them. By my father’s generation it was owned by his second cousin. Very soon afterwards there was nothing much to own; for, like many of the houses of the Anglo-Irish gentry, Ardamine was burnt down during the ‘troubles’ of 1921–22.


The only time I went there was in the late 1940s when I happened to be staying in Dublin with my friend Reginald Ross-Williamson. He is dead now. He was a sensitive, original and entertaining character, but habitually self-deprecating, keeping a modest persecution-mania as a pet in the way another man might keep a fox-terrier; and he was more loved by his friends than anyone I can recall. Among his many interests were history and genealogy, and after I had answered some questions he put to me about my Irish ancestry, he suggested our spending a Sunday (when he would be free all day; he was at that time Press Attaché at the British Embassy in Dublin) driving down to County Wexford to see what was left of Ardamine.


We found what we expected: nothing of the house but a heap of stones overgrown with nettles, and surrounding these what had been a modest park, altogether neglected. From the gate-lodge we approached the ruins of the house by a gravelled drive almost obscured by weeds and found an old man digging in a vegetable patch. As the Irish will, he leant on his spade and prepared for conversation.


Reginald told him why we had come and introduced me by name, somewhat exaggerating, I fear, the nearness of my relationship to the Richardses who had lived at Ardamine. The old man, entering into the spirit of the occasion, convincingly assumed the part of an old family retainer – which he may have been, of some modest kind, since he seemed to know the names and histories of various members of the family. He even claimed to know who I was, which was aiming a bit too high. He showed me where the stables had been (he might have been employed there as a boy) and said that the place where he was digging had once been the croquet-lawn.


We left the park by a different drive, at the gate of which was a small hamlet – no more than a cluster of poor cottages with hens running in and out of their open doorways. We stopped to ask what the place was called, and I was absurdly pleased when I learnt that its name was Richardstown.


I have personally known few of my Richards relations, but I used to hear stories about them from my father, especially about those who – like many of the Anglo-Irish – had become somewhat eccentric. One story was about a great-uncle, a retired regular soldier, who used to hold rehearsals of his own funeral. His coffin was already made, and the tenants on his estate were compelled to carry it on their shoulders down the steep path from his house to the local church, while he stumped along behind swearing at them if they jolted it.


The Maudes, my father’s mother’s family, were also Anglo-Irish and far more prolific. They provided me with quantities of relations: aunts and uncles and cousins of various degree, but all of my father’s and older generations. My father once said that he had more than sixty first cousins, which no doubt included Richards as well as Maude cousins, but the Maudes were by far the more numerous. Those that were younger sons with no property to inherit were either soldiers or clergymen – Protestant clergymen, of course. My father was very attached to them all and kept closely in touch with as many as he could; something I have totally failed to do. I don’t know whether this sense of family was peculiar to the Anglo-Irish or simply to my father’s generation. He seemed to know – and enjoy talking about – the precise relationship of every distant cousin to every other one; who had married into what family and what connection they had with his family.


The Maudes were – and, if that matters nowadays, are – a little grander than the Richardses, and had settled in Ireland rather later. They were originally a Yorkshire family, one of whom, a Robert Maude, bought estates in Kilkenny and Tipperary in the middle of the seventeenth century, thus founding the Irish branch. He died in 1685 and was succeeded by his son and then his grandson. The latter, also called Robert, became a Member of Parliament, married Eleanor Cornwallis – of another Anglo-Irish family – and was made a baronet. His son Thomas, the second baronet, was also a Member of Parliament (for Tipperary) and a High Sheriff and Privy Councillor, and in 1776 was raised to the peerage as Baron de Montalt. He had no son, so the title died with him. His brother inherited the baronetcy, was again a Member of Parliament and, in 1793, was made Viscount Hawarden.


A younger brother of the third viscount was the Hon. John Charles Maude, born in 1792, a clergyman. His daughter, Charlotte Georgina, was my grandmother. She married my grandfather, Louis Richards, in 1866. The Hawarden title had by then descended sideways through nephews and cousins, so that the later Viscounts Hawarden were only remotely my relations.


Just a few of my multiple Maude cousins lived in England, and my parents, accompanied by at times unwilling small children, used to call on them regularly, usually for tea on Sundays. The calls I remember best, because of the beautiful house they took us to, were on the Eustace Maudes. They were rather older than my parents – to a small boy, very old indeed. He had been Crown Equerry, first to Queen Victoria and then to Edward VII, and had an official residence at Hampton Court. He must have long retired but he still occupied it: a rambling red brick house, just round the corner from the gateway of the palace. Behind it was a beautiful garden with old trees.


Until the 1914 war my parents also kept in touch with some other Maude cousins who lived in England, the Stanley Maudes, but I was barely seven when war broke out and since he was a soldier he was away after that. I remember him only as a tall, handsome figure with a silky black moustache. After the war his widow was given a Grace-and-Favour residence in Hampton Court Palace, so we had two lots of cousins to call on there. Her apartment was a sequence of first-floor rooms – extravagantly vast for one lady and two teenage daughters – reached from the arcade on the right-hand side of the Clock Court. My only clear memory of it is the surprising arrangement – since there was no tradesman’s entrance – whereby deliveries of bread, groceries and the like were made by means of a basket lowered on a rope from the kitchen window.


Stanley Maude died while on active service in 1917, and there was a moral to be drawn from the manner of his death. He was Lieutenant-General Sir Frederick Stanley Maude and was one of the more successful – or the less criticized – of the First World War generals. He led the campaign in Mesopotamia after General Townshend had got himself shut up in Kut and had been compelled to surrender his whole army to the Turks. General Maude relieved Kut and went on to capture Baghdad, thus bringing the war in Mesopotamia to an end. He had the reputation of taking good care of his men, and he issued strict orders, because of the danger of cholera, that no one in his army was on any occasion to drink water that had not been boiled. One day he returned from a long ride and, hot and thirsty, indulged in a drink of unboiled water. Next day he went down with cholera and was dead within a week. The moral hardly needed pointing out, even to a ten-year-old. Nevertheless it was. I should add that the Dictionary of National Biography says that the cholera came from a glass of milk he was given when he visited a local school. Which is right, this or the story I was told at the time, I do not know. I suspect the former, and that some grown-up decided, when telling me the story, that ‘Drink up your milk’ was an injunction that must never be brought into disrepute.


When I myself was in Baghdad a whole war later, the sole bridge across the Tigris was still called Maude Bridge and had a bronze equestrian statue of Cousin Stanley facing the end of it. I imagine it is there no longer, but on one of my first visits to Bombay in the 1950s I was pleased to notice that part of the Fort area, where the British military cantonment used to be, was still called the Maude Lines.


Nearly as remarkable a soldier as Cousin Stanley was Cousin Archie, a first cousin of my father’s, who should be mentioned here because he was for a time one of my father’s closest friends and was my godfather. My father’s mother had several sisters, one of whom married Hugh de Fellenberg Montgomery, of a North of Ireland family who lived in a house called Blessingbourne, near Fivemiletown in County Tyrone. They had four sons with whom my father used to go snipe-shooting at Blessingbourne. Archie Montgomery was my father’s particular friend. He married an English wife, Diana Langton, whose family, the Massingberds, owned Gunby Hall in Lincolnshire. In order that she could inherit it, Cousin Archie had to add Massingberd to his name. He was a gunner. He finished the 1914 war as a Major-General, served afterwards in India and rose eventually to be Field-Marshal. As Field-Marshal Sir Archibald Montgomery-Massingberd he was Chief of the Imperial General Staff from 1933 to 1936; in fact he immediately preceded Lord Gort, CIGS at the outbreak of war in 1939.


I still have the christening mug he gave me, engraved with both our names. I saw disappointingly little of him, since while I was a schoolboy he was much in India; but once, when I was about eighteen, I went to stay at Gunby, a handsome, foursquare but somewhat bleak Georgian house which now belongs to the National Trust. I was alarmed at the prospect as I was not habituated to country-house life or the dogs and guns that went with it, and I was worried that I shouldn’t know in advance what clothes to put on. But he and his wife were very kind. She was musical and played the violin. He was a large, fresh-faced man; no doubt a first-rate soldier but not regarded, I have often been told, as having the intellectual gifts needed by a modern CIGS.


I had, as was usual, two other godparents. My godmother was Sybil Maude, one of four daughters of another close cousin of my father’s: Ashley Maude, a scholarly and slightly eccentric widower who, for some reason I never learnt, had been a major in the Serbian Army in the 1914 war. He was one of the handful of Maudes who had settled in England, in a country house in Berkshire, and Sybil, being the eldest unmarried daughter, ran the house for him. As a girl she had wanted to become a painter and had studied at one of the well-known ateliers in Paris. She and her uncle Aubrey were the sole members of the Maude or Richards families who, as far as I know, showed the remotest interest in the arts, unless you count Cyril Maude the actor-manager, who was a more distant cousin and whom I never met. It often seems strange to me, in view of the very different kind of world I came to inhabit, that I should look back on a family history dominated by soldiers and clergymen.


In Berkshire Sybil Maude still did a little painting and a lot of gardening. She was also fond of riding, and she and her father had a stable full of horses. I was sent to stay with her often, and she insisted on my learning to ride. She attached great importance to riding well, with care for the horse’s mouth and a good seat; so the riding-lessons, from her or her groom, were strict rather than enjoyable. But I did find some enjoyment in cantering on sandy tracks over the Berkshire commons, thick with gorse and bracken. I even got as far as learning to jump. But I was frightened most of the time.


My other godfather was, for a change, a Richards cousin. I hardly knew him. He was Frank Richards, an army doctor. He was killed early in the war, when I was only eight. But one of my treasured possessions for some years afterwards was a book I had been given (and have long since lost) called With French in France and Flanders, In spite of the Henty-like title, it was not a boy’s adventure story but a factual description of trench life in a sector of the Western Front, written by one of Cousin Frank’s fellow-officers, whose name I cannot remember. It contained passages about my godfather and, I think, an account of his death.


Having described my father’s family background, I suppose I should say something about my mother’s family, the Clarences, who were wholly English. I know far less about them; in fact I know nothing before the time of my mother’s father, who was a colonial judge, except that there were relations called Burchett and Lovell (those were my grandfather’s two Christian names, though I never heard them used because, as was customary, he was addressed always as Mr Justice Clarence). The Lovells were Quakers. There was a cousin, Lilian Gunter, who did me a good turn when I was just grown up; so she will come into this story again later.


My Clarence grandfather was at Trinity College, Cambridge, became a barrister and went out to Ceylon as a judge; an appointment he took, I believe, because his wife Blanche was consumptive and it was thought that a tropical climate would be good for her health. When they departed, in 1870, they already had one son, my Uncle George, born the year before. They had four more children, of which the first was my mother Lucy, all born in Ceylon. My grandfather remained in Ceylon for twenty-five years, finishing his career as Chief Justice.


All I know of his life there comes from stories told me as a child by my mother and from a great number of sketches made by my grandfather to illustrate the letters he sent home to his mother during his first few years in Ceylon. She died in 1874. She preserved his sketches, pasting them into an album which I now possess. I wish she had preserved the letters as well. He had a considerable amateur talent. The sketches are in pale brown ink with washes of water-colour. They include sensitively observed landscapes and domestic scenes of many kinds, and give an informative picure of colonial manners in the early 1870s and of the life that went on in a judge’s bungalow and when he was on circuit. My childhood home contained relics of Ceylon in the shape of elephants’ feet hollowed out to contain whisky-decanters, of elephants’ teeth used as door-stops and – more interesting for children – a curved and sharp-pointed rhinoceros horn on to which we threw quoits of plaited rope.


My mother and her brothers and sisters were sent back to England to boarding-school when they reached the appropriate age and had outgrown a series of governesses brought out to Ceylon to teach them; but my grandfather did not return until he retired in 1895. Some years before this my grandmother, in spite of the supposed benefits of the climate of Ceylon, died out there. My mother, being the eldest daughter, returned to Ceylon as soon as she was ready to leave her Malvern school to run her father’s house – or, rather, to be his hostess, since running the house seems to have been done without much contribution from her by a complicated hierarchy of Singhalese servants.


When the old judge retired, he bought a handsome house in Devonshire: Coaxden Manor, a few miles north of Axminster, and my mother was expected to run this for him also. Such was the normal duty of an unmarried daughter, but trouble came when she wanted to get married. Her elder brother, my Uncle George, had followed his father to read Law at Trinity College, Cambridge. There his closest friend, who was also reading Law, was Louis Richards, my father. He and my mother met when she came up to visit her brother, and they had already decided to marry even before she went back to Ceylon. The wedding was planned for when she returned to England on her father’s retirement, which was due a couple of years later – or as soon as he had settled into his new house.


But Mr Justice Clarence, who was used to his own way, had other ideas. By this time my father had qualified as a solicitor and was capable of earning a reasonable living. Nevertheless my grandfather refused his consent to the marriage, on the grounds that the young couple must wait until my father could afford to keep a wife in what he regarded as a proper style. He even spoke of the necessity that she should have her own carriage, which was ridiculous and he must have known it; the newly-married wife of a young solicitor just before 1900 neither needed nor could have wished to keep a carriage, nor any of the other symbols of prosperity or status my grandfather chose to pretend were her due. His real reason, as my mother at least understood, was that he did not want to lose her as a housekeeper.


This was particularly unreasonable because, soon after retiring, he had married again – though to a lady, it is true, who seemed averse to taking on the responsibilities of organizing a household. But he could afford servants. The truth was that he had become by now a self-indulgent and tyrannical – indeed vindictive – old man. His vindictiveness showed itself in one very odd action. On his retirement he was offered a baronetcy, as I believe was customary in the case of a Chief Justice, but he refused it because – or so his family believed – he knew that the lady he had just married, my mother’s new stepmother (whom I knew as Aunt Lizzie), had expected the baronetcy and was looking forward to becoming Lady Clarence. He refused it to spite her and to spite my Uncle George, who would have succeeded to the baronetcy in due course and who had offended my grandfather by protesting against his refusal to allow my mother to marry his Cambridge friend Louis Richards.


My personal memories of my grandfather are only those of a child, to whom any gruff-voiced old gentleman with a beard is fairly alarming. To me he was not so alarming as to spoil the pleasure of staying at Coaxden, which was a spread-out Elizabethan house with a beautiful garden. I remember it only hazily: the garden with evergreen hedges; dark, low-ceilinged rooms smelling of furniture polish with mullioned windows curtained by creepers; drives round the country lanes in an open carriage with my mother and Aunt Lizzie, sometimes being allowed to sit on the box beside my grandfather’s coachman and even hold his whip. He was a genial, red-faced man called Bellworthy. He wore a black silk hat with a cockade.


But all this was many years later, after my mother’s long battle with her father about her marriage had been brought to an end. This battle, I am sorry to say, she had to fight almost alone because my father, although devoted to her, was a peace-loving, unaggressive person who seems to have been quite incapable of standing up to the tyrannical old gentleman. My father and mother – such patience and daughterly obedience would be incredible today – were engaged for eleven years until, my grandfather still refusing his consent, my mother decided she would wait no longer and insisted on my father taking her away to London and marrying her without it, a situation which the perverse old judge accepted with no fuss. This was in 1903. My mother was then thirty-one and my father thirty-four.


In the meantime, my grandfather had shown other evidence of his intolerance, especially in relation to the younger of his two sons, my Uncle Oliver. To the old man’s horror Uncle Oliver wanted to be an actor. To my grandfather the theatre was wicked and disreputable and any occupation connected with it quite unsuitable for a gentleman, and he would not listen to any other view. So my uncle, convinced that the theatre was his true métier – a conviction that events were to prove well founded – ran away to London to try to get on the stage, whereupon my grandfather disowned him altogether and cut off his allowance.


My Uncle Oliver had a difficult time, but he did manage to get on the stage, learning the hard way by doing ill-paid jobs in humble touring companies. After a time he came to the notice of Frank Benson, one of the leading theatrical managers, whose Shakespearian company at the turn of the century was the nursery from which some of the best English actors and actresses graduated. Benson invited my uncle to join his company, and this gave him the opportunities for which he had been training himself.


He soon became, as O. B. Clarence, a quite well-known actor, highly regarded in the profession – not a star, but a first-rate character actor. He specialized in old men’s parts even while he was still relatively young, and when he was not so young played the old manservant, Firs, in the first English production of The Cherry Orchard. Bernard Shaw, who admired his voice and diction, chose him to play the Inquisitor in the first production of St Joan (with Sybil Thorndike as the Maid) and wrote specially for him the long speech made by the Inquisitor in the trial scene.


Unfortunately my Uncle Oliver had a rather small snub nose, well enough for comic parts but unsuited to the gravity of an Inquisitor; so his make-up for the part included the addition of a heavy-bridged Roman nose, and I remember him telling me that it took him nearly an hour before each performance to mould this nose on to his own with wax. He added, however, that its very weight helped him to give the necessary sternness and gravity to his movements. This was perhaps the climax of his career.


In spite of his successes as an actor, my uncle was unhappy about the estrangement from his father. Frank Benson, realizing this and having somehow discovered the circumstances, decided to try to remedy matters himself. Unknown to my uncle he took the train to Devonshire and a cab from Axminster station to Coaxden Manor and sent in his card to the old judge, who was flattered at being called on by a member, as he mistakenly supposed, of a distinguished family that included an Archbishop of Canterbury, a well-known writer and the Master of a Cambridge College.


Benson told my grandfather how highly he regarded his son’s talents, and the old man grudgingly acknowledged to himself that if such a family accepted a connection with the theatre, and if the visitor who had come so far to see him was a member of the Athenaeum (as a visiting card of those days immediately revealed), the theatre could not be quite so depraved a place as he had believed. He therefore agreed to receive his son again. So my uncle Oliver came once more to Coaxden, accompanied in due course by a wife and small daughter; but relations between father and son never became cordial.


Soon afterwards yet another of the old man’s children outraged his sense of what was proper. My mother’s younger sister, my Aunt Edith, joined the suffragettes. She became a militant associate of Mrs Pankhurst, took part in processions and demonstrations, and was finally among those who chained themselves to the railings of the Palace of Westminster. From there, with her companions, she was taken off to gaol. She sent her father a postcard, proudly headed Holloway Prison, which naturally infuriated him, the more so because, being a postcard, it was open to be read by the old people who kept the village post-office – a probability no doubt foreseen by Aunt Edith.
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Family Circle





MY MOTHER POSSESSED much of the strength of character displayed by my actor uncle and suffragette aunt in spite of having, out of a sense of duty, waited eleven years before defying her father about her marriage. My father had no such strength, although he had high principles and moral rectitude. He was, I know, a competent and conscientious solicitor, but one totally without ambition. In family matters he allowed all decisions to be taken by my mother. His views were conventional – the outcome, I suppose, of his restricted, old-style family background; for in social outlook and observance Ireland was nearly a hundred years behind England.


He was a broad-shouldered, healthy-looking man with a clipped military-style moustache. I suppose his most memorable quality was his honesty – in small things as well as great – of a degree that today would be considered obsessive. I remember my mother once saying to me that she had never known my father tell a lie, even of the most trivial nature. To him, it was clear, a lie could not be of a trivial nature; failing to declare a bottle of brandy when passing through the Customs would have been unthinkable. I never heard my father use a swear-word. Yet I must not allow my insistence on his moral rectitude to give a wrong impression. He was something of a puritan, but not a prig. He was also a loving parent, although remarkably difficult to communicate with, and he had qualities to which children responded. For example, he had an unexpectedly well-stocked mind, and when he was not worrying about the difficult partner he had to contend with in the City or about other matters external to his home, and in a mood to amuse himself and his children, out of this well-stocked mind, and an extraordinarily retentive memory, would come an unpredictable variety of entertainment. He knew a great deal of poetry, which he would recite by the hour: mostly narrative poems by Macaulay or Sir Walter Scott. Fragments from his favourites (‘… the kites know well the long stern swell that bids the Romans close’ … ‘And the red glare on Skiddaw woke the burghers of Carlisle’… ‘The harp, his sole remaining joy, was carried by an orphan boy’) still bring back to me a picture of my father seated in an armchair, his rapt face lighted only by a flickering coal-fire because the afternoon sun had set while he recited and no one had moved to light the lamps – our house relied on oil-lamps throughout my childhood – marking the rhythm of the lines with the stem of his pipe. Although many such fragments stick in my mind, strangely not a scrap remains from one of my father’s favourite poets, the Australian Adam Lindsay Gordon, whose whole output he appeared to know by heart – why I have never been able to understand; my father had no special interest in horses.


Besides poetry he had a fund of Irish popular songs into which he would suddenly launch in an untrained baritone voice whose liveliness and feeling, and his obvious enjoyment of using it (together with a convincingly assumed Irish accent), made up for his musical limitations. From some recesses in his memory à propos of nothing at all, he would suddenly come out with songs he had never produced before. Other songs – his favourites – we would hear again and again; so much so that the words remained in our memories for years afterwards. One of these, inevitably, was ‘Father O’Flynn’. Another was ‘Phil the Fluter’s Ball’, with its lively chorus:








With the toot of the flute and the twiddle of the fiddle O,


Leaping in the middle like a herring on a griddle O,


Up and down, hands around, heels against the wall,


O, hadn’t we the gaiety at Phil the fluter’s ball!











And its sequence of verses about the people who came to the ball, which we anticipated with relish, but of which I can recall only one – and that imperfectly:








There was little Mick O’Flaherty, who kept the running dog,


There was (someone, someone, someone) from the Monameechy bog,


There were girls from every countryside and boys from every part,


And the beautiful Miss Gradys in their private ass and cart.











And then again the jaunty chorus:








With the toot of the flute …











I wish I could remember more of the words or find them written down somewhere.


Besides such popular songs, my father had a repertoire of the sentimental songs of Thomas Moore – ‘She is far from the land where her young hero sleeps’ – which he sang with somewhat exaggerated feeling, not exactly guying the sentiment but as though to protect himself from being thought to share it too seriously. His songs and stories – Irish stories that he must have been told in his own nursery in the 1870s – were interspersed with reminiscences of odd Irish characters and sayings and quotations from folklore and folk literature.


Besides a knowledge of English poetry and a hazy memory of Latin authors derived from his classical education, his most profound knowledge was of the Bible. This was no doubt another consequence of his upbringing in a Protestant rectory, but he did not employ it in a moralizing or didactic way. It was simply a natural source of conversational analogies and allusions. His familiarity with it emerged in all sorts of unexpected metaphors, which puzzled people less familiar with the Bible than he was. It became the basis of the private language that my family – like, I imagine, most other families – evolved for its own use. On one far-back occasion, for example, when we were all on our way to bed and someone asked whether the lights downstairs had been put out, my father looked over the bannisters and reported that all was ‘as black as Tophet’. For many years thereafter the regular family expression for making sure that all lights were out was ‘to examine Tophet’, and I was later astonished when, staying away from home, I discovered that examining Tophet was not the description everyone applied to this procedure.


My father seldom betrayed his feelings or emotions. He no doubt showed more emotion to my mother in private, but the impression he gave his children was that it showed weakness of character to do so. He seemed quite unable to talk intimately to his children, and it may be that his songs and stories were a form of communication that he was happy with because it did not require his reserve to be broken down. I myself never once had an intimate conversation with my father, but perhaps this was just as much my fault, because I was inhibited in the same way. Family discipline was maintained by my mother, who nevertheless would sometimes, if her children behaved badly, threaten to get our father to speak to us – a threat which, rather surprisingly in the circumstances, we took very seriously.


In spite of his emotional reserve and my mother’s dominant role in the family, my father obviously felt he had a duty to contribute to his children’s moral and social upbringing. His way of doing this was to come out suddenly with some rule of conduct or precept for correct behaviour that he must have remembered from his own childhood. He would pass it on to us, solemnly but kindly, apparently unaware how out of date most of these precepts were. I suppose he valued them because he felt that anything sanctioned by past usage should for that reason be the more respected.


Some of his precepts out of the past – often quite trivial – had no other fault than being old-fashioned; for example his careful instruction that when writing to one’s bank one should never begin the letter Dear Sir, but always Gentlemen. Others would seem highly reprehensible today, like his insistence that we should think carefully before putting Esq. on an envelope. An esquire, he would explain, was someone entitled to bear arms (that is, with armorial bearings in his family), and to address a tradesman, or anyone not born a gentleman, as esquire was a misuse of the term. This was not, I am sure, as culpably snobbish as it sounds, for he was not discriminating from snobbish motives. He did take rather a lot of notice, as did most people of his generation, of differences of class, but what he felt more strongly was that distinctions of meaning – and especially those with relevance to the past – should not become blurred. To allow them to become so was slovenly; an inaccurate use of Esq. was in the same category as a false quantity in Latin verse.


Others of his precepts were so far removed from the world we lived in that they could have no possible practical application. One of them remains in my memory for this very reason. He once offered me with all seriousness a piece of advice that must have been given to him, or he must have read somewhere, in his own youth: ‘There are three kinds of man,’ he said, ‘that you should never trust: a man who hunts south of the Thames, a man who has soup for lunch, and a man who waxes his moustache.’ That was a precept I was never to find helpful in grown-up life, and yet he offered it as though my whole future might be affected by it.


I was writing earlier about honesty, the subject of the dominating moral pressure throughout my childhood, and I am tempted to use the hackneyed phrase with which autobiographies traditionally begin: that I was the child of poor but honest parents, because a consciousness of poverty was another strong element in my childhood. Compared with the actual want to be seen around at that time – barefoot children in the streets, poorly clad crossing-sweepers and other common sights that make my childhood seem a hundred years away – such a statement is untrue to the point of being offen sive, and of course, if my parents’ honesty was absolute, the poverty was relative. Nevertheless, worries about money played an important part in our family life, even though they were only the worries of a family with few private means trying to manage on the income of a young lawyer slow in making his way.


In fact we lived comfortably. Yet making money go as far as possible seemed always to be in the forefront of my mother’s household arrangements and calculations. I and my brothers and sister had the minimum of pocket-money. Spending a couple of pence was a matter of careful thought beforehand. Our clothes were passed on from one to the other. Whatever plan was discussed, the first question always was: could we afford it? The answer was determined by priorities, but the priorities then accepted as normal would be ridiculous today. My parents worried about the housekeeping bills, and yet took for granted comforts which today would be reprehensibly luxurious. We had three or four indoor servants, in addition to a gardener and a boy, both of whom came by the day. The boy helped the gardener, and was also boot-boy and knife-boy (I should perhaps explain to younger readers that, before stainless steel was invented, table-knives had to be painstakingly kept bright and sharp by means of an emery knife-board).


In addition, when we children were small there was a nurse and, except when our parents were particularly anxious about money, a nursery-maid. Here I should mention another thing that indicates my family’s somewhat old-fashioned style: our nurse was invariably referred to, and addressed as, ‘Nurse’; not as ‘Nanny’, which is widely spoken of nowadays as a typical and socially significant Edwardian or late Victorian institution. The institution was real enough and ruled many children’s lives but, in my experience, not under that name. In our household and those of our contemporaries ‘Nanny’ was new-fangled and rather vulgar. So too were the words ‘Daddy’ and ‘Mummy’. My parents were always Father and Mother. This was normal among our friends and relations, but my father, with his still more old-fashioned Irish upbringing, initially expected that his sons, when they were no longer infants, should address him as ‘Sir’. My mother firmly persuaded him that this was a long-outdated custom and would sound pompous.


Problems about money continued throughout my childhood in the sense that there was never any to spare. At times possible economies were discussed, such as managing with fewer servants or only a part-time gardener. And yet it was taken for granted that the boys should go to boarding-schools – first to preparatory schools and then to public schools – and that my sister in due course should be presented at Court. This must be looked at from the point of view of those more class-conscious times. It should be emphasized, moreover, that class was not connected with money, and that, at least among my family and their friends, there was very little looking down on other classes. The people who were looked down on were the vulgar rich who had recently acquired money and displayed it in a snobbish way.


My parents were thoughtful and friendly to their servants. How difficult it is today to describe yesterday’s employer-servant relationships in view of the later reaction against domestic service as an occupation. If my mother was sitting by the drawing-room fire and it burnt low, she would ring the bell for the parlour-maid to come and put on another lump of coal; not in the least because she thought it beneath her to put it on herself, but because she had her duties and the parlour-maid had hers. This distinction was accepted by the maids as well. They disliked intrusion into what they regarded as their own proper sphere. The cook spoke of my kitchen and the parlour-maid of my silver. Nevertheless it cannot be anything but a change for the better that there is no longer a large part of the population going through much of its life living in other people’s houses.


Servants came and went, but some stayed a long time. One of the latter was a cook who believed – indeed, who knew – that ‘a few’ meant eight, just as a dozen meant twelve and a score twenty. If my mother told her she must make a few more rock-cakes because visitors were expected to tea, another eight would be provided – no more and no less.


I don’t remember my parents doing much entertaining. My mother had friends to drawing-room tea, during which we children were polished up and brought down from the nursery to be presented to the visitors. Now and then there was a small dinner-party – never for more than half-a-dozen – when children had to be restrained from leaning visibly over the bannisters to see them arrive. Guests or not, my parents always dressed for dinner and, having done so, they would look into the night-nursery to say goodnight to their children. It was many years afterwards that I identified a strange crackling noise which I had associated ever since I could remember with the rare glimpses of parents that were all a little boy obtained in such a nursery-dominated regime – a noise I heard always when already half asleep: it was the crackle of my father’s starched shirt-front as he bent over my cot.


I said earlier in this chapter that my father was deeply interested in the Richards and Maude families. He was almost as interested in other people’s families, which served him, with his shy nature, as a kind of vicarious social life. He scrutinized the Births, Deaths and Marriages columns in the newspaper (for most of my childhood the Morning Post, preferred because of its line on Irish politics) and he showed remarkable knowledge about who was related to whom. Similarly, when I was rather older; if I mentioned the name of someone I had happened to meet or of one of the boys at my school, that would set him off calculating how their families fitted in with families he knew or knew about. More often than not they did not fit in at all, which always came as a surprise to him, brought up as he had been in such a narrow world of interrelated Anglo-Irish families.


My father, for all his narrowness of social outlook, was a man of the greatest courtesy and consideration. I do not know whether his narrowness (in which my mother acquiesced rather than positively supported him) was confirmed or – as one would hope – somewhat ameliorated by his public school, at which he had his first experience, as I have explained, of any kind of life different from that of the Anglo-Irish gentry and a North of Ireland Protestant rectory. Public schools were in his time – indeed they still are – such narrow worlds in their own way that his English schooling was unlikely to have changed his outlook much.


In fact my father hardly talked about Sherborne that I can remember, except once, when a scandal arose from the publication in 1917 of Alec Waugh’s The Loom of Youth, a novel based on Waugh’s experiences at Sherborne, portraying the homosexual element in English public-school life. This was the first time such an element had even been hinted at in print; today the book would seem mild to the point of being innocuous. My father denounced it indignantly, but it was never of course explained to me why the book was so shocking.


I think my father simply accepted his public-school education without thinking about it critically, just as I accepted my own a generation later. Cambridge, on the other hand, I know he positively enjoyed. He talked about his time there frequently and remained very attached to Trinity College. He rowed for the College, and seems to have lived the agreeably sybaritic life of most undergraduates in the 1880s. I remember him telling me how he had skated all the way to Ely and back during one of the hard winters they had in those years. The Master of Trinity in his time was the celebrated Montagu Butler, previously Master of Harrow, who was likewise exceedingly proud of the college. He was reported to have expressed his respect for some saying of Jesus Christ’s with the remark that nothing else was to be expected since in a way he was a Trinity man himself. This is a story my father would not have approved of. Levity in religious matters was contrary to his whole upbringing.


I know of only one episode of my father’s undergraduate days that differs at all from the usual. His closest friend at Trinity, apart from my uncle George Clarence, was Erskine Childers, who was also studying Law. Childers was Irish only on his mother’s side (she was a Barton of Glendalough, County Wicklow), and it was not until he was middle-aged and married to his fanatical American wife that he involved himself so deeply, and as it turned out so tragically, in Irish revolutionary politics. When he was at Cambridge, Childers’s enthusiasm was for sailing. Then, and after he came down (when he was living in London and working as a Clerk in the House of Commons), my father was his companion on a number of adventurous sailing excursions; similar excursions, but not as far as I know the actual ones, to those on which Childers based his novel The Riddle of the Sands, which created a political as well as a literary furore. After Childers volunteered for the Boer War in 1900 my father lost touch with him, but he was to impinge on my own consciousness many years later, as will be seen.
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Horses in the Streets





WHEN THEY MARRIED in 1903 my parents set up in London, my father having bought a partnership in a long-established firm of solicitors with the splendidly Dickensian name of Rising and Ravenscroft – a firm so long established that there had not existed, I think, a member of it called either Rising or Ravenscroft since far back in the nineteenth century. In my father’s time there was just one other partner, an irascible man called Hayward, who bullied my father. My mother was always trying to persuade him to stand up to his partner’s bullying.


Hayward was one of those tiresome men who enjoy demanding what they consider their rights, however unreasonable. My father had a story of a visit Hayward had occasion to pay to some seaside town – Eastbourne, I think, or Bournemouth. Arriving at the railway station, he took a tram to the seafront. The tram unfortunately broke down just before reaching the front and the passengers were told it was going no further. Hayward refused to accept this, insisted on an inspector being called and flourished his ticket as evidence, he claimed, of a contract on the part of the tramway company to carry him as far as the front. After an altercation lasting longer than it would have taken him to walk, the inspector solved the problem by hiring a bath-chair, in which Hayward was pulled the short distance to the front, grinning, it seems, with the triumph of getting a chair-ride at the company’s expense.


My father and mother began married life in lodgings near Paddington, but when my older brother was on the way and they needed a house of their own they moved, because houses outside London were cheaper, to Surrey – to Carshalton, which was then still a country village but beginning to expand because it already had a convenient train service to London. It has long been totally engulfed in the Surrey suburbs.


Old residents pronounced its name Kays-halton, a peculiarity that disappeared when commuter traffic made it just another station on the suburban line southwards from London Bridge and Victoria – part of the London, Brighton and South Coast Railway. It had an old church with a green copper spire, beside which were white-railed ponds containing ducks and swans – I remember falling in, and being led home by my nurse, dripping, embarrassed and disgraced. Surrounding the ponds were weather-boarded houses, a Georgian manor-house in a walled garden and a handsome coaching-inn. There were winding roads lined with new houses a short way from the centre, and in one of these my brother and sister and I were born.


Beyond and around them it was still country; some of it farmland but most of it market gardens on a substantial scale, for this part of Surrey had a tradition of growing specialized crops for the London market that went back for centuries – witness the Mitcham lavender (Mitcham was an adjoining village) proclaimed in one of the historic London street-cries. The crop grown immediately round our house was liquorice, and one of my earliest childhood memories is of the squeal and rumble of the heavy horse-drawn wagons laden with liquorice that passed my nursery window early in the morning on their way to Covent Garden.


My family lived at Carshalton for six or seven years, during which my father caught a train to the City every morning after breakfast. Then, when he had become a little more prosperous, we moved to London. Our new house was in Clanricarde Gardens, a street of tall cliff-like houses leading off the Bayswater end of Notting Hill High Street. It was in fact nearly opposite the corner of Kensington Gardens, and so I became a Kensington Gardens child, suffering tedious walks round asphalt paths, trotting beside my younger brother’s pram or allowed to play while my nurse gossiped with others like her.


‘Like her’ is important, because here I had my first introduction to social snobbery. Ours was what was called a Norland nurse – one who had been trained at the Norland Institute. They were rather grand and I don’t know why my mother aimed so high. I suppose she valued the expert qualifications they were reputed to have. The Norland nurses considered themselves superior to all other kinds of nurse and preferred to strike up acquaintance and exchange gossip across the prams only with other Norland nurses. They were easily recognizable by their brown uniforms and especially the brown veils that hung from the back of their brown straw bonnets. Ordinary nurses had black veils and bonnets.


It must have been 1911 when we moved to London. I was then nearly four. Mine was a peaceful childhood, marred only by there not being enough to do. I have the impression that I learnt to fear boredom younger than many children. There was the usual sequence of infectious diseases – measles, chicken-pox and the rest. There were also the usual minor ailments dealt with by the usual remedies. I had an unnerving reminder of the latter half a century later when I was on holiday in Tunisia. After an excellent restaurant dinner the waiter tried to persuade me and my wife to sample with our coffee a local liqueur: ‘Very nice,’ he said, ‘very special; syrup of figs,’ little knowing what those words would mean to someone brought up in an English nursery.


In the summer there were conventional family holidays by the sea: at first, while my father’s parents were alive, at resorts in Northern Ireland like Rostrevor and Warrenpoint; then in various English resorts. I can recall little about these; in fact my only clear visual memory is of the surprising appearance of the main rooms of our own house when we returned: the furniture covered in dust-sheets, creating clusters of mysterious white shapes like the pictures I had seen of icebergs in the ocean. At other times we went with my mother to her father’s house, Coaxden. When I was a little older I was sent to stay (and ride horses) with my godmother Sybil Maude, usually accompanied only by my sister: my first experience of staying away without my parents, giving me the important responsibility of not forgetting to leave half-a-crown for the maid.


Clanricarde Gardens was a cul-de-sac and so there was little street life to be observed from my nursery windows. The characteristic din of London streets at that time, made by the iron-bound wheels of innumerable horse-drawn carts and wagons, was heard only faintly from the end of the street. The street’s own traffic consisted of tradesmen’s carts, smartly painted and varnished – making, it seemed, several deliveries each day – an occasional heavy coal-cart (the smell of coal-dust as the contents of their sacks thundered down through round holes in the pavement is an inescapable memory) and the hansoms and four-wheelers that drew up from time to time at houses up and down the street.


‘Gardens’ was a misnomer. There was neither a tree nor any other greenery within sight of Clanricarde Gardens. But from time to time there were entertaining visitors: the muffin-man with a cloth-covered tray balanced on his head, and his bell; other street-sellers, of whom I particularly remember the man who came round in autumn with a barrow-load of snake-like objects made of green or red baize and stuffed tightly with sand, which were bought for laying in front of doors in the winter to keep out draughts; sometimes there were organ-grinders with monkeys and sometimes a German band (always so called, although I never learnt whether it was in fact composed of Germans). It was a small and cheerful brass band, and I remember it clearly because it was attended by a man who collected money by raising a little bag on a stick so long that it reached almost to the top-floor windows. It was very exciting when the bag arrived beneath our day-nursery window and we were given pennies to drop into it.


There is no need to describe the other characteristics of life in Kensington as seen by a child at the close of the Edwardian era. They have been described many times already. A child, of course, took them for granted and saw them as unchangeable. Some were, in fact, peculiar to that era, like the practice, which I remember from walks taken with Nurse round the adjoining Bayswater streets as a change from Kensington Gardens, of putting down a layer of tanbark over the whole street to quieten the traffic if someone was gravely ill. I remember the pervading smell of horse-manure and one characteristic movement which belongs only to the past: the way a stationary cart-horse tossed its head, with a jingle of harness, to get at the food at the bottom of its nose-bag. And I remember cab-whistles blown at front-doors.


A brightly-coloured memory from about the time we moved to London is of being taken round the streets on the top deck of a horse-drawn omnibus to see the decorations for King George v’s coronation. I did not see the coronation procession – that was a few days later – but I remember the enjoyment of sitting next to the driver and the smell of harness-leather and manure. King George was crowned in June 1911, so I was nearly four.


After only a few years in London we moved back to Surrey. I am not certain why; it may have been to economize, or perhaps the suburbs were thought better for young children. It cannot have been wholly the former, since we moved into a larger house. I suppose it is possible that the move had to do with the outbreak of war, for we had lived in London for about four years and so it must have been 1915 when we left. But I never heard the war spoken of as the reason. In fact war breaking out does not remain in my memory as a remarkable event; but then children – and for that matter, many adults – live through historic occasions which only become landmarks when looked back upon afterwards.


The war was little discussed in the nursery, and our domestic regime was of a kind to give children few opportunities of listening to grown-up conversation. Only one overheard conversation about current affairs has stuck in my memory from those early years and that was somewhat before the war. It was about the Curragh mutiny, which seemed to arouse much stronger feelings – on behalf of the rebellious officers – in my father than any news of impending war.


Our new house was again at Carshalton, where I suppose my parents thought they would feel at home and where no doubt they had already made friends. Even in four years the place had changed. It was becoming a commuters’ suburb instead of a self-sufficient village. All round it was the expanding sprawl of south London. But our new house stood on its own and had a large garden, with shrubberies impenetrable enough to serve for a small boy as an imaginary jungle. It had a tennis court and a separate walled kitchen-garden. The last was ruled over by a somewhat grumpy gardener, the look of whom I can remember – red-faced and bewhiskered – but I may be confusing him with the gardener pictured in Beatrix Potter’s Peter Rabbit. He had a passion for cultivating a boring vegetable called seakale, which had to be blanched and therefore covered by enormous bell-shaped pots with little round lids, and he became furious when inquisitive children lifted the lids to look inside.


There was still assiduous calling for orders by tradesmen (though this must have been reduced as men were conscripted for the war) and though gardeners were scarce there were plenty of indoor servants. So I cannot think that my mother had much to occupy her time. No doubt – it would be like her – she spent more time on good works than I was aware of. The only such activity that I remember was something Biblically named a Dorcas meeting, which my mother attended for many years, in peace and war, in different ladies’ houses in turn. I think it sewed clothing for the poor.


Every morning my mother did the lamps. There was no electricity and we used oil-lamps. She insisted on filling the lamps and trimming the wicks herself. They were brought by the maids from all parts of the house and placed on the dining-room table on sheets of newspaper. She kept meticulous household accounts, which my father went through with her at the end of the week. Now and again my mother was at home and ladies came to tea. On other days she herself went out to tea or simply drove round the village leaving cards according to a complicated ritual I never understood.


I can’t remember how this calling was done. I know that when we lived in Carshalton half-a-dozen years earlier it was done in a carriage hired from the local livery stables. We were not grand enough for my mother to have her own carriage; nor could our modest house have accommodated one. Perhaps after we returned to Carshalton she hired a motor-car.


Certainly by then there were far more cars in the streets, though not yet as many as horses. There were also more uniforms, although the military uniforms that were suddenly seen everywhere were not so noticeable as they would be today, because in my childhood there were more uniforms of all kinds. Golfers and shoe-blacks wore red coats, fishmongers straw hats, postmen distinctive hats with a peak at the back as well as the front to keep the rain off, and the messenger-boys who scurried about London in such numbers jaunty pill-box hats. Even burglars – at least in the picture-books I was given – wore black and white striped jerseys. Boy-scouts were much in evidence. I remember no signs of war in our suburb except the proliferation of khaki, and except that my father, who was forty-five when the war began and so too old for the army, volunteered as a Special Constable. Identified by a striped arm-band and equipped with a truncheon and a police whistle, he spent a night every week guarding a local railway-bridge against the pro-German saboteurs that were rumoured to be everywhere.


I have a clear memory of only one event connected with actual warfare. In the middle of the night I was woken and taken from my bed up to the roof of our house so that I should not miss the sight of a Zeppelin on its way to drop bombs on London. We were far enough out of London to treat this as an interesting spectacle rather than as something to take refuge from in cellars. Its engines hummed like a summer-evening insect and it glistened slim and bright when caught in the intersecting beams of searchlights. I was told the next day that it had been brought down in flames at Potters Bar.


There is little unusual or interesting to report about the life of an eight-year-old boy in a Surrey suburb, even in wartime. Parts of a book I wrote thirty years afterwards, The Castles on the Ground, were based on my memories of the suburban scene. Of what appeared in the newspapers I was told little and would have understood less. It was a rather limited family life, restricted, for me and my brothers and sisters, to the routine of the nursery and walks in the surrounding streets and parks. Our only playmates were the children of the local rector – Old Mr Vaux, he was always called, although I don’t think he was any older than my parents.


With the rectory children I made my first appearance on any stage – and, as it happened, my last. Every summer a village fête was held in the garden of the manor-house that adjoined Carshalton ponds. At one of these, in aid of some charity, we staged inside a marquee a performance of the Mad Hatter’s tea-party scene from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. My sister was Alice and I was the dormouse. I had no talent as an actor, but only had to look sleepy. The problem of cramming me into the teapot was easily solved by bringing down the curtain just before this was due to take place.


Having outgrown nurses, we four children had nursery-governesses instead. I don’t know where my mother found them. Some were quite extraordinary; some (even the extraordinary ones) we became fond of, but none of them stayed for very long and they went for reasons we could not always understand. One was very genteel – a quality my mother particularly disliked. Coming into the nursery while we were having tea, my mother heard her instructing us that slop-basin was an undesirable word; we should say tea-vase instead. My mother dismissed her on the spot. That illustrates her very decisive and managing side, which I suspect she had to develop to compensate for my father’s lack of decisiveness – a lack that had been revealed to her when he tamely accepted the years of waiting her father imposed on their marriage.


In many ways she was very different from my father: frail to look at but with an inner toughness, and with wider interests. She knew French and German, learnt from imported governesses when she was a girl, and was a competent pianist. She had less natural humour than my father and altogether lacked the imagination that would have enabled her to respond to her children’s worries and perplexities. As a corollary of this, she was one of the most literal-minded people I have ever known. This may, alternatively, have been an aspect of the strict honesty she did share with my father; certainly she tried never to speak anything but the simple truth. I remember – to give a typical example of her literal mind – an occasion some years after I was grown up and my father long dead. My mother had the habit at that time of spending a month or so every winter on the Italian Riviera – usually at Bordighera. She was once more living in Surrey, and as she was becoming an old lady I used to meet the boat-train on her return and see her across London. The weather had been stormy, and so when I greeted her at Waterloo I enquired about what I feared had been a rough crossing: ‘I hope you weren’t very seasick,’ I asked. ‘Only a little,’ she answered; ‘perhaps a dessertspoonful.’


Soon after our return to live in Surrey my older brother went away to boarding-school at the customary age of about nine – to one of the many preparatory schools on the Kentish coast – and I was due to follow him. But then there occurred what was regarded as a calamity – and I suppose was, though I was too much involved personally to look on it as such: at that age one accepts whatever comes. Yet it affected all my subsequent life in the sense that it must have influenced my development and my character. But that again is something a child would be unaware of.


The momentous event was that I had pains in one leg, and the cause was diagnosed – with the help of the then new-fangled X-ray photography – as a tubercular hip-joint, a condition not uncommon in those days among young people, judging by the number one saw around with one leg shorter than the other and an ugly lump on one boot to compensate. Whether the condition is now less common owing to new drugs or whether it is more expertly treated to avoid shortening of the leg, I do not know. I was very lucky that in my case the diagnosis was made at an early enough stage for a cure to be possible. It was made by a famous orthopaedic specialist called Trethowan, at Guy’s Hospital, whom our local family doctor advised my parents to consult.


Mr Trethowan said that I could be saved from having one leg shorter than the other if I lay flat on my back in a splint that would prevent any movement of the joint. So I was measured for what was called a Double St Thomas’s splint, a padded steel affair to which my legs and body were strapped and in which I lay on my back, able to move only my arms and my head and neck.


I remained in the splint for two years, which sounds – written like this – an appalling sentence, but as I have said, to a child life is what life brings and I do not remember feeling self-pity and certainly not anything approaching despair, which the kindness around me would in any case have made unreasonable. At first there were a lot of pains and cramps, about which I no doubt complained as a child would, while there were problems to be overcome like learning to take liquids without spilling them over myself (I was given a drinking-cup with a spout) and like getting off to sleep while lying fixed on my back. The burden fell on my mother, who looked after me devotedly, doing everything for me including the unpleasant task of assisting all my bodily functions.


I thus became separated from the nursery regime, and saw somewhat more of my parents. I was moved into a bedroom on the ground floor and in the daytime my splint, with me in it – it took two people to lift it – was placed in a long wheeled vehicle with a wicker body called a spinal carriage, in which I could be pushed about the house or, in fine weather, into the garden to lie and stare at the sky. My chief trouble, after the first weeks, was not pain but boredom. I read a bit, but it is uncomfortable and tiring to the arms, holding a book above your head while flat on your back, and anyway a child of nine does not easily take to reading for hours at a stretch. My mother read to me sometimes and there were family card-games and the like. I don’t think my parents had enough imagination to devise interesting pastimes for me. Today, of course, there would be the radio and television.


It must have been a strain for my family, although that again is not a thing a child thinks about, and a great expense to my parents. This was long before the time of the National Health Service, and doctors and hospital visits and X-ray photographs, to say nothing of the specially-made splint and the wheeled carriage, had all to be paid for out of my father’s earnings.


I was taken out daily in this carriage, pushed sometimes by my mother, but more often by local people hired for the purpose. These outings brought humiliations I minded more than the boredom. Old ladies used to stop my carriage in the street, exclaim ‘Oh, the poor little boy!’ and embark on sympathetic talk from which I would shrink with embarrassment. I obstinately refused to respond and longed for my pusher to move on, knowing however that the same thing was likely to happen round the next corner.


Perhaps, as my mother used to tell me, I was ungratefully churlish to these kind people, but their approaches seemed to me the more difficult to accept because I could look only upwards and could not avoid the kindly faces peering over my carriage. The resentment I felt remains with me. Whether it affected my nature in later life I cannot tell. Other aspects of the unnatural life I was compelled to lead must have done so. The most gregarious phase of childhood passed for me without the company of other children and without the competitiveness that is an important constituent of play. Few decisions were my own. Inevitably I was turned in on myself, and I never afterwards found it easy to make friends or even, until long after I was grown up, to get on easy terms with casual companions.


Besides pushers for my wheeled carriage, my parents hired a local curate to come for a couple of hours every morning to give me lessons and set work for me to do afterwards. He was a mild, conscientious young man, but not a trained teacher, and the subjects he taught me were simply those he knew something of himself. He had read classics as an undergraduate, and so most of our time was spent on Greek and Latin. He gave me a few lessons in history and geography, and English grammar. He managed a little elementary arithmetic, but of course no science and no modern languages. It was an oddly balanced curriculum, but strangely enough when I went eventually to school I had no great difficulty in adapting to a more normal one. I suppose mental discipline and agility are more important in education than the particular subjects through which they are imparted. In this sense my curate may have been a better teacher than I knew.


At long last, after two years, when I was taken on one of my regular visits to Guy’s Hospital, my parents were given good news: the X-rays revealed that my cure was nearly complete. I could come out of my splint and begin to learn to walk, but for a time – the time turned out to be nearly a year – I must wear a smaller splint on the affected leg to prevent my putting any weight on it. This was a heavy iron affair called a caliper splint, and I now had to face the uncomfortable, and at times painful, process of learning to bend joints that had not moved for two years, to balance when standing upright and to heave myself clumsily about, wearing this heavy appliance.


But I had a little more freedom to make decisions for myself and after the year was up another X-ray picture pronounced me cured – with no shortening of my leg whatever. Soon I was a boy of twelve who could run like other boys, dress myself and go where I wanted to go without waiting for someone to help me. Best of all, I was no longer visibly a cripple. My parents decided not to send me away to prep school, but to keep me living at home – perhaps they could not quite believe that my physical health was now normal – until I was due to go to my public school in a little more than a year. They found a day prep school in the neighbouring town of Sutton, which I attended for four or five terms.


It was run by a handsome, fresh-faced man who was respected by his pupils because he had played cricket for the Warwickshire Gentlemen. He was a strict disciplinarian, but kind; in fact he liked to sit, while watching games, with a small boy or two on his knee and one arm resting affectionately round their shoulders. This was not, that I ever heard, thought of as indicating any instinct other than goodwill. The school was well staffed and its academic standards high. I was found to be well ahead of boys of my own age in classics and absurdly ignorant of French and science. I gave up Greek, somewhat to my later regret, and soon caught up with the other subjects. There were some bullies at the school, at whose hands I suffered, not having learnt to hold my own with other children. My tubercular hip being completely cured, I was allowed to play games, which I did with an exhilarating sense of liberation, leading to a tendency to show off. I proved rather good at cricket, being chosen for the school second eleven. The only restriction was at the school sports, where I was warned not to enter for the high jump because the shock of landing might be dangerous. In fine weather I bicycled to Sutton; otherwise I went by tram. At the school I made no friends.


The time soon came for me to move on to a public school. My name had years before been put down for Sherborne, since it was customary for sons to follow fathers at the same school. But my mother – the stronger character, as I have explained – had different ideas. By accident I overheard my parents discussing the question. ‘Sherborne,’ I heard my mother say, ‘is very relaxing. Jim should go somewhere bracing.’ (Readers of my generation will remember how important this distinction used to be; climates were classified and valued according to whether they were bracing or relaxing, just as an almost superstitious significance was attached to the difference between clay and gravel soils.) My father, as was his custom, deferred at once to my mother and recalled that his partner, Mr Hayward, had a nephew at a school in Norfolk where he was almost sure it would be bracing, and promised to ask his partner about this school next day.


The report seems to have been favourable, and so I was entered forthwith, instead of for Sherborne, for Gresham’s School, Holt. This was a rather unusual school, well in advance of its time educationally, to which liberal-minded parents were beginning to send their sons when they mistrusted the entrenched traditions of the normal public school. That I think explains the remarkable number of boys who were at Gresham’s in the 1920s and early 1930s who distinguished themselves later, especially in the arts and sciences. Many people have wondered about the reason, and I think it lay not so much in the special nature of the school (although its relative freedom from restrictive discipline undoubtedly helped), and still less in anything unusual about the teaching, as in the fact that so many of the boys sent there were the sons of unusual parents or of parents with notions ahead of their time.


I was an exception. My own parents would have seen little that needed improving in the traditional English public school. I must have been an almost unique instance of a boy sent to such an advanced school as Gresham’s simply because it was on a bracing part of the Norfolk coast. That characteristic was all too evident when I got there. When the wind blew from the north-east – which it seemed to me to do for most of the year – one had the feeling that it blew straight from Spitzbergen with nothing in between; and since the school’s regime was very spartan (only cold water to wash in, even when ice on the jug had first to be broken; a compulsory cold shower every morning and another cold shower after the weekly hot bath), it was bracing to an uncomfortable degree.


I do not know whether this cold-water regime was a conscious attempt to encourage physical hardihood and discourage homosexual instincts. If so, it was notably unsuccessful, since Gresham’s, as I learnt after I had left, turned out a number of boys who were life-long homosexuals. I think, however, these were simply the boys who became famous, and I doubt if homosexuality was more pronounced there than at other public schools. I saw no signs of it, but I may have been too innocent to identify these when I did see them.
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