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Preface





This book, or something vaguely like it, though very far from fully-grown, has been going around in my head for a good many years, perhaps from as far back as the early fifties. It hasn’t been there all the time, pressing for recognition and immediate realisation, like an insistent and angry outbreak of literary toothache. There have been times when it disappeared altogether, from view and from mind, pushed back, if not under, by other more immediate preoccupations: my research in the French archives, the writing of articles in French provincial journals, the preparation of a long book on Les Armées Révolutionnaires, or the writing of subsequent studies on French history. Once I had gone into university teaching, at the age of thirty-eight, I came into touch with, first one generation, then another, of young people, first as a lecturer then as a tutor. Soon, I found myself readily identifying with the hopes, enthusiasms and preoccupations of people in their late teens and early twenties, to such an extent that I began living, as it were, at one stage removed, through their experiences and expectations, so that the memory of those that belonged to my own teens and early twenties were pushed well back in the queue, becoming much more remote. But the theme of the present book, though often disappearing altogether for long periods, would keep bobbing up, re-emerging as from an underground stream.


In nearly all my work as a historian, there has been a certain intermingling of history and autobiography. I have never succeeded in disentangling the two strands that have run through many of my books. But it has been only in the last three or four years, first writing for Ronald Blythe’s anthology Places, about my Cobb grandparents in Colchester, then evoking my childhood and adolescence in Still Life: Sketches from a Tunbridge Wells Childhood, that I have concentrated on a purely autobiographical approach, though, even then, I have tried to combine it with an awareness of time as well as of place and the co-existence of a more public history. I have found the experience agreeable and, once embarked on it, I have felt it very difficult to stop in mid-track. Why not go on along the same lines, while still sur le lancer? It was as if my present subject, in the direct wake of Still Life, and like the train from London as it approaches Tunbridge Wells Central, had all at once come out of the many murky tunnels through which it had been quietly travelling for as many as thirty years, to enjoy the full light of day.


This is a book primarily about two people: my old friend Edward, and myself, permanently fixed in a certain period of time during which our lives were often, but never always, closely related. We are not the only people in the book. There are many others. But the main subject is our relationship and our participation in a certain number of shared experiences and events, some of our own creation, others brought to bear on both of us by forces from outside, at least as I recall them. This is a very personal account, written from my own memories, such as they are, and often embellished by my own imagination. I have not aimed at absolute accuracy, being more concerned with readability; this is not a historical narrative, and I am not always sure at what stages fictional inventiveness takes over from the chronicle of memory. Additions have insisted on imposing their presence as I went along. I may have got some things wrong, left some things out, got other things in the wrong order. It is my version. There could be another one, or several others.


As on a previous occasion, I owe my grateful thanks to my wife, Margaret, and to my former pupil and friend, Roger Butler, both of whom, having had sections of the book read to them, have made suggestions as to how they could be improved, toned down, or shortened. Thanks to their critical comments, I have endeavoured to strip the narrative of all superfluities, giving, as I hope, the story a greater alertness and urgency. I would also like to thank the boys of one of the upper English forms of Rugby School for having laughed, with what appeared to be uncontrollable mirth, at one of the sections of the book that I tried out on them during a visit to the school.


My editor and friend, Hugo Brunner, who guided Still Life through all its stages, from blue Basildon Bond infancy in long hand, to final publication, has shown a similar patience, a similar forbearance and a similar sagacity on this occasion, taking the present book, firmly by the arm in the final direction of the printer. I remember the old Everyman’s series, each one opening with the words of Ernest Rhys about Everyman being a ‘Guide, Philosopher & Friend’. Hugo is certainly the first and the third, as far as I am concerned. I would not know whether he is also the one in between, not being gifted with any understanding of abstract thought. This is my second book under his guidance, I hope there will be plenty more.





Wolvercote, 4 March, 1984
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Gare Saint-Lazare





I was waiting at the barrier at the far right end of the Gare Saint-Lazare, near the post office and the exit leading down to the level of the rue du Havre. It was sometime in the spring of 1950. I have always liked that station, which seems to float in the air, high above the Quarter, once marshland, to which it has given its name; and there is no more exciting meeting place, especially if the meeting is for the first time, than in front of the huge war memorial at the far end of the immensely long Salle des Pas Perdus, the point of departure of many dreams and hopes. Facing the barrier and prominently displayed on the wall just behind me – I knew it by heart, it had greeted me so many times – was a large poster: ‘When in Paris, Harry’s New York Bar, SANK ROO DONOO’ (an approximation of the address of that once-familiar establishment, 5, rue Daunou, near the Opéra). No doubt this was the first message of Paris that would catch the eye, as it was meant to, of wave after wave of American tourists just off the boat train from Le Havre or Cherbourg. I was meeting the former.


The train came in dead on time, the enormous engine showering steam from all its elaborately displayed guts, as if it had been turned inside-out, so that, for a moment, the passengers, as they approached the barrier, were partly hidden in the hot mist. I soon caught sight of Edward, towering above the others and striding out importantly, like a Foreign Minister walking towards the film cameras on his way to an international conference and with no time to stop. His head of reddish curly hair was as abundant as ever, his high-coloured face had broadened, while retaining its juvenile expression of surprise; there was the same charming, welcoming smile in and around his very blue eyes, but he seemed to have put on a good deal of weight since I had last seen him nearly fourteen years before. He now looked quite hefty, and when he came level with me and started pumping my hand, greeting me in his beautifully modulated voice – he knew how to please and seldom failed to do so, especially on first encounter; but I think on this occasion his pleasure was quite genuine, as indeed was mine – I noticed that he had acquired the beginnings of a paunch. It is true that, for the last thirteen years, he had led a pretty sedentary existence; but he had never been very keen on physical exertion. He still looked very much like the schoolboy of years back, though blown up a bit.


I think, after our greetings, I got in first, telling him I wanted a full account, from start to finish: we had had to be careful about what we had put into letters, and there was so much to catch up on. His first words to me were surprising, though I should have known by then never to have been surprised by anything he said or did. ‘What a pity,’ he said, without a trace of that buoyant flippancy that had been very much part of his attraction, at least in my eyes, ‘what a pity that we went to a classical school!’ I was puzzled at this, for he had always referred to his father and to his mother under the names of a Greek god and a Greek goddess; so I asked him why it had been a pity. ‘How would you wash an axe if it had traces of blood on it, and you wanted to remove the traces?’ accompanying his question with one of his most engaging smiles, as if he were about to let me in on a delightful secret. ‘I suppose I would boil some water and put the axe into it,’ I replied. He looked at me triumphantly (he always liked being in the right) and said: ‘Well, that is exactly what I did; and Chief Inspector Mahoney told me that that was just where I went wrong: it got the blood encrusted in the pores of the metal. He said I should have washed it in cold water, which would have left no trace.’ He seemed quite genuinely aggrieved about this gap in our education, as if Shrewsbury had let him down personally. This was typical of him, for he had always expected everything to be laid on, often at short notice or with no notice at all, for his own personal convenience. I said something like: ‘Really, Edward, you could not have expected the school to have put on axe-washing classes just for your sole benefit; it was not a requirement of the syllabus, even if you had been on the Science Side, and you were on the Classical Side.’ But this was to misunderstand Edward; of course Shrewsbury should have provided axe-washing classes, the school should have been able to look into the future and meet his later needs, when they arose. He was quite convinced of this. Why had he not been told at the time? What a lot of trouble would have been avoided if he had been properly taught! He was perfectly serious, and did not even realise that I was making fun of him.


He was incorrigible. I should not have been so surprised to find that he was as lacking in even a glimmer of self-awareness as ever. Why should he have changed, with all that time on his hands, with nothing to do but think about himself, about his own condition, about his changeless environment, about the unsuitability and uncouthness of some of his companions? (‘Just peasants,’ he was to complain later in the day, getting quite red in the face with indignation, ‘brutes who had murdered their wives with scythes and that sort of thing, anything that came to hand.’) He had been so preoccupied with his own situation that outside events had largely passed him by: the Popular Front, Munich, the war and its aftermath, the beginnings of the cold war. There was even something reassuring about his changelessness, his simple, unquestioning self-centredness: still the same old Edward, in a slightly enlarged version, that was all. His steadfast egotism seemed to offer a sort of refuge in a sea of uncertainty. For the moment, we were both back at the beginning: two schoolboys at Rigg’s in our two-boy act of provocation, the enjoyment of a coded language designed to exclude others and the preparation and the realisation of noisy assaults on the solemnities of collective conformisms.


It was very nice to be together again, after all these years, though, of course, they had not weighed as heavily on myself as on my friend. There was nothing much likely to endanger my enjoyment of the moment. I could, after all, ration my encounters with Edward; one needed to space them out, otherwise he could become an awful bore. I had plenty of other friends and activities that would have been quite unfamiliar to him. His clock had stopped in 1936, whereas a great many things had happened to me since then. But, for the moment, I was quite happy to find myself renewing my compère act. Edward had, after all, been largely my discovery, and this seemed as good an occasion as any to get him to display his somewhat limited talents. The opportunity for this, I thought, would come that evening over the dinner table, when we would be assured of an audience, some of which would understand English; and both Edward and I had loud, confident public school voices. There had always been a strong element of showmanship and provocation in our relations, I taking the part of a sort of montreur, and Edward responding with eager enthusiasm, as we both became more and more excited by the realisation that an increasing number of people were listening to our exchanges which were not designed to be private.


This is in fact exactly what had happened in the restaurant – a large and rather gaudy affair with seats in red plush along the walls, off the rue Marbeuf – that same evening – as Edward, guided by my frequent promptings and requests that he go back over that particular bit of ground again, gave his blow-by-blow account in happy, ringing tones that created around us spreading eddies and rippling circles of horrified silence, as even knives and forks were stilled. Some people called for their bills and started to leave hurriedly, as Edward’s voice gained volume, interrupted every now and then by fits of uncontrollable giggles, his face quite purple and his blue eyes watering with merriment. This was inevitably a star performance, as it was the first time we had been back in the act together for a very long time. But there would be many others; and, with each repeat, our standards improved, or so it seemed to me. Edward was, after all, something of a rarity, and I quite enjoyed displaying him. On each of these occasions the years rolled back, and, almost unconsciously, we resumed, well on into our thirties and forties, our dual bit of schoolboy fooling. Some people never grow up; Edward was one, and, in his company, especially in public places, I soon found myself shaking with gust after gust of irresistible adolescent laughter, choking over the wine, the tears falling into my plate. Edward’s quite childlike merriment had always been extremely infectious. I have had other partners in this sort of game later in life but between Edward and myself there remained a mutual triggering-off process that would start off quite calmly and soberly, gather speed, and culminate in quite helpless fits of hilarity, as we shook like jellies over our plates. Edward was a perfect partner in these somewhat indecent games, because I could always be quite certain of his responses; he had the reliability of a perfectly tuned instrument. Shocking perhaps, certainly in the worst possible taste; but we just could not help it, a single glance between us would be enough to set us off.


I remember listening once to two old Saumurois in their eighties, as each evoked, in the semi-coded language and vigorous military slang of nineteen-year-old cavalry cadets, some of the pranks that the two of them had got up to while training at their illustrious school. The transformation was immediate and startling; out of the window went the ponderousness of two staid retired generals, while the room rang with peals of juvenile laughter, as, pushing and jostling one another – tiens, tu te souviens …? – they reduced themselves to heaving gusts of uncontrollable merriment, while I listened on in amazement at the suddenness and totality of the transformation. There they were, actually back at Saumur together, over a gap of sixty years, with everything in between erased: promotion, marriage, children, successes and failures. It was the same with Edward and myself, every time we met in public and in the awareness of an audience that needed to be stimulated and provoked. It did not matter where it was: Paris, Brussels, Oxford. Before many minutes were up, there we were, quite speechless with mirth, two silly boys in a grim and humourless house, back at Shrewsbury, participating in what was in fact perfectly innocent fun, for we were innocent in the fullness of our common enjoyment; there was no malice in it: just schoolboy fun, nothing more. I suppose that if I were blameworthy, it was because I tended to use Edward as an instrument of my own amusement. But he was always very willing to be used, indeed, enjoyed being used; and he had so few friends that he clung, rather pathetically, to the memory of our two-boy act; and each such repeat performance represented for him a temporary escape from loneliness. And he was very lonely, very wary of strangers. He had so few subjects of conversation, and though he possessed a natural politeness and a great ability to please, to the point of charm, he had little to say, and, when in company, was soon liable to lapse into sulky silence. I believe that it was only with me, and under my prodding, that he could feel himself a complete person. I make him sound like some sort of performing clown, which he was not. Somewhere behind the façade of giggles there existed a person who was rather unhappy; I have often wondered how he got through the day alone with his confused thoughts. For the last few years, I had, till very recendy, avoided seeing him, or even replying to his letters, despite many timid overtures on his part.


But, dwelling on the excitement generated in both of us by the sudden resumption of our relationship, following so long a break, I have quite failed to mention a side of Edward that was revealed to me for the first time on that memorable day: an Edward far removed from my familiar partner in schoolboy clowning, an adult now who, after all, had matured in suffering and who had acquired, as a result of deprivation, a quality of wonder and sheer joy of which I would have thought him quite incapable. Now it seemed that he was not as incomplete as I had believed, that perhaps he had even moved beyond 1936. We talked – or rather he talked, and I listened, right through the afternoon, in a quiet, rather dark café where, as I remember, people were playing chess and card games. He referred most movingly to the sheer wonderment of his first fortnight of liberty, of the gradually unfolding awareness that he was free to go where he wanted and as far as he liked, that there were no locked doors or high walls with barbed wire along the top; and to the marvellous realisation that he could walk to the next crossroads, then to the one after that, that he could follow on foot an avenue of trees to its very end, coming out in the open beyond, that he could enjoy a multiplicity of landscapes, urban and rural, provided for his exclusive enjoyment, that all this visual wealth lay ahead of him, and that all he had to do was to walk through it and enjoy it. He told me that it had been the most momentous fortnight in his whole life, that he found he could not tire of the ever-changing scene, could hardly believe the diversity of images that were being offered him, that, for the first time in thirteen years, the word vista acquired a concrete meaning, and that he could walk towards a constantly changing series of perspectives, as if, like Alice, he had been moving across a monster chess-board. What struck him as the most marvellous gift was this ability all at once to see beyond.


For all those years he had been enclosed, hemmed in, by an immobile landscape, with every detail of which he had become wearisomely familiar: not quite immobile, perhaps, for the clouds would move, the trees would bend to the gale, the sky would darken with snow or with the rain, the colours would change with the seasons, and he could see further in winter than in the spring or summer, but even so a restricted landscape. There had been no beyond, no means even of imagining what did in fact lie beyond, just a painted landscape on a backdrop: a hill that concealed for ever its far side, a valley that petered out in dark shadow, a road that exhausted itself on its first bend, half a house with only windows, the other half, with the front-door, invisible, trees that had tops that waved gently in the breeze, but no trunks, no visible means of support, a pattern of farm roofs that appeared to be floating, with their walls cut off, a copse of evergreens that screened from view a wider horizon. Of course, if he stood on a chair, he could enlarge the picture a little at the bottom; if he put the chair to the right, he could get in a little more on that side, then a little bit on the left could similarly be added on; and as his room had three windows, the first to the west, the other two to the north, he had the choice of two quite different pictures. Jacques-Louis David might have made something of the double aspect, as he had for a single one: his painting of the Luxembourg Gardens in the autumn, the trees turning, under a grey sky, as seen from his long prison dormitory at the very top of the Palace; but the French painter had looked out on this scene, as viewed from a height – an interesting exercise in perspective – for only a few months, before once more commanding the broad sweep of the Seine, the regimented trees of the raised terrace of the Tuileries, and the crowded houses lining the quays on the Right Bank, the barges and the laundry boats, the river baths, the landing stages, from his airy studio high up in the Louvre; and, if he got sick of that, he could go down and wander in the Paris streets. But Edward’s view had been much more limited. He had had to make do with his two truncated pictures, only narrowly extendable at the edges and the bottom, from the level of a movable chair, for thirteen years (and, for all he knew at the time, for much longer).


And then, all at once, he had discovered that, if he wished, he could simply walk through the two old canvases, tearing them asunder, walk through the torn splits, and push ahead, as far as his feet – or a bicycle, a horse, a car, a train – would take him. As I listened to his wonderfully eloquent account of a whole world opening up before his astonished eyes, the expression prendre la def des champs seemed to take on a new, quite tangible meaning. He had not found the key hanging up behind a secret door; it had been given to him, and it had opened up, not just fields, but the whole unrolling landscape. He told me that, in the first two or three weeks he had spent back in England, he had done little else other than walk and look, catching up on the visual deprivation, the monotony of two narrow canvases, of all those years of immobility, stunned, delighted, overwhelmed by the sheer variety of everything, by size, space, perspective and distance, by the limitless range of choice so generously offered him by the possession of the magic key, according to which direction he took: houses, streets, parks, woods, hills, lakes, rivers, valleys, churches, church spires, markets, stations, quays, railway lines, feasting his starved eyes on such profusion, and always pushing forward in the anticipated delight of commanding yet another horizon. He told me that anything indicating distance caused him particular excitement: railway lines as seen from a bridge, a great river as it broadened out towards the sea, even an ugly main road as viewed from a hill as it disappeared in a dusty distance, an avenue of poplars. He often got lost, he liked getting lost, not knowing where he was, and trying to work his way backwards. Getting lost was a luxury almost forgotten, hidden away somewhere in the distant memory of adolescent mobility. Now it could be deliberately rediscovered and savoured as the priceless gift of mobility and freedom. He walked, he sat on the top of buses, not knowing where they would take him, buying a ticket to the terminus; he got on river boats, he took suburban trains, he went to the sea. He spent most of his waking hours on the move, rediscovering the forgotten wonders of the night: the inky silence of a small wood, the stealthy rustling sounds of a copse, the lines of street lamps, the patterns of lighted windows throwing moving figures in black silhouette, the blaze thrown on a wide pavement by the brightly lit windows of a huge public house, the winking coloured signals of a terminus, the silver gleam of converging railway lines, the coloured moving letters of huge advertisements flicking across tall buildings and throwing faintly coloured reflections on the ground, lighting up, green, red, mauve, the faces of pedestrians, the red lights outlining a wireless mast or a pylon, the dark dome of a cathedral picked out in moonlight, the brilliant glare of a market, the flickering lights of a distant shore the far side of a dark black river, the moving squares of yellow light of a train as it crossed a bridge, the tall lighted windows, row upon row, of a great hospital, the flurry of lights from a newspaper office, the indistinct glow – merely a slight lightening of the surrounding cotton wool – of lights seen through fog. I think that, in the state of euphoria in which he then found himself, he would even have welcomed the searching fingers of wartime caressing the night sky, the fireworks of anti-aircraft fire, though I cannot say, for this was something – and there are degrees in misfortune – that had remained outside his visual experience. If he had had the strength I think he would have walked through the night, as he had walked through the day, with pauses only for meals, so urgently did he feel the need to catch up on time lost, as if, if he were not quick to pounce on it, all this wealth might suddenly be snatched from his gaze.


He told me that he had worn through a new pair of shoes in that wonderful and tireless first fortnight (and there was to be little slowing up later, for, during the fortnight that followed and that he spent with me in Paris, I had difficulty in keeping up with his implacable pace as we crossed the city from Clignancourt to the Porte d’Orléans, from Boulogne to Vincennes; we were both in need of new soles and heels), a fortnight spent rediscovering what seemed to him a world reborn, refurbished and freshly painted in bright, inviting colours, as if, at thirty-three, he had been re-endowed with the round eyes of a wondering child, with the amazement, endless curiosity and visual retentiveness of a four-year-old, for whom all the flowers, appear to be in perpetual bloom. He said that he had never previously experienced such unmitigated joy, such an exhilarating sense of renewal, at least as far as his eyes were concerned. He had at first been rather frightened by the sheer volume of noise, by the bustle and the pushing of the busy crowds; he had marvelled at the landscape, but had felt threatened by the people who moved in it: there were too many of them. He had not been used to crowds, had hardly ever been confronted with strange faces, and had felt very conspicuous, as if any passer-by could have recognised in this energetic red-haired figure someone who had come from outside and who did not quite belong to the rush and urgency of the working day in a big city. And they would have been quite right: he was so visibly an onlooker, one who paused and stopped, hesitated in his progress and turned round, as if uncertain of what direction to take. What business did he have wandering about sight-seeing in the middle of February, was the question he seemed to read in their surprised or disapproving glances.


So unaccustomed had he become to communicating in public, that he had felt timid in restaurants, afraid not to be able to be cope with the proffered menu; he had not been too sure of the right order of words; he had heard himself talking too softly or raising his voice to a pitch of impatience and truculence when ordering a drink in a public-house; he had become aware, by the amusement he provoked in barmen, that he was speaking in a slang that was years out of date. For the first few days he had had an uneasy feeling that people had been looking at him in a special sort of knowing way, as if they had been able to read the secret of the previous thirteen years, and had spotted, in the manner of his walking, in his indeterminate gait and in the way he kept glancing behind him, as if to reassure himself that he was not being followed, a person who had lost the self-confidence of someone who could at once account for his presence in that particular place at that particular time and who was clearly about his legitimate business. He told me that, in the presence of crowds, he had the impression of re-living the slow-moving, patient and unrelenting nightmare of his last days of freedom, in another, much more compact city, nearly fourteen years previously. Then he had been able to walk freely throughout the place, go out to the suburbs and look up friends, sit in the parks, step out along the cliffs; but, wherever he went, and whenever he looked behind him, mere were always the same three figures, in hats and shabby belted mackintoshes, keeping their even distance behind him, stopping when he stopped, getting up when he got up, or progressing at his own steady pace, and making no effort to keep out of sight, as if indeed they intended him to spot them. If he left his home at any time in the morning, they would be standing at a street corner thirty yards from his door; if he went into a bank or a shop, they would be waiting, not just outside, but a few doors down. If he went into a public-house for a drink, he could see them, through the elaborate wall-mirrors with gilded writing on them, sitting in another bar, with their drinks in front of them. He had tried the darkness of a cinema in the belief that the obscurity might shake them off, but, as he came out, at the end of the performance, or even a little before the end, he could see the three getting up and putting on their hats, a few rows behind. He had supposed that they had kept up the vigil throughout the night, had indeed taken a look through the top of the glazed window of the bathroom at three in the morning, and had made out three figures standing right under a nearby street light. But, after the first fortnight, these fears had left him, and he had grown at last secure in the knowledge of his unbreached anonymity. He was not being followed, no one was in the least bit interested in him, there was no awakening curiosity in the eyes of the casual passer-by. He had still felt some embarrassment when someone engaged him in conversation in a bar or in some public place, for he was afraid of displaying his ignorance of public events and of a national experience believed to be shared. Momentous happenings had reached him in a muted or garbled form over the previous thirteen years. He had not known about rationing, had been safe from military service, had not experienced air raids, had no views about Hitler or Stalin, little more than names to him. On such occasions, he had tried to deflect the course of the conversation by saying that he had been living abroad and had only just returned. And, strictly speaking, this had been true.


By the time I saw him, and he’d told me about the joy of pushing further and further beyond, he had shed all these fears and had fully recovered his self-confidence and his normal rather amiable bounce. Being in Paris was a great help. How could the French have been able to pick him out from any other Anglo-Saxon tourist, with his atrocious accent, his tweed sports coat, his grey flannels and his stout walking-shoes? His stay in the city completed the process of recuperation and adjustment to freedom, while his eagerness to explore, to push into passages and courtyards, to climb steep steps, to take in everything, was as strong and as inexhaustible as it had been in that first delirious fortnight. I don’t think I have ever met a more enthusiastic tourist, nor a more grateful one. He was constantly thanking me, as if I had laid on the whole of Paris exclusively for his benefit (he probably thought that I had, for he was in the habit always of personalising everything that came anywhere near him). He was most agreeable company, as he still could not contain his joy in his recovered mobility, bubbling over with excitement and enthusiasm. In the course of these walks, which took up most of the daylight hours during his visit, I discovered an aspect of Edward the existence of which I had been previously quite unaware: an adult both very observant and of unfailing aesthetic judgment, one who knew where to look and how to look, quick to comment on the lightness of the sky of the Ile-de-France, the broadness of the perspectives, the openness of the countryside, or to remark on the Utrillo-like quality and texture of the grey leprous walls of steep houses. He delighted in the sights and sounds of the Paris markets and proved unexpectedly sensitive to the stresses and the intonations of spoken French. He was fascinated by the newness and the unfamiliarity of everything and insisting on travelling the full length of every single métro line, commenting on the bizarre or poetical names of some of the stations (Filles de Calvaire was a special favourite, but he liked the hell-fire undertones of Sèvres-Babylone, and enjoyed the tongue-twisting sound of Barbès-Rochechouart). He derived as much boyish enjoyment from seeing the streets and avenues unrolling themselves in reverse from the open back platform of a bus. I had never previously found him such good company. He seemed to have acquired a second sight and to have learnt to distinguish what was visually significant. Of course, each evening, as if the going had been too hard, the other Edward, my schoolboy partner, would take over, and soon we would be both back in the double act, convulsed with giggling, our voices getting louder and louder.


It was not so much that he had changed, rather that he had doubled himself, so that now there were two Edwards existing, side by side, apparently without communicating. The wonderful gift of mobility had not merely given him a new lease of life, dispersing his natural lethargy, it had enriched him with an alternative personality, more mature, more retentive, less self-centred. This new, energetic Edward was, from this Paris trip onwards – and there would be plenty more of those – firmly set on a steadily more ambitious programme of travel that would take him, in the course of the next thirty years or so, further and further south and east (he showed no interest in the north, and the west, well … that was out). I think he may have regarded me as in some way the creator of this new version of himself – the avid tourist, the insistent traveller, the tireless visitor to galleries and museums, the red-faced angry man insisting on having closed places opened up after hours for his inspection, guidebook and wallet in hand – because I had walked him around Paris and had listened, with undisguised fascination, to his tale of wonder, during the afternoon of that first day in the city, when he had enthralled and deeply moved me with his description of the joy of recovered mobility.


Certainly, as far as I could make out, beyond was still the goal; but it was getting further and further away. I had set him going, first in Paris, then in Brussels; but, after that, growing every year in confidence, he was taking off more and more on his own. I don’t think at this time he ever travelled with a companion, that was to come much later. It would have been a mistake to have done so, at least at this early, exploratory stage; it would have ended in unholy rows, for he liked to get his own way, and either sulked or flew into a rage when he didn’t. I think at the time he had sufficient self-knowledge to realise that it was wiser for him to travel on his own. In any case, it would have been hard to have found anyone who would have been prepared to share what appeared to be an increasingly punishing programme. It was only much later in life, when the pace had slackened and he had grown more urbane, more tolerant and easy-going that he started to travel with a companion. I was even quite surprised to have heard of this apparently uncharacteristic experiment. But, from what he told me, it seemed to be working most harmoniously. In my rather summary judgment on him I had not sufficiently allowed for change, for a more relaxed approach to travel.


Sharing, then, no. But a sort of sharing kept at a safe, generally considerable, distance. He had always been very anxious to impress me, and now he was very keen to keep me au fait with his progress as a seasoned traveller. Like another Mr Norris (he also had a past to escape from and a need to distance himself from a certain number of places), over the years he would bombard me with picture postcards – the picture was not the thing, but the exotic stamp and the postmark in queer letters – from places like Sofia, Cairo, Bucharest, Prague, Bayreuth (year after year, in communion with Wagner), Moscow, Kiev, Leningrad, Odessa, Palermo, Warsaw, Prague, Naples, Madrid, Lisbon, Oporto, Barcelona, Algiers. The cards would carry only the tersest of messages, in his schoolboy scrawl (an area where the two Edwards were temporarily reunited): ‘Wonderful weather here’, ‘Cold but crisp’, ‘Fantastic wooden churches’, ‘Went to High Mass’, ‘Just off to Vesuvius’, ‘The Acropolis disappointing’, ‘Food as bad as at Rigg’s’, ‘A marvellous mosque’, ‘A boring, shabby place’, ‘Couldn’t sleep a wink for the heat’, ‘An appalling hotel’, ‘The staff surly and rude’, ‘Coming back here next year’, ‘I don’t recommend this’. The messages were just pretexts. He wanted me to know that he was once more on the move, that he had taken in yet another place, that he had been to this or that. He still needed an audience, if only of one, and one at the receiving end of a crudely coloured postcard, the sky a bright pink, the foliage a spinach green, the buildings a sickly yellow, the clouds like puffs of cotton wool. Discomfort seemed to be the main theme of the brief signals that he sent out as he moved from place to place, so that I could chart his peregrinations and try and make out what mysterious grand scheme could lie behind their apparently often haphazard course. I think he had a reasonable private income, so he could well afford these jaunts. He was certainly making up for all the years of immobility. I wonder where the next card will come from: Debrecen? Ankara? Ljubljana? Timisoara? Luck? It would have to be something like that, for he has exhausted all the capitals, most of the active volcanoes, pretty well all the opera-houses, most of the casinos. Wherever it is from, I’ll promise to be impressed.
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