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Apologia





A few years ago I published a book called Playing for Time, in which I used my time as an undergraduate at Trinity College, Dublin, as a kind of washing-line from which to hang an autobiography that took me up to my mid-twenties, and was all to do with the follies and the ineptitude of youth. Suddenly overcome by the presumptuousness of what I had done, I wrote an apologetic foreword in which I said that the only justification for a nonentity writing an autobiography was that it should entertain, and articulate feelings and states of mind that are common to us all; and that, with luck, it should be easier for an unknown to avoid the pomposity, the discretion and the blandness that blight the memoirs of most public figures once they put childhood behind them. For a nonentity to produce a sequel may well seem a case of pushing his luck too far, not least because trying to write about the follies of middle age while still in mid-stream is a rather more hazardous affair than deriding those of one’s youth: if I have failed to pull it off, I can only apologise once more, and reassure readers eager to learn no more that, since this second book brings my story up to date, I should be well into my eighties before I get round to Volume Three.


Like travel-writing in the 1960s and early 1970s, autobiography is, in critical terms at least, an unfairly neglected art, and one at which the English excel. Those that I particularly relish − James Lees-Milne’s Another Self, John Gale’s Clean Young Englishman, Julian Maclaren-Ross’s Memoirs of the Forties, Michael Wharton’s The Missing Will and The Dubious Codicil, P. Y. Betts’s People Who Say Goodbye − tend to assume a self-deprecating tone, and combine comicality with an underlying melancholy, vigorous anecdotes with a corrosive sense of the sad absurdity of things: to them at least − if not to the other heroes of my book − I offer the double-edged compliment of pallid emulation.




   





I would like to thank the following for their help and encouragement: Mike Fishwick of HarperCollins, the most patient, enthusiastic and long-suffering of editors; Robert Lacey of HarperCollins, who more than justified his reputation as an unusually sympathetic and meticulous editor; my agent, Gillon Aitken, whose suggested titles for the book − The Fishwick Papers and The Callil Palimpsest – were reluctantly overruled; James Douglas Henry and Carol Smith, both of whom read the typescript at various stages and urged me on in the face of authorial despondency; my wife, Petra, who read it in proof and proved, as always, the shrewdest and most severe of critics; and Alan Ross, who first published various pieces from the book in the London Magazine, and kindly asked to see more. ‘Maria Pasqua’ and a shortened version of the section on Mr Chaudhuri first appeared in The Oldie, and the envoi in The Tablet. Extracts from The Letters of Evelyn Waugh, edited by Mark Amory, are reprinted by kind permission of Weidenfeld & Nicolson Ltd and Peters, Fraser & Dunlop Ltd.
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PROLOGUE


Dreaming of Arcadia





ONE DAY is much like another for the desk-bound office worker: life ebbs away, almost imperceptibly, in a blur of meetings and memos and gossip, of coffee-drinking and conferences and sticky summer afternoons when a post-prandial slumber becomes almost de rigueur, and our passage from our thirties into our forties and beyond is accompanied, and given definition, by the complicated movement of pieces of paper from one place to another. For a quarter of a century I worked in the most congenial and convivial of trades, constantly bemoaning my lot and a salary which − not unreasonably, I now feel − kept pace with that of the average prep-school master, yet relishing the company of the raffish, the literate and the indiscreet; and the last ten years I spent with a small but well-regarded firm, which has since been absorbed into an American conglomerate and transplanted to a modern office block, all open-plan and winking VDUs, but was, when I went there in the late 1970s, the epitome of an old-fashioned literary publisher. Our offices were off the bottom of St Martin’s Lane, immediately opposite the Post Office: the floors were covered with blue lino, the telephones were Bakelite and the furniture Utility, the rattle of elderly upright typewriters was punctuated, from time to time, by terrible howls from the opera house next door, where sopranos were practising their scales, and the place was staffed by loyal, long-serving spinsters in cardigans and sandals, and − for much of the firm’s history at least − amiable and highly civilised men with large private incomes, who considered publishing a better field than most in which to display their talents.


Towards the end of our time in those old offices − before we moved, briefly, into the late-eighteenth-century grandeur of a house in Bedford Square − I occupied a grey-painted, wood-panelled office in the front of the building, high up on the third floor; and from its windows, on somnolent afternoons, I would gaze down into the street below, with its cargo of grimy, leather-clad motorbike messengers and lunatic, red-faced men waving bottles and roaring abuse at hurrying passers-by, or into the windows of the office opposite, where men in their shirt-sleeves and neatly-turned-out girls in black pencil skirts were hard at work opening or closing filing cabinets, or standing about in little groups, or drinking coffee out of polystyrene cups, or gazing absently back in my direction until, suddenly aware of being watched, they hurried importantly away. In between gazing and snoozing, gossiping and counting the hours until it was time to sneak out to the pub for lunch or (better still) to plod back home again, I would busy myself, pleasantly enough, with the various routines of a publishing editor’s day − correcting proofs, editing a typescript, writing a blurb, puzzling over the small print in a contract, trying to make sense of an estimate or a computer print-out of sales, soothing an author’s ruffled spirits, or indolently reading − while in the background I could hear, like a bagpipe’s never-ending drone, the familiar sounds of an office in which, as is so often the case, literacy and liberal views were combined with an autocratic and temperamental style of government: blood-curdling, imperious cries of rage, the slamming of doors, the sob of a retiring underling.


My own attitude towards office life in general, and publishing in particular, was an uneasy, and ignoble, mixture of timidity and detachment: I resented its demands and derided its absurdities and its sporadic self-importance, yet I was never brave enough, or convinced enough, to say what I really thought, to strike a blow for revolution rather than mutter subversion in the wings. I got on well with my authors, especially the more bibulous among them, and did good work for them, as an editor if not as a promoter of their wares; I understood, and knew much about, the complicated workings of a trade that combines, in its ideal state, the intimations of art with the exactitude of commerce; I seemed reasonably popular with my colleagues and, more than most, I relished the parties and the gossip and the indiscretions endemic to that most incestuous of trades: and yet I remained, throughout my career, an observer rather than a participant, unwilling or unable to take the whole business − or, indeed, myself – as seriously as I should, and far too diffident or fearful of rebuff to elbow my way to the front. Years earlier I had, as a large, clumsy and heavily bespectacled schoolboy, rationalised my fear of the physical and my hatred of the team spirit by adopting towards organised games an attitude of derisive superiority and refusing to join in, while at the same time feeling genuinely puzzled by the way in which those set in authority above me − loudly-shouting housemasters in scarves and duffle-coats, or solemn, serious-minded prefects – could work themselves into frenzies of excitement over matters so self-evidently futile as hoofing a lump of leather from one end of a field to the other or thwacking smaller lumps of leather with a stick; and this same combination of the fearful and the over-rational − first implanted, perhaps, by Spam-coloured legs in a scrum, the owners of which were grunting and farting about me and twisting the ears off my head for no very worthwhile reason, or the withering cries of ‘For God’s sake, Lewis’ as I trailed unhappily back to the pavilion, last man in, bowled out for nought − permeated and blighted my life as a working man. I flung myself into the social life of the office, outlasting all but the hardiest at publishing parties and stealing back late in the afternoon from yet another extended lunch, to be greeted by a palimpsest of yellow stickers on my typewriter informing me that the boss had been looking for me since 2.15, and where had I been all this time; I did my work as well as I could, and often enjoyed what I did; and yet I remained on the touchline, refusing responsibility and for ever holding back − in much the same way as, thirty years before, banished from the rugger field on grounds of unpardonable incompetence, I had shivered among the spectators, none of whom reached above my shoulder, my melancholy bass booming unhappily among their excited trebles as the game surged to and fro before us. My heart bled for the sobbing underling or the baffled new arrival, not simply from sympathy for the underdog, though that had its part to play, but because − despite thinning locks and failing sight and an Audenesque network of wrinkles and an uneasy tightening of the trousers and even a place on the board, for what it was worth − I continued to think of myself as a servant rather than a master, as someone who had to be told what to do and, while grumbling with the rest at the folly or the harshness of what ‘they’ had decreed, was more than happy to leave it that way. Like a grizzled schoolboy, I longed for the boss to go on holiday, or for the firm to be laid low by one of those bouts of ’flu or diarrhoea that sporadically sweep through such places; had I arrived at work one day to discover that the office had burned down in the night, my immediate reactions would have been of jubilation and relief.’


Institutional life of any kind, like the games I so dreaded at school, depends on the suspension of belief: we learn to feign – and yet not entirely feign, for our livelihood depends upon it − excitement and delight and rage and indignation and despair, if for a moment only; our features harden and grow strained as we approach the office in the morning and soften and relax as we leave it in the evening, and once installed behind our desks we persuade ourselves, and others, that the weekly sales figures or a particular point in a contract or the urgency of publishing a novel which no one will remember in five years’ time or persistent incompetence on the part of an amiable but scatterbrained member of staff are matters of supreme and over-riding importance (as indeed they are). Here too I let my colleagues down, finding it hard to suppress or conceal the views of civilian life. Lacking, to an alarming degree, any trace of the killer instinct or the competitive urge, I found it hard to work up the necessary, if transient, emotions of fury or aggression when faced with the activities of a rival or a predator. I fidgeted through meetings, yawning and glancing at my watch; I was competent at the minutiae of the trade, at estimates and contracts and knocking a book into shape, but proved a poor dissembler, unable − as the best publishers always can − to see all our geese as swans, and to persuade others to think the same. I took refuge in a kind of cynical buffoonery, a world-weary raising of eyebrows at the folly of mankind; and, whenever I could, I sought oblivion in those jovial, interminable lunches with friends whose company I relished and whose views seemed to match my own.


Nor was my behaviour at home any more creditable or mature. I had married, in my mid-twenties, a girl who had been at university with me, with the eyes of a Tartar horseman, hair like a badger, and a face and a nature too kind, too trusting and too dear for the world in which we find ourselves; we had two loud and dashing daughters, both of them eloquent, stylish and funny, and both encouraged by me in incurable frivolity; we lived, happily enough, in a small, half-decorated suburban house near Richmond Park (I found it hard to admit to East Sheen), crammed with books and pictures and cats and pieces of paper, with a long, overgrown garden like a hazy cavern of green, and a white wooden verandah on which, on summer evenings, we would sit and drink and talk to our friends while the days and the years and the months stole, almost unnoticed, away.


All this made for a congenial if impecunious life, in which far too little thought was given − certainly by me − to such grave matters as pension schemes and insurance policies and the provision for rainy days: at home, as in the office, I shied away from the graver realities of life, leaving Petra to grapple with the bills and juggle our finances and worry about how and whether we would ever be able to afford a new car, while I salved my conscience by tackling a mound of ironing − a job I anyway enjoyed − or, equally agreeably, peeling the vegetables for that evening’s supper (deciding what we should eat, and doing the necessary shopping, were not on my agenda: Petra was expected to combine these with a full-time job).


To my shame I had − still have − more than a touch of the Harold Skimpole about me. I somehow assumed, on slender evidence, that my refusal to accept responsibility or to deal with the more tedious aspects of life was an endearing attribute of the impractical literary man, whose thoughts were hovering on a higher plane (the fact that my own literary activities were more in my head than on paper seemed neither here nor there); I revelled in infantilism, making much of a belief, assiduously promoted, that all the most interesting and entertaining men I knew were, in their various ways, irremediably childish, and that it was this that set them apart from those grey, responsible, prematurely aged figures − keen games-players to a man, no doubt, and avid upholders of team spirit − who assumed their duties with ponderous gravity, wore their middle age like a shroud, and spent more time than I felt quite decent discussing their retirement plans, with special reference to the proximity of golf clubs. And since I remained, for all my haggard looks and creaking joints, incurably infantile when it came to such matters as farts or lavatories or performing tribal dances, clad in nothing save my socks, while the rest of the family was trying to watch television (‘Oh Dad, do be quiet!’), my refusal to confront or to do battle with the demands and the responsibilities of life threatened to become a full-scale retreat. And although, on good days, I thought myself luckier than many, and liked to affect a lofty condescension to friends who had abandoned the ideals and the enthusiasms of youth for safe, dark-suited jobs and explained, with an embarrassed, apologetic laugh, that they hadn’t much time for reading nowadays apart from the occasional Wilbur Smith on the flight to Australia or Robert Ludlum beside the pool in Barbados − since authors like these seemed far harder to read than Dickens or Trollope there may have been more to this than met the eye − I spent much more time than I might have wished being undermined by feelings of terrible inadequacy. I felt inadequate because I knew I earned several thousand pounds a year less than my dark-suited friends’ twenty-five-year-old personal assistants, and because I longed to go to Australia and knew I never would, and because I could take my family (or, more accurately, be taken by them) no nearer the Caribbean than Cornwall or the Isle of Wight; I felt inadequate when I went to dinner parties in North London and the conversation eddied and surged above my head and I remembered, all too well, why, thirty years earlier, I had been shown the door by a distressingly large number of Oxford and Cambridge tutors for admissions; I felt inadequate (and irresponsible, too) when men in ribbed jerseys and the up-to-date equivalents of cavalry-twill trousers banged their pipes against the grate and, puffing ruminatively, discussed those ever more imminent pension schemes and retirement plans; I felt inadequate when my daughters’ friends went trekking in Peru or paid homage in Tibetan monasteries or lent a hand in the Philippines, and I tried (in vain) to endow my own timid forays as an undergraduate with retrospective dash and glamour; I felt inadequate when I caught sight of myself in a mirror, or climbed behind the steering-wheel of our car with other people on board, or took to the dance floor, or was expected to kick a football back into play while strolling in the park; and I felt quintessentially inadequate when, early one summer, we set out for Holland from the Pool of London on board a bottle-green converted trawler, and Petra’s cousin − the mildest and most unalarming of sea-dogs − asked me to take the helm as we threaded our way down the Thames and headed for the open sea. He needed to go below, he said, to study some charts and plot our course: would I be a good chap, and remember to keep to the right (or was it the left? One of the two, for sure, but − instantly panic-stricken − I had no idea which as we headed straight towards a tug dragging behind it primrose-painted barges crammed with industrial waste). Within minutes I had succeeded in palming the job off on our skipper’s self-assured son of thirteen, and hurried importantly below, where I felt more inadequate than ever as grave, manly figures clustered about the charts and compasses and took readings of various kinds and traded valuable information about positions and destinations over the intercom with a crackling voice on the shore. How I envied and admired my fellow-crew members as they sprang nimbly about the deck, and tossed ropes to grinning Dutchmen on the quay, and decided, with no evidence of dithering, where and how we should park for the night, while I tried to look both keen and unobtrusive, one finger carefully keeping the place in my book. How eagerly I leapt ashore, and how briskly I led the way once on dry land, as if anxious to redeem my inadequacies on board.


Seemingly impervious to more mundane concerns, staggering somehow from one day to the next, middle-aged men with a touch of the Peter Pan about them may seem, on a good day, enviably free spirits; and hiding one’s head in the sand and hovering in the wings are both compatible with a degree of happiness. We had less money than most of the people we knew, but consoled ourselves with familiar aphorisms about its tenuous relationship to true happiness; we loved one another’s company, and enjoyed doing much the same things; we spent our holidays sheltering from the rain in Cornwall or on the Isle of Wight, but told ourselves that, in an age of mass travel, when men with lager-bellies could be spotted in Thailand and clerks in ventless gangsters ‘suits could be overheard in the pub in the lunch-hour discussing holidays in Barbados or the Seychelles, it was probably just as well to stay at home; our house was untidy and decrepit and half-done, but was generally thought to be ’cosy’ and ‘homely’ and ‘full of character’; we delighted in the company of our friends, and continued to add to their numbers; like a spoilt child, I grumbled incessantly about my job and the horrors of having to go to work, yet I was far luckier than many in that what I did was, for all its disadvantages, an extension of the interests I had always had, while the company I kept − authors, agents, journalists, fellow-publishers − were usually kindred spirits. And yet, as I hurried all too quickly from my early – to my mid-frties, my vision of the world switched, alarmingly, from colour to black and white. I became even more restless and uncommitted at work, yawning unashamedly at meetings and pausing more frequently than ever to rinse out my mouth and splash water on my face as I stealthily padded upstairs after another three-or four-hour lunch, taking care to avoid the censorious gaze of Perrier-drinkers half my age who had spent the lunch hour behind their desks with a sandwich, their gaze firmly fixed on their VDUs; and my feelings of general dissatisfaction began to wash over into domestic life as well. In my thirties I had been a zealous advocate of domesticity in general, and of suburban life in particular, defending both keenly against the derision of snobs and socialists alike, and pining for the company of clerks and commuters when temporarily transplanted from the serried anonymity of south-west London to the high-minded smugness of North Oxford; yet now I found myself distressingly intolerant of gardens and cats and tins of emulsion and men hurrying for trains and the cluck of domestic chat. I longed to trade in the soporific whirr of the lawnmower for the disco at the office party, suburban leg-room for a broom-cupboard in South Ken, the familiar existence of a middle-aged family man for a bleary resurrection of undergraduate life or a belated stab at the vie de Bohème, My attempts at Bohemian life were tentative and inconsistent: I would happily reel home in the small hours after some publishing carousal − my dinner a cinder, my family fearing the worst – but grumbled terribly behind the scenes if my daughters brought friends home or stayed out after eleven, harried my family to bed as soon as the nine o’clock news was over, and spent a good deal of time and energy switching off television sets in mid-show, turning down the music, worrying about keeping the neighbours awake and generally behaving like an old-fashioned domestic tyrant with not a drop of Bohemian blood in his veins.


All this, of course, is familiar to the point of banality: the sad, ignoble sight of middle age pretending to be other than it is, trying to reanimate or cling to the pallid tatters of youth; the terrible awareness that time is running out, that the future is finite, and that every day takes one further from that bright, luminous threshold on which everything seemed possible and time would have no end. Like the rest of us, I liked to think that, somehow, I was different, that I could be immune to the passing of time as well as to the rude intrusions of the real world; and yet with every day that passed I became more uneasily aware that, in the eyes of the young at least, I seemed elderly and dull and slow and out-of-touch, and that retaining one’s hair and one’s waistline and even one’s joie de vivre to a more enviable degree than some was merely to postpone or disguise the moment of truth.




    





On those days when I wasn’t having my regular Tuesday lunch in the Marquis of Granby with Dennis Enright and Les the office packer, or straying further afield with one of those whose company I particularly relished – Alan Ross or Richard West or Carol Smith or Digby Durrant or Hilary Laurie or Howard and Ros Jacobson or a short, waxen-featured girl in a purple hat, whose sullen pout and black eyes and boundless appetite for draught Guinness made me feel, for no good reason, that I was a doggy kind of fellow, reliving the days of my youth − I would, from time to time, wander over the road to the National Gallery to look at the paintings by Claude Lorrain. Claude’s classical scenes, with their half-naked figures gravely dancing or idling in the foreground, their lush and somnolent vegetation, their crags and armies and ruined castles, their boats bobbing in the bay beyond, and their snow-capped mountains running along the horizon, were paintings of a kind that, thirty years earlier, I would have hurried impatiently by; but now I found infinitely tantalising their intimations of Arcadia, of a timeless, untroubled world in which the young never grew any older, but woke every morning under a cloudless sky of early summer, luminous with promise and expectation, and devoted tranquil, velvet evenings to feasting and drinking and talking on the grass. When, at weekends, I strode across Richmond Park, with its lakes and vistas and carefully positioned woods and trees, I found myself in a Claudian landscape of my own, an Arcadia in the suburbs; I loved it with a passion, but my restlessness remained.


Although I had never learned a word of Greek, and remembered barely enough of my Latin to unravel the inscription on a tombstone, Claude’s evocations of Arcadia sent me in spirit at least to the Mediterranean world and, in particular, to Greece, where a quarter of a century before I had plodded in ox-like adoration behind ffenella, bowed down by the weight of our rucksacks, the sweat plastering my shirt to my chest and my specs forever sliding down my nose; and to those authors who celebrated the convivial pleasures of friendship and company, of eating and drinking under skies of a different hue to that which I glimpsed, from time to time, from my window in William IV Street. Nearly thirty years before, as a trainee messenger boy, I had escaped from the dim reality of life in an advertising agency into the lurid yet womb-like world of Dickens; now I sought refuge in the sad nostalgia of Cyril Connolly’s The Unquiet Grave, in Lawrence Durrell’s accounts of raffish, carefree life on Rhodes and Corfu, in Kevin Andrews and Dilys Powell and Gerald Durrell and, above all, in the magical prose of Patrick Leigh Fermor. In both his life and his writing Leigh Fermor seemed the romantic figure of our age, and one who could well have been among the more adventurous and articulate inhabitants of Arcadia. His two-year tramp, when little more than a schoolboy, from Rotterdam to Constantinople, trudging through snowbound Nazi Germany, carousing in nightclubs in Budapest, spinning out long, indolent summer days in Austro-Hungarian palaces or Transylvanian castles; his wartime exploits in German-occupied Crete, culminating in the kidnapping of General Kriepe; the legendary house he had built in the Mani, with its Claude-like setting of sea and rocks and cypress trees and greenery; his Byzantine evocations of climbing Mount Taygetus or sleeping out in a Maniot tower: all these were heady enough, but made headier still by the passionate precision and convoluted grace of his writing. In an age of utilitarian prose, when the subordinate clause was viewed askance and the colon had almost been pensioned off, his strong, rolling sentences, like those of Hugh Trevor-Roper, Isaiah Berlin and Nirad Chaudhuri, harked back to the bolder, more expansive style of Thackeray and Stevenson. But what I loved most was the way in which he evoked, not least in his account of his pre-war hike across Europe, written when he was in his sixties and seventies, exactly how it felt to be young and hopeful and exuberant, when everything lay in the future and the skies of summer seemed (if only in retrospect) as bright and as blue as those that Claude had painted in Tivoli or on the Neapolitan coast; and, on mornings when I had missed my train to Waterloo and had time to kill before the next, I would escape into pre-war Romania or the bear-haunted Carpathians, feeling, in some curious way, as though I were re-living my own timid and unadventurous youth in the pages of my hero.


Slumped and somnolent behind my desk after an interlude with Claude, I would sometimes look up and find a red-faced, blue-eyed satyr leaning against the side of the door, watching me with the kind of intensity normally reserved for a specimen on a microscopic plate or a subject under surveillance. Charles Sprawson was one of my closest friends from university; as the freest of free spirits, who had sampled and rejected the perils of office life in favour of that of a freelance picture-dealer, he liked nothing better, when in London, than to insinuate himself unannounced into offices in which his friends were working, pad silently up to their lairs and watch them for as long as he could while they yawned or picked their noses or made compromising phone calls or bustled about their business or merely gazed vacantly out of the window, waiting for the day to end. Spotting this grinning voyeur in one’s doorway was a disconcerting business, but − as far as I was concerned, though others disagreed − a very welcome one. Irrespective of the weather or the occasion, he would be dressed in an open-necked shirt, a dark-blue sleeveless pullover, thick-ribbed corduroy trousers and gym shoes. An avid attender of literary parties, whether invited or not, he refused to adapt his clothing for even the grandest occasion. Early on in his career as a literary party-goer I told him − as a deliberate act of provocation − that I was going to what would almost certainly be a rather formal party given by John Murray for Patrick Leigh Fermor in their gold and white eighteenth-century offices in Albemarle Street, replete with mementoes of Byron and Roman-looking busts with laurel wreaths about their brows; I knew at once, from a slight twisting of the lip and a ripple that ran across his face, that he would be there. No sooner had I sighted him on the far side of the room, deep in conversation with an elderly lady, than a corduroy-swathed arm shot out and took me by the wrist. ‘Tell me, dear boy,’ said Jock Murray, clad in his familiar uniform of bow tie and scarlet braces, his rubbery, comical features lit up with avuncular interest, his eyebrows an interrogative arch: ‘Who is that most distinguished-looking man who has just come in? Can it possibly be——?’ − here he mentioned the editor of a literary magazine which specialised in publishing extracts from forthcoming books by well-known authors. Although, years later, he went on to write a book about swimming which became something of a cult both here and in the States, Charles’s literary output was, as yet, restricted to a piece about von Cramm, the pre-war German tennis player, which Alan Ross and I had persuaded him to write for the London Magazine, but − suddenly dreading his imminent expulsion − I told Jock that he was a writer of very great importance, though sadly underrated; and seconds later I saw our host − who was, in any case, the kindest and most hospitable of men − advancing on the rude intruder, both arms outstretched before him and calling out the warmest of greetings (‘My dear boy, how nice to see you here …’).


A friend of both Petra’s and mine, Charles had for years swum silently in and out of our lives like a disconcerting, blue-eyed shark. A sportsman, a classicist and an authority on low life in Hamburg, Paris and Amsterdam, he had, after leaving Trinity, Dublin, taught classics at a university in Saudi Arabia, where he was arrested by the Desert Patrol for dancing alone among the sand-dunes to ‘La Bamba’ on a portable gramophone, and upstaged a bandaged and goggled Stuntman by strolling up, a towel on his arm, and casually diving ninety feet into a waterhole − a regular occurrence as far as Charles was concerned, but a circus feat for the Stuntman, who was left hopping with rage on the edge of the cliff while his erstwhile admirers drifted derisively away. Back in England with his wife and daughters, Charles worked briefly as a swimming-pool attendant before becoming an art dealer − initially, and unhappily, with an established firm of dealers, and then as a freelance operator. His labours, as far as I could gather, were nerve-racking but sporadic: he would spend days on end in their elegant house in Gloucestershire, reading a history of torture or The Enormous Bed by Henry Jones PhD, or swimming with his daughters, or playing squash, or disconcerting middle-aged company directors or respectable solicitors whom he remembered as schoolboy athletes by ringing them out of the blue, after forty years free from such persecution, and asking them not only about their continuing prowess (if any) as wicket-keepers or racquets-players, but about the state of their marriages and their sexual proclivities; and then, quite suddenly, he would hurry away to Guernsey or Southern California or the Isle of Man, sell a couple of pictures for a good deal more than I would earn in a year, and return to Gloucestershire to resume his more absorbing activities. Many of his clients were tax exiles, eager to invest in works of art: he was fearless in their pursuit, scaling an eight-foot wall in the hope of interesting in a nineteenth-century lndscape a well-known golfer (caught lounging by his pool, and unamused to find this rubicund figure strolling towards him, a canvas under his arm), and gaining access to the London home of an Arab sheikh by swinging, like Tarzan, from a tree onto a first-floor balcony. More often than not his dashing and unconventional approach paid off, and many of his clients became, in due course, his friends as well.


Every now and then Charles would turn up in London en route for the Channel Islands, the boot of his battered Ford estate replete with the discarded sleeping bags and gigantic sheets of cardboard in which he kept his paintings while in transit, together with a pungent mulch of old socks, unwashed shirts, tennis racquets, copies of the London Magazine and unopened bank statements. He parked this explosive mixture all over London, mounted on kerbs and defying double yellow lines; after which he would, once his business was done, loom up unannounced in the doorways of his office-bound friends and watch them with a sardonic grin as they filled in the long hours between nine and six. If, by some lucky chance, he materialised before lunch, we would set off at a brisk pace to a Greek restaurant opposite Centre Point where − over two or three bottles of retsina − we would discuss those subjects of perennial if parochial fascination: the past, now rapidly receding, and the follies of our friends. Although I would never have been brave enough to lead the life he did, Charles’s company and his unusual adventures − after polishing off the Hellespont in the company of his eldest daughter he had recently, in emulation of Byron, swum the Tagus, only to be arrested as a drug smuggler two-thirds of the way across – had a predictably unsettling effect, and I would stump back to the office feeling more restless and dissatisfied than ever.


Eight years after I had joined the firm, it abandoned the lino and tongue-and-groove of William IV Street for the eighteenth-century elegance of Bedford Square, for gilt plasterwork and a marble fireplace or two and views (for some at least) through tall, room-high windows over the railings and plane trees of the square. My lunches grew still longer and more erratic, for round the corner were the Greek restaurants of Charlotte Street, reeking of charcoal and retsina, and the Fitzrovian pubs in which I spent more time than I should drinking draught Guinness with the girl in the purple hat. By now I was one of the longest-serving members of the firm, a repository of office lore and ancient wisdom. I gave sage advice about copyright and contracts and libel and editorial matters; I knew better than most who had been the agent for a particular author, or who had published what and when; but the kind of books I enjoyed publishing − the adventures of an SOE man in wartime Albania, or the tribulations of a lavatory-cleaner, or the diary of a Russian princess stranded in Berlin during the war, or an account of life aboard HMS Mercury, the training ship run by C. B. Fry’s termagant wife, who inspected her charges ‘pyjama bottoms every morning for ‘evidence of beastliness’ − looked increasingly out of place on the list, and, despite some enthusiastic reviews, they seldom sold more than a handful of copies. With every day that passed I became more of an irrelevance, a curmudgeonly presence exuding dispiriting waves of boredom and disapproval. Such a state of affairs could not last for ever, and eventually it was suggested − for the third time in my career as an office-worker − that perhaps the time had come for a parting of the ways. As on the two previous occasions, I greeted the news with delight and relief, warmly agreeing with all they had to say and hurrying to put my critics at their ease. Since our mutual irritation was mitigated − I hope – by affection on both sides, I was given six months in which to work out my time and set my affairs in order. Far from bending my mind to the future I devoted my period of grace to more frenzied carousing and party-going than ever, downing pint after pint of Guinness in the lunch hours with the girl in the purple hat, cracking bottles of wine in the office after work while the cleaners hoovered and dusted all about us, creeping home on the last bus after yet another Christmas party. And then, quite suddenly, my office life was over. The life I had dreamed of lay before me; like Charles, I would be my own master from now on, free to wander through Arcadia whenever I wished; and the future stretched out like an empty room, featureless and unfamiliar.






















CHAPTER ONE


Carbonated Lightning





READERS WHO STRUGGLED THROUGH to the last few pages of Playing for Time may remember that it ended with my taking the junior job in the publicity department of a firm of publishers in St James’s Place, where I soon distinguished myself by projecting back to front a rare film about the burial of a Moscow dissident − the mourners plucking the coffin from the snowy ground, hoisting it onto their shoulders and stepping sharply backwards into the distance − and by being taken in by my friend Tom, a City man with time on his hands, who had rung up impersonating Alexander Solzhenitsyn and asked me in guttural tones whether we would be interested in publishing his most recent revelations about life in the Gulag.


These excitements over and done with, I began to settle down to the everyday life of an ignorant, and all too disposable, member of the department. In those days publishers still had money to spare − or to waste − on press advertisements, and a good deal of my time was given over to the composition of these. Whereas the jolly July Cooper was allowed, as the senior copywriter, to tackle the ‘difficult’ ads in the Bookseller, Smith’s Trade News and the Sunday papers, I was restricted to the provincial press and (since the firm had a long and profitable tradition of publishing religious tracts for the layman) to important weeklies like the Church Times and the Universe. No great literary invention was required, since the ads invariably consisted of a shopping list of the latest books, giving their price, their size (‘crown octavo’) and a suitably inflammatory quote, doctored if need be (‘Stunning’ − Birmingham Post). Once I had assembled all this useful information, I sat down with what looked like a sheet of graph paper, some tracing paper and a loose-leafed book in which one could find every typeface known to man, or the Monotype Corporation, laid out in descending order of size like an optician’s testing sheet. I knew, as yet, nothing whatsoever about design or typography or printing, but since the firm’s ads all looked exactly the same it wasn’t too hard to grope my way slowly along, hoping – sometimes in vain − that I could somehow cram it all in within the six-inch double column, or whatever size I was working to. It was, I soon discovered, restful and therapeutic work of the kind I particularly enjoy, like peeling potatoes or cleaning shoes. My labours completed, I would then take the piece of graph paper to the publicity manager for her approval, and if all seemed to be in order it would be sent off to a typesetter near King’s Cross to be set up in hot metal in the size and typeface indicated in my layout. A day or so later a proof would appear on my desk, looking a good deal blacker and bolder than my tentative scribblings. A block would then be made of the corrected version, and despatched to the Glasgow Herald or the Methodist Recorder. My last responsibility was to take a ruler to the ad as it appeared, and work out exactly how much of the six inches was occupied by each of the books on the list: every title had its advertising allowance, and the cost of each appearance was scrupulously logged.


When I was not engaged in compiling and designing these advertisements, I filled in the long hours ticking off review lists − deciding which newspapers, magazines, radio and television programmes and influential people should be sent copies of the books that were due to be published in the next six weeks or so. To help me on my way I was put in charge of a bulky loose-leaf folder in which were listed the names and, where known, the addresses of the leading experts in, and likely reviewers of, a huge range of subjects from owls and ungulates (the firm had a much-admired natural history list) to mediaeval history or industrial relations since the war. Twice a week I would scour through all the review pages, adding new names to the lists and noting who reviewed what kind of book for which particular paper. For as long as I could remember I had, almost instinctively, made a mental note of who was published by whom; this kind of superficial knowledge is essential equipment for the general publisher, who must, by his very nature, be something of a jack-of-all-trades, apparently familiar with the latest developments and up-and-coming authors in a huge variety of subjects while at the same time seeming reasonably well-informed about such diverse but crucial matters as copyright and libel law, printing and book production, bookselling, contracts and the basic principles of business.


All this, though, lay in the future, and much of it would remain for ever beyond my ken: in the meantime I learned something of the gossip of the trade − the vital juice that keeps the wheels in motion − from an army of purple-featured men with broken veins in their noses whose job it was to persuade publishers ‘publicity departments to advertise their books in their magazines or newspapers. Lunch in a pub was the high point of the day for these convivial spirits, each one of whom seemed to drink more than the last; and over the pints of bitter and the sausages on sticks I discovered, at fourth or fifth hand, about the heroes and the villains of the trade − about Tom Maschler, the hawk-featured, open-necked whizz-kid who had rekindled Jonathan Cape’s reputation as the most stylish and energetic of literary publishers, or Tony Godwin, who was revolutionising Penguin with his lurid full-colour covers (and later died of asthma in New York), or George Weidenfeld and André Deutsch and all those other alarming-sounding Central Europeans who were elbowing aside an older generation − Hamish Hamilton, Stanley Unwin, Rupert Hart-Davis, even Sir Allen Lane − as the dominant figures in British publishing. All this I soaked up with the ardour of a convert, feeling very much a man of the world as my bottle-nosed companion bent forward and tapped me on the knee before confiding in me some red-hot item of gossip received only hours before from some other publicity department (‘for your ears only, old son’); after which he would stretch back in his seat with a satisfied sigh, the pale autumnal light glinting off the filigree work on his regimental blazer and a drop or two of beer poised on the bristles of his friendly ginger moustache. From time to time these kindly souls would invite me out for an even longer lunch to meet a grandee of the trade − a publicity director from a rival firm, perhaps, or even a book-trade columnist, the best-known of whom, Eric Hiscock, was a dapper figure in his eighties, a veteran of the First World War with flowing white locks, a Wellingtonian nose, hollow eyes and a sucked-in mouth suggestive of false teeth: he lived – or so I was told − off champagne in a flat in Park Lane, had worked under Arnold Bennett on the Evening Standard’s books pages and deputed for Ian Fleming as Atticus on the Sunday Times, and was assiduously courted by publishers, since it was well known that a favourable puff in his column in Smith’s Trade News could perform wonders in the shops. Best of all were the meetings of the Publishers ‘Publicity Circle, held in a Spanishtiled restaurant between Regent Street and Piccadilly and attended by publishers’ publicity people, literary editors, gossip columnists, radio and television folk and even the occasional author: I felt, quite rightly, the lowest of the low, but as the faces about me grew ever ruddier and more bedizened with sweat, and the baying and clinking of glasses grew ever more discordant, I knew, with a warm glow of appreciation, that this was a world in which I felt very much at home.


I had joined the firm in October, and as the festive season approached an end-of-term hilarity set in. Lunches became still longer and more frequent; I smuggled out set after set of Harold Nicolson’s Diaries as presents for my friends; we decorated our six-inch doubles in the Scotsman and the Western Mail with sprigs of holly and dainty ribbons; bottles and hampers and packs of playing cards were pressed upon us by grateful space salesmen, filtering down even to my level; the streets around were loud with the sound of revelry blasting from pub doors, while the odd secretary, unable to take any more, was noisily sick in a corner, a small circle of friends gathered protectively about her to shield her from the common gaze. The firm’s Christmas party, held in the Connaught Rooms, was an altogether more wholesome affair. A former Wimbledon player and an enthusiastic cricketer, our Chairman, ‘Billy’ Collins, soon to become Sir William, was a devil for games, and expected to win; and no sooner had we been gathered together − making stiff, uneasy inter-departmental conversation under our paper hats and vainly sucking what appeared to be an alcohol-free fruit cup − than we were marshalled into teams for games of pass-the-parcel and musical chairs. As I watched our leader − by then a dignified man of nearly seventy − springing about the room and waving his arms above his head, his eyes blazing with unnatural excitement, I felt once again those ancient tremors of terror and inadequacy prompted by even the most infantile of games, and by the merest whiff of the competitive spirit. Nor, I suspect, was I alone in this. One of our editorial directors was a smooth Middle European with immaculate iron-grey hair, invariably clad in a pale grey chalkstripe suit, maroon socks and what seemed at the time to be enviably louche suede slip-on shoes: I saw a look of horror cross his face as we were lined up in teams, and then he was seen no more. After a few feeble stabs at passing the parcel or leap-frogging over the back of an equally embarrassed colleague, I sought refuge in the lavatory, and later in the bar, where kindred spirits were found mopping their brows and looking furtive and defiant; emerging only when a hearty roar, and a wave of enthusiastic clapping, announced that the games had been concluded − members of the Chairman’s family having triumphed in every department − and that it was time for us to file into the dining-room, still clad in our paper hats, to tuck into prawn cocktails and the office party equivalent of standard Christmas fare.


Six months later we would be subjected to the annual summer party, held in a country club on the river near Marlow. Once again, the Chairman was in his element, hurrying eagerly in white shirt and flannels from the tennis court to the cricket field while the rest of us watched from a reverent distance or, like recalcitrant school children, skulked in the bushes reading forbidden books (all books were forbidden on this particular occasion, including those published by the firm). My particular crony in the publicity department, a Cambridge Blue, forgot himself when his turn came to bat against the Chairman’s demon bowling, sending the ball flashing to the boundary with disrespectful ease, disturbing the snoozers and smokers and causing the Chairman’s brows, black at the best of times, to grow ever more thunderous as he stalked angrily back to the firing-position, rubbing the ball on his thighs as he went.


All this was pleasant enough and − as it turned out − useful training for the future; but, with a typical graduate’s arrogance and impatience, I felt it was a bit beneath me. Had I spent all those years reading Stubbs’s Charters in Latin or unravelling the intricacies of mediaeval Ireland (‘Was early Irish society tribal? Discuss’) merely in order to provide copy for a cardboard cut-out of a rabbit in trousers reading a book, or discuss my holiday plans with middle-aged men in mackintoshes with bottle noses and watery, red-rimmed eyes? As a former editor of not one but two university magazines, surely I should, by now, be at the Chairman’s right hand, advising him on what books he should accept or reject − some of those he published looked decidedly ‘iffy’ to me − and exchanging learned but light-hearted repartee with the more distinguished authors on our list? Years later I found myself irritated by graduate applicants who expressed views similar to those of my youth, and took an unkind delight in pointing out that an Oxford degree in English was of less immediate use than a spell in a local bookshop or a knowledge of typography, that an ability to type would cut more ice than a textual analysis of Sir Gawaine and the Greene Knight, and − unkindest cut of all − that none of the best publishers (Jonathan Cape, Allen Lane, Tom Maschler and Tony Godwin sprang to mind) had been near a university; but those above me were too kind or, more probably, too uninterested, to point such things out to me. In that particular firm, though, it was a lesson easily learned: Collins was well known in the trade for its intensely commercial approach to the books it published, whether popular fiction or memoirs or Bibles or road atlases, and whereas in more literary firms the corduroy-clad editors might occasionally condescend to speak to a rep or a bookseller, stifling a yawn as they did so, here the salesmen − hard-featured, red-faced Scotsmen in crisp white shirts and neatly pressed grey suits − reigned supreme, while the editors were looked down on as so many chinless wonders, etiolated ineffectuals whose role was secondary to those of the mighty sales and publicity machines.





The philistine in me − never far from the surface, and easily aroused − found this hard-headed approach to the book trade rather appealing, both for its realism and as an antidote to the pretentious, the fey and the self-regarding. The Chairman himself, whom I greatly admired from a distance, combined − far more successfully than most of his contemporaries – the necessary elements of the hustler and the showman with the more discreet and urbane attributes of the worldly gentleman publisher. Born in the year of Queen Victoria’s death, he was a tall, broad-shouldered, fit-looking man; his huge, leonine head, always thrust eagerly forward, was topped by a mane of white hair, and his coal-black eyebrows shot away from his forehead like bolts of carbonated lightning. He remained, in his late sixties, an extremely good-looking man, and his large, regular features were illuminated by a kind of restless, avaricious grin. He wore immaculate tweed suits in Lovat green or Prince of Wales check, and his shoes were highly polished; in winter he sported an enormous mustard-coloured ulster, which made him look like a debonair laird inspecting his estates. This seemed entirely appropriate: the family firm, which had been in business since the middle of the last century, was still based in Glasgow, the home of the printing works, the bindery and much of the less glamorous but immensely profitable areas of publishing − Bibles, dictionaries, text-books, road maps and the like.


By now the Chairman had run his company for some thirty years. Although Collins was one of the biggest − and certainly one of the most successful − publishing houses in the country, the London end at least was still run on highly personal and autocratic lines, in much the same way as André Deutsch or Victor Gollancz ran their respective firms: Billy Collins was, perhaps, the last of the benevolent despots able to keep tabs on every aspect of a firm that size, for we would before long be entering an era when even the most independent-minded publishers were liable to find themselves absorbed into giant conglomerates, and accountants and professional managers would attempt to sweep all before them. The Chairman seemed, from what little I saw of him, to be a man of formidable will, dominating the proceedings through strength of character and his overpowering physical presence: impatient and peremptory with the slow or the circuitous, he was for ever on the move, hustling and chivvying and barking out orders, his eyes flickering restlessly about the room, his charm and his ruthlessness always at the ready. Like all the best publishers, he was obsessive and monomaniacal, eating, drinking and sleeping the interests of his firm. An avid traveller, he spent a good deal of time swooping down on the firm’s branches or agencies around the world, berating unsuspecting booksellers in Auckland or Cape Town should they be caught out carrying insufficient stock of the firm’s titles, and making a point of re-arranging those they had on display so that his own publications were well to the fore, face out, while his rivals’ were banished to the background. A stickler for detail, he insisted on passing and approving even the most modest advertisement in the most obscure provincial paper, and one of my more alarming duties was to descend to his office on the first floor − a bow-windowed and panelled eighteenth-century room which looked like the inside of a cigar-box – and tender a sheaf of proofs for acceptance or rejection. I was too small fry to incur his wrath (or, indeed, his approval), but literary editors who failed to review particular titles were sometimes subjected to terrible bullying over the telephone; the literary editor of the Evening Standard, or so it was rumoured, had been battered for weeks on end over his failure to review a standard work on the trout. Although the firm published some first-rate books, particularly in the field of history, natural and man-made, Billy Collins was not, I think, a particularly literary man − he was best-known in the trade for Elsa the lioness, a lucrative by-product of one of his African tours, and for old-fashioned adventure stories in which men with firm jaws and widow’s peaks outwitted Hitler’s navy single-handed. He was a dull public speaker, yet when he rose to address the reps at the six-monthly sales conferences he could play them like a revivalist preacher or a mob orator of unusual power. These meetings had about them a touch of a Nuremberg rally, with blown-up photographs of red deer or the bank-managerish features of a popular theologian taking the place of fluttering swastika flags, and spindly gold court chairs the rough-cast concrete of Albert Speer’s Olympic Stadium.


All this took place in a jaunty, nautical-looking eighteenth-century house at the far end of St James’s Place. The reception hall had the same cigar-box flavour to it as the Chairman’s study on the floor above: the floorboards creaked like those of a country hotel, chintz-covered sofas and armchairs awaited the arrival of important visitors, a vase of flowers blossomed on the receptionist’s desk, the bookshelves were discreetly lined with the latest publications, and a full-length portrait of the Chairman’s father, hand on hip and roguishly puffing a cigarette, stared down on the proceedings; only the ungainly brown packages left out to be collected by printers’ reps or television companies, or the incongruous arrival of a leather-clad, heavily-visored motorbike messenger, clumping ponderously over the carpet like a grimy, gauntleted mediaeval knight, gave any indication that this was a place of work rather than a private house. As one moved away from the reception area and up a fine circular staircase – encountering en route Lady Collins, who carried a peke under one arm and edited the religious list − the distant chatter of typewriters or the sight of a fresh-faced girl in sensible skirt and shoes, fair hair held back with a black velvet band, hurrying anxiously past with a pad and a pencil in one hand suggested that somewhere some work was being done; and once behind the scenes all pretence that this was other than a highly efficient and hard-working place of business was rapidly abandoned.


Publishers’ publicity departments are good places in which to learn something about the nuts and bolts of what is, for all its amateurish airs, a complicated and difficult trade, since the new arrival is brought into contact with almost every aspect of the business. All too well aware that I was too diffident and too self-effacing to advance my own interests, I quickly realised that I would have to rely on knowledge and understanding rather than bravado and force of personality; so, like an outsize version of a school swot, I set about learning as much as I could on the side − reading books on printing and libel and copyright, fighting my way through impenetrable articles in the trade papers about wholesalers ‘discounts or bookselling in New Zealand, eagerly ambushing the production director while he was washing his hands or buttoning up his flies so that he could explain exactly what was meant by a ‘right-reading positive, emulsion side up’ or cornering the sales manager on his way out to lunch to quiz him about book club discounts or the meaning of ‘see safe’.


This kept me busy and on my toes, and yet − much as I relished the company of my colleagues, and over-awed as I was by the charismatic Chairman and his retinue of Old Etonian editors − I remained restless and dissatisfied. One day in Ward’s Irish House – a cavernous, dripping cellar under Piccadilly Circus where I retreated as often as I could to tuck into boiled bacon and cabbage washed down with pints of stout, and to indulge my nostalgia for Ireland in general and Trinity in particular – July Cooper told me, from the vantage point of long experience, that I shouldn’t be so impatient, that the first six months of work were always the worst, and that time thereafter would hurry by all too speedily. Only on the second of these adages did this wise woman prove unreliable, and shortly after receiving her sage advice I found myself, after seven months on the job, getting ready to make my first move.


One afternoon as I sat gossiping with my room-mate − who sat, as he always did in moments of contemplation, with a leg cocked over the arm of his swivel chair, one hand playing with his pencil while the other ran spider-like over the surface of his face in search of an errant pimple − the phone on my desk let out a disruptive squawk and I was told to report to the Chairman’s office at once. My heart began to pound, and I was overcome by feelings of panic. I had never been summoned to the presence before; one of my six-inch doubles must have been printed upside-down, or perhaps I had failed to omit a vital ‘not’ while selecting my laudatory quote (‘not the book we have waited for so long’). Either way, it could only mean dismissal and disgrace. My publishing career had ended before it had even begun, and I slunk downstairs with the air of a man on the way to his execution.





Much to my surprise, the Chairman greeted me cordially, even going so far as to remember my name; and far from waving in my face a copy of the offending ad covered with angry scrawls in red, he offered me a seat before introducing me to a large, benevolent-looking man of about his own age who was seated by the window. Apart from being tall and tweeded, my new employer − for so he turned out to be − was, in almost every respect, the antithesis of the Chairman. Whereas the Chairman’s face and body were lithe and lean, tapering down from a wide forehead and broad shoulders to a firm chin and twinkling ankles, Jocelyn (‘Jock’) Gibb was endearingly pear-shaped in the manner of Mr Turveydrop or Louis Philippe, and whereas the Chairman’s face was white and drawn, the newcomer’s was of a reddish hue, tipped with wisps of ginger hair, with large, watery eyes, a pendulous lower lip and the slightly hang-dog look of a kindly bloodhound. He had narrow shoulders, large red hands and a bulging waistcoat – suggesting that, unlike the Chairman, he was no longer an active force on the tennis court or the games field. He was, I was told, the managing director of Geoffrey Bles, a small publishing house in Bloomsbury which the Chairman had bought a year or two earlier (he had done so, I later learned, in order to get his hands on two best-selling authors of popular theology); and I was being sent to work for him as his publicity manager. Relieved beyond speech that this was all I had been summoned for, I scuttled gratefully away to mop my brow and impart the news to my cronies in the attic where we worked; a new and − as it turned out – remarkably uneventful episode in my career had begun.




    





A week or so later I reported for duty with my new employers in Doughty Street. A few houses up the road was Dickens’s house, and a door or two along − in offices later occupied by the Spectator-was a very different kind of publisher, Anthony Blond, whose florid front room, as I peered enviously in over the area railings, had the look of a Pompeian brothel, painted in shades of aubergine and avocado. Much preferring, as I always have, to walk to work wherever possible, I set out in the general direction of Bloomsbury from our family flat in a striped red and yellow block of flats near Westminster Cathedral. It was a damp and misty morning as I made my way along the north side of Lincoln’s Inn, through Great Turnstile, across Holborn and up Bedford Row, and as I trudged past the black-featured terraces of Doughty Street the weather seemed to grow still darker and more sombre. I felt as though I was stepping back into the foggy pages of Bleak House, en route to Mrs Jellyby’s lodging house, perhaps; an impression that grew still stronger as I stopped outside the blue-painted door of an early-nineteenth-century house on the right-hand side of the street, looked up and down to make sure I had the right number, straightened my tie and shot my cuffs, and made my way inside.


I found myself in a long and dingy hall, painted − like an old-fashioned prep school corridor − in grubby turquoise gloss up to shoulder level, and a murky cream above: a scheme of decoration that was to become very familiar to me in a later incarnation. Dim, tobacco-coloured light filtered in through a grimy window on the half-landing, through which I could see the bare branches of a plane tree dripping with early-morning dew. One side of the corridor was lined with those familiar brown-paper parcels containing books that had recently been delivered from the binders. Each carried a white label informing the onlooker that the parcel contained so many copies of a particular book; most of them, I noticed, were by the two popular theologians upon whom our livelihoods depended. From a dark, cave-like room at the far end of the corridor, beyond the stairs, I could hear the sound of whistling and an occasional thump. To my left, in what might once have been a dining-room, was a small partitioned-off reception, containing two maroon armchairs and an assortment of elderly publications on Russian spiritualism and the meaning of prayer; the dust-covers were of a plain, unlaminated grey, with maroon lettering to match the two armchairs. In one corner, with a light shining yellowly through it, was a sliding panel made of frosted glass. Apart from the whistling and the thumping, there seemed no sign of life whatsoever: so, feeling unusually bold, I rapped on the glass, at the same time calling out ‘Excuse me – is anyone there?’ in the tremulous tones of one who suspects that he may well, in fact, be talking to empty air, and slid the panel open.


I stuck my head through, and found myself peering into a snug and brightly-lit room, so warm that my specs immediately misted over and I had to withdraw, like a tortoise into its shell, and rub them clear before I could take in any more, or make myself known to whoever was inside. That done, I bent low once more and reinserted my head. A gas fire was plopping and hissing in a grate, surrounded by maroon tiles and a mantelpiece painted cobalt blue; to the left of the sliding panel stood an antique wooden switchboard, a tangle of flexes and brass levers; and in front of the fire, her slippered feet protected from the brown lino on the floor by a brightly-coloured woollen mat, a cup of milky coffee within easy reach, sat a stout, contented-seeming middle-aged lady, busily knitting what looked like a shawl or a scarf. When I said who I was, she came bustling round, introduced herself as Joyce and, pointing up the stairs, indicated where I could find my new employer; after which she padded happily back to her lair, picked up her knitting and continued as before.


Obedient as always, I worked my way up the stairs, pausing on the half-landing to inspect the garden − black walls, black earth, shiny black leaves swept into a corner, a few waif-like black plants peeping through the grime − and to admire an elegant white metal gazebo in the garden of Blond & Briggs. Two doors confronted me on the first-floor landing. From behind one of them I could hear the low murmur of voices, and the clack of a pre-war typewriter: I assumed this must be a secretarial office, so I boldly knocked on the other door, waited for the hearty cry of ‘Come in!’ and pushed my way inside. I found myself in a grey-painted room overlooking Doughty Street, with a thick Turkey carpet, a glass-fronted bookcase along one wall, laden with further volumes on Russian spiritualism and the meaning of prayer, a waffle-iron gas fire spluttering in the grate and, above the marble mantelpiece, a large Victorian oil painting of some cows asleep in a field. As I came in my new employer rose from behind his desk to greet me, seizing my hand in an iron grip. He was wearing a well-cut moss-coloured tweed suit with highly polished orange brogues; instead of the familiar scatter of proofs and catalogues and letters waiting to be answered, his desk appeared to be covered with farming magazines and packets of cattle feed. After a few jocular remarks he took me by the elbow and steered me out of his study to meet my fellow-workers.


Devoted, long-serving and wretchedly badly-paid unmarried ladies − many still living at home with demanding or evil-natured nonagenarian parents − used to provide literary publishing with its non-commissioned officers and its collective memory, and Geoffrey Bles boasted a full contingent of these kindly, self-effacing figures. Patient, scrupulous editors, usually better-read and a good deal more literate than those who gave the orders, clad in well-worn cardigans and thick stockings and monastic-looking sandals, they tended − at least in more demanding firms, if not in Geoffrey Bles − to work all evening and over every weekend, lugging sack-loads of proofs and typescripts between their parental homes and the office and receiving meagre thanks beyond the dubious compliment − since they were known to be reliable, loyal and desperately willing – of having more work dumped on them as soon as they showed any sign of flagging. A team of such ladies had been housed in the basement, a Stygian region redolent of damp and beetles and the storing of coal; and as we descended the cellar steps they rose from the murk to shake my hand with sad, self-deprecating smiles before sinking down again. Very different to this twilight region was the room at the back of the building from which I had heard, on my arrival, the sound of whistling and the occasional thump. It was a tall, ginger-coloured wooden chamber, not unlike a sauna or a prep-school changing-room, with a grimy skylight in the roof, a work counter covered with knives and scissors and sheets of cardboard and balls of string, and solid wooden racks set out in aisles on which the books were stored in their brown-paper parcels. Made livelier still by the blast of a portable radio, this sprightly spot − the packing-room and trade counter – was manned by two middle-aged men in brown cotton overalls with pencil stubs behind their ears. In the old days, before London rates and rents became prohibitive, and while publishing remained an agreeably small-scale business, publishers would keep a proportion of their stock on the premises in order to meet urgent London orders from booksellers; my new employers were among the few who retained this admirable practice, reminiscent of Pendennis and Paternoster Row and the days when publishers still saw themselves as tradesmen, and their business as essentially a branch of bookselling. As I examined the books laid out like mummies on the wooden shelves − parables of the Christian life and commentaries on the Gospels by benign-looking rural deans, inoffensive thrillers set in the Home Counties involving poisoned tea cups and maiden aunts, a bes-tselling guide to vegetable-growing, the brown collotype illustrations of which showed working men of forty years before, clad in collarless striped shirts with studs at the neck, pinstriped waistcoats and corduroy trousers tied below the knee, digging trenches in allotments or holding up for display gnarled and out-of-focus root vegetables − I felt that although there was nothing here I could bear to read, this was, in its subfusc way, publishing as it ought to be.


Joshing pleasantries exchanged, we moved back upstairs − passing, as we did so, Joyce’s somnolent lair, from which I heard once more the gentle click of knitting needles and the soothing plop of the gas fire. I was introduced to a languid, fair-haired youth in desert boots who was, I gathered, the sales manager, and who fell back in his chair with a gasp, quite exhausted by his labours, after rising to shake my hand; to the managing director’s secretary, a peevish-looking girl with string-coloured hair who sighed a good deal and raised her eyes to heaven, making it plain that she felt herself destined for somewhat better things; and to the accountant, a jovial, black-browed Armenian who supervised an attic-ful of stout, simpering ladies, each of whom was busy entering details of royalties or earnings and disbursements in equally stout, leather-bound ledgers, using wooden school pens with brass nibs − dipped into pots of blue or red ink − with which to inscribe the pounds, shillings and pence in the relevant columns. Later, when I got to know these ladies, I would sometimes ask them to explain these baffling columns of copperplate: I was stupefied by the mental arithmetic involved − how was it possible to work out a 12½ per cent royalty on a book costing 27/6, or a discount of thirty-three-and-a-third off a published price of five guineas? − and suspect that although decimalisation and the arrival of the pocket calculator made publishers’ lives immeasurably easier, the abolition of the old coinage, like the pensioning off of the Authorised Version, probably had a disastrous effect on the brain power of the nation. Last of all, I shook hands with the production director, whose name − together with those of the Chairman and my pear-shaped new employer − was printed on the firm’s notepaper. A Pooterish clerk with a thin black moustache and neatly-parted grey hair in which one could see the furrow-marks of the comb, he wore a black serge suit, a white shirt and a sombre Rotarian tie, trading these in on his return home (or so I liked to think) for a maroon cardigan and a pair of Pirelli slippers before lighting a companionable pipe and discussing the day’s events. He commuted in from Beckenham every morning with bowler hat and furled umbrella, spent his days dealing neatly and efficiently with equally old-fashioned and well-mannered typesetters, printers, binders and paper-merchants, ate at his desk the sandwiches his wife had wrapped in greaseproof paper before he hurried for the train, left on the dot of a quarter to six, and knew perfectly well that, though nominally the deputy managing director, he could never expect to consort with his fellow-directors out of office hours, or on anything like equal terms.


My office on the second floor was next to that of the production director, except that whereas he looked out across the blackened garden to the upper storeys of the bronze and zigzagged building that housed the Sunday Times, my view was westwards over the slate-grey roofs and orange chimney pots of Bloomsbury. It was a large, bare room with flocked fleur-de-lys wallpaper of the kind then popular in pubs and Indian restaurants and a maroon and cream swirly carpet more appropriate to a comfortable boarding house than to publishers of popular theology. One corner of the room was taken by a hand-operated roneo machine and the other by a large and well-worn armchair, with blackened patches of grease on the arm-rests and on the spot where the heads of numberless space salesmen and snoozing publicity managers had gratefully rested. My desk was sited sideways-on between the two sash windows; immediately opposite it was a glass-fronted bookcase containing the works of Nikolai Berdyaev, the Russian mystic, and a blue-covered copy of Vicki Baum’s Grand Hotel, one of the firm’s few claims to literary fame. After showing me to my quarters, at the same time urging me to make myself at home and to ask for anything I needed, my kindly guide drifted away to his room to read a page or two of the Farmers Weekly and inspect the samples of cattle feed, running the pellets appreciatively through his thick red hands; and as he picked his way heavily downstairs he called out a jocular greeting to his fellow-director, eliciting a measured and respectful response appropriate to the occasion. Left to my own devices, and with no evidence of work needing to be done, I was overcome by gloom and despair. Outside it was as dark as ever, and rain was beginning to spatter against the window-panes; everything about me looked dingy and dispirited; a great silence reigned, broken only by the tick of the clock on the half-landing below and, from the production director’s lair, the discreet rustle of paper and an occasional dainty cough (‘ahem!’). Overcome by unexpected sentiments of banishment and loss, I pined for the exuberance and the gossip and the bustle of St James’s Place, for the Chairman’s hectoring presence or July Cooper’s golden hair trailing into her typewriter keys as, her arms crossed, her eyes closed and her head peacefully at rest on the carriage, she recovered from a long and cordial lunch.


Settling into a new job is an unnerving business at the best of times, involving much eager springing up from behind one’s desk, and the fierce perusal of telephone lists and fire regulations in an attempt to persuade oneself (and others) that one is already hard at work, and a succession of well-meaning, unfamiliar faces grinning round the door (‘How are you getting on? I’m next door if there’s anything you need to know. And do watch out for the lavatory chain − it may well come off in your hand’). In this particular instance, though, no faces came grinning round the door, and I remained undisturbed as I went about the customary rituals of opening and closing desk drawers, peering into cupboards and testing out the telephone.





All this occupied me for the next hour or so. Anxious, by now, for some variety and for some sign of human activity − perhaps those spectral figures to whom I had recently been introduced had, for reasons best known to themselves, stolen away, leaving me to hold the fort? − I tiptoed fearfully down to the lavatory on the landing, like a late-returning reveller in an out-of-season hotel. Visiting the lavatory is, under normal circumstances, a useful and eagerly-awaited antidote to the tedium of office life, involving chance encounters on the stairs and a welcome change of scenery, but no such luck awaited me this time. The clack of the elderly typewriter had fallen silent, and even the production director’s rustles and coughs were no more. I trudged sadly back to my cell and, choosing a book almost at random, settled down in the greasy armchair to read a Lenten address on the subject of humility. After another half-hour or so of tomb-like silence, I was woken from semi-slumber – somehow the Lenten address had failed to engage my attention as much as I’d hoped – by the tinkling of the Bakelite telephone. Staggering to my feet, I snatched the receiver from its cradle and addressed it in tones which, I hoped, exuded professional competence and enthusiasm (‘Publicity here!’); after which a reclusive voice − stunned, perhaps, by my magisterial tones − told me that coffee was being served in the managing director’s office, and that I was welcome to a cup.


Almost the entire staff − minus the two packers, and Joyce the switchboard operator − had gathered for eleven o’clock coffee in our leader’s office, and were standing in front of the fire drinking a pallid, milky mixture, like guests at a cocktail party. This, I soon discovered, was a daily ritual; as was, in the winter months at least, a saucerful of Haliborange pills, which was passed around, like a plate of canapés or a dish of communion wafers, as a thoughtful precaution against ‘flu and colds. The conversation, I noticed, had nothing whatsoever to do with publishing, and when I tentatively steered it in that direction − asking in an interested way about forthcoming titles and how they were subscribing − it soon became apparent that I had committed a faux pas. This seeming indifference to our raison d’être was made plainer still when, our milky coffees drained and the Haliborange pills disposed of, and the secretarial element dismissed, those of us who remained were motioned to armchairs where we sat in respectful silence while Mr Gibb spoke on the telephone at some length to the bailiffs of his two farms in Scotland, issuing detailed instructions about silage and fencing and haystacks, smiling and winking in our direction whenever he felt he had scored a point. The conversation over, the publisher briefed us in gratifying detail about the barley harvest and an outbreak of foot-and-mouth. Although none of his staff had, as yet, met either of the bailiffs or set foot on the two estates, they had become, over the years, unusually well-informed about the problems of farming in Ayrshire, and eagerly looked forward to the morning’s bulletin; and as we dispersed to our various rooms I overheard them discussing among themselves in thoughtful tones whether or not a new barn should be built, and whether it mightn’t be wiser to switch from oats to rye. Rather to my relief, the publisher beckoned to me to remain behind; pushing aside the packets of cattle feed, he produced from his desk various sheets of paper for me to look after, all in my own good time of course. Clutching my week’s labour − a ‘New Book Announcement’ to be written up and roneoed for the reps, ads in The Tablet and the journal of the Royal Horticultural Society, and some copy to accompany a cardboard cut-out of a rhinoceros − I trailed dispiritedly back to my office, ungratefully convinced that I was somehow destined for higher and for better things.




    





Jock Gibb was, as I soon discovered, the kindest and most amiable of men, though hardly the most forceful or interesting of publishers. For some curious reason – perhaps because of our similar height, or the depth of our voices? − he saw in me a kindred spirit, and whenever I appeared in his office he would push back his chair, link his hands behind his head and expound at length about publishing in the 1930s under the maniacal figure of Walter Hutchinson, and his warm friendship with such giants of the trade as Sir Allen Lane, Robert Lusty and Billy Collins. All this was gratifying enough, but hardly made up for the lack of things to do. As publicity manager, I was left to my own devices, and did all my work unaided: which was just as well, for despite some vigorous winding of the ronco machine and the writing of unread letters to literary editors and the choosing of typefaces for occasional advertisements and even − though this was treading on another’s patch − designing the jacket for a book on Austrian cooking, and a complicated title page incorporating a line-drawing of an elephant running through long grass, my labours, however spun out, barely occupied me for more than a couple of days a week. Scarred by my earlier experiences as a trainee advertising man − I had been publicly rebuked for reading Martin Chuzzlewit under my desk during the course of an office cricket match, played with rulers and balls of screwed-up paper − I was chary about taking refuge in a book, jumping guiltily at a knock on the door and shielding the offending item from public gaze with a protective loop of my arm; instead I filled in the long hours writing reports for a friendly paperback publisher and tiny ‘filler’ book reviews for the literary editor of The Times, and sending out increasingly desperate letters to other and, I hoped, livelier publishers, begging to be released.


After a month or two, relief of a kind was at hand in the form of the annual Collins sales conference in Glasgow. My tweeded superior became very excited at the prospect, and the flow of anecdotes about long-dead titans of the trade assumed the proportions of a tidal wave. We would be travelling up by train, he told me, together with the Chairman and his entourage of editors, salesmen and publicity hounds. He liked, I am sure, to be spotted in the company of the Chairman, chatting easily as equals and contemporaries; the Chairman seemed perfectly happy to go along with this, like a Roman emperor indulging the governor of a remote and barbaric province − partly out of natural amiability and good manners, and partly because of the two popular theologians, whose books, I observed from the daily sales figures, sold in double or even treble figures every day of the week. I was told, as publicity people always are on such occasions, to gather together all the proofs or artwork of book jackets I could lay my hands on (including my unsuccessful stab at Austrian Cooking, with its red-and-white frieze of jolly-looking gingermen), along with such ‘display material’ as I had prepared for booksellers to prop up in their shops or, more probably, hurl into the nearest waste-paper basket with a disdainful grunt: these included the cut-out rhino, slightly out-of-focus, and blown-up studio portraits of our two bespectacled theologians, gummed onto pieces of board.


The day before we were due to leave I committed a grave and wounding solecism. Like the rest of my colleagues I had, as a by-product of our morning coffee sessions in front of the fire, acquired a detailed knowledge of the two estates in Scotland. I knew how many cattle had been sold, what the sheep were up to, how the reroofing of the barn was getting on and why the cowman had driven the Land-Rover into a ditch and had had to make his way home on foot; although I had never actually spoken to either of the bailiffs, I knew − without, perhaps, feeling quite as interested as I should − how many children each of them had sired, what kinds of cars they drove, and where they were planning to spend their summer holidays. So when, with a smile both proud and diffident, my employer suggested that, rather than waste good time consorting with reps and overseas agents, we should, when not on duty, hurry out and visit the two estates, I realised that I was being offered something rare and privileged; and yet I was, to my shame and embarrassment, reluctant to accept this golden opportunity. Quite apart from an ancient antipathy to bulls and mud and horses’ hooves and opening gates held together with incomprehensible twists of wire and chain, I was desperately keen to spend the best part of a day looking over the Chairman’s printing works in Glasgow, which was said to be the biggest in the country. Designing my six-inch doubles had brought me into contact with typesetters and block-makers, but I had never seen round a printing works − let alone one which boasted some fabulous new machine which, or so it seemed, could absorb an author’s typescript at one end and disgorge bound copies at the other. In my anxiety to mug up on the nuts and bolts of the trade I had read about the imposition of pages and stereos and the screening of half-tones and binding blocks and headbands and colour separations and the rest, but they all remained, as yet, mere abstractions; a visit to the Glasgow works seemed far too good an opportunity to miss in favour of gumboots and silage and haystacks and the steaming breath of cattle. Feeling guilty and ungrateful and self-serving and even − for the first and last time in my life, perhaps − disagreeably ambitious, I explained my dilemma and told Mr Gibb, as tactfully as I could, that, grateful as I would always be, I would rather visit the printing works. I realised at once that I had done a terrible thing. He looked suddenly hurt and bruised, like a child whose offer of friendship had been rejected; the light went out of his eyes, and he turned sharply away, muttering fiercely about things that needed to be seen to. From then on, I suspect, he regarded me as someone on the make, who took himself too seriously; and although he remained as affable as ever, nothing was quite the same thereafter.


Next evening we gathered on the platform at Euston for the overnight train to Glasgow. I spotted the Chairman at once, striding restlessly up and down the platform in his huge mustard-coloured ulster, his long, Lovat-tweeded legs protruding underneath; my leader hurried to join him, so that they could be seen strolling up and down together, while I made my way to the bar and the company of former colleagues from St James’s Place. Once again with kindred spirits, I felt as though I had rejoined, if only for a mile or two, the main line after weeks spent pottering along a disused and overgrown branch line; and as we hurtled north, draining warm, fizzy beer out of paper mugs and trading news and gossip − dashing and full-blooded on their part, self-deprecating and rueful on mine − life seemed to regain some of its flavour and sense of purpose.


The Geoffrey Bles ‘presentation’ had been slotted in at the very end of the second and final day of the conference, by which time the reps, sated with information about forthcoming books and fed up with being hectored and wheedled and charmed by the speakers on the podium, would be restless and chafing to be off, and listening with only half an ear. No sooner had we booked into the Central Hotel than Mr Gibb − not bestowing on me a backwards glance, so deep did my rejection rankle − headed off in his Land-Rover to the Lowlands and the company of his bailiffs, and I was left to my own devices. I sat at the back of the conference hall, admiring once again the Chairman’s Nuremberg-like technique, and the way in which even the most fidgety and world-weary reps − all of whom had removed their jackets in a businesslike manner, revealing drip-dry shirts through which their vests could be seen, and curious navy-blue club ties on which a giant crest (Rotarian? Rugger club?) was sandwiched between two sets of diagonal bars − ceased doodling on their order pads or muttering among themselves whenever he rose to speak. When my plastic chair became too hard to be borne, I wandered about central Glasgow, admiring its handsome, cavernous streets and then, at the appointed time, I reported to the printing works for my initiation into the ways in which the books upon which my modest livelihood depended were actually made. Many of the techniques to which I was introduced, and about which I grilled their operators as though cramming for an exam − block-making, hot-metal setting, stereos and the like − have long since been superseded, but I gazed at them all with the reverence of a traveller who finds himself, at last, in a legendary country. The typesetters and the machine-minders were gnarled Glaswegians in boiler-suits, with rolled-up sleeves exposing muscular forearms, while the sewing and binding machines were supervised by middle-aged women in brown or blue cotton jackets; another contingent of ladies was hard at work nimbly wrapping dustjackets round freshly-bound books as they trundled slowly past on metal rollers, like so many cans of fruit. Every now and then a wooden barrow would rumble past on tiny metal wheels, laden with gold-leafed sheets of the Bible heading for the bindery; they were pushed by tiny, frail-looking girls of fifteen or sixteen, their faces the colour of suet, their legs that unappealing mauve I remembered so well from Ireland, under the supervision of a fresh-faced, chalk-striped young Etonian who strode among these bent and haggard figures like a member of the Master Race.


Late on the afternoon of the final day, immediately after the tea break, our turn came to appear on the podium. It was all that I had feared. A small publisher whose books are carried by a larger one, even if the larger one is its proprietor, always risks being consigned to the bottom of the pile and receiving second-class treatment, since the reps’ first loyalties will be to their principal employer; still more so if – as was the case with us − its books are unexciting and its leader undemanding and far from charismatic. Whereas the Chairman had been flanked on either side by hard-featured sales managers and suave, suede-shod editors, my unhappy boss − about whom I suddenly felt hopelessly defensive − had his ineffectual, floppy-haired sales supremo lolling negligently to his left, his eyes occasionally closing as sleep overcame him, while I sat to his right, gazing in an embarrassed way at the tips of my shoes while he stumbled through his set pieces, frequently losing his way and laughing heartily at his own jokes, none of which seemed to provoke comparable spasms of merriment from his stony-featured listeners. For two days now the reps had quailed under the Chairman’s gaze, sitting rigidly to attention in their seats, emitting dutiful barks of laughter at appropriate moments and scribbling keenly on their order pads: faced by our unalarming trio, they not only felt free to relax, undoing their collar buttons and slipping off their shoes, but made no attempt to disguise their boredom about the latest offerings from lady detective-story writers and moustachioed vegetable-gardeners. My leader’s closing words were drowned by the shuffle of papers being stuffed into briefcases and the clacking of locks: not even a revised version of a wellknown commentary on the Epistle to the Ephesians could engage their interest, and the floppy-haired salesman’s attempt to suggest a subscription target for the Bishop of Lincoln’s Lenten address was greeted by a flurry of arms shooting their cuffs so that watches could be consulted and train times compared. I held up my cut-out of an enraged-looking rhino preparing to charge, his red eyes peering angrily out through a cloud of yellow dust, but was aware only of chairs being pushed back and a scrum of turned backs as the reps bent low over their briefcases, cramming plastic macs and foldaway umbrellas on top of a tide of bumph; and by the time Mr Gibb rose to make his concluding peroration, looking more than ever like a kindly, baffled bloodhound, the hall was almost deserted.






OEBPS/faber.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571252985_cover_epub.jpg
Jeremy | evis
Kindred

Spirits

Adriit in | iterary
London






