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Introduction





Introducing himself to an audience of London poetry lovers at a lecture in 1908 T. E. Hulme gave them clear notice of what to expect: ‘I have not a catholic taste,’ he announced, ‘but a violently personal and prejudiced one. I have no reverence for tradition.’1 ‘All clear cut ideas turn out to be wrong,’2 he wrote elsewhere, and I remember the pleasure and relief conveyed to me in youth by another of his aphorisms: ‘Why grumble because there is no end discoverable in the world? There is no end at all except in our own constructions.’3 Hulme was – is – always trenchantly, conversationally quotable. That loose, speaking style is one of his great attractions. I recall, too, how well I savoured the contrast between the anti-romantic nature of his thought and the romantic nature of his personal fate: an early death fighting for his country in the Great War; the entirely posthumous fame based on a tiny legacy of philosophical and critical essays and ‘The Complete Poetical Works’, five short poems of a striking austerity and beauty. With Rimbaud he shared the distinction of having rejected, at an early age, the adored art of poetry. Reading Alun Jones’s biography of Hulme, with its anecdotes of curious and unusual behaviour, only increased my fascination.


But young men are easily fascinated: in the larger scheme of things, was there any substance to Hulme? Does he matter? The answer is, yes, he does. He was one of the half-dozen midwives of the Modernist aesthetic in poetry that was dominant for much of the twentieth century, and his influence on the young Ezra Pound, by personal acquaintance, and on T. S. Eliot, through his writings, has ensured that Hulme’s name is never absent from discussions of the development of modern poetry.4 In the plastic arts he was the first writer in England to provide a convincing intellectual and aesthetic defence of the new abstract art being practised by Jacob Epstein, Wyndham Lewis and David Bomberg, and no history of the birth of British modern art is complete that does not fully recognize his role in the process.5 As a political philosopher he provided a lucid, passionate and articulate account of why he was so strongly opposed to the liberal humanist belief in moral progress, and why his position could be, properly considered, a source of strength and stability to society rather than the disastrous stasis feared by the political radical. In stark opposition to the intellectual consensus of his time, and while fully accepting the sincerity of the position, he was convinced of the dangers of a pacifist response to the rise of German militarism and provided a sustained and persuasive defence of the need to fight the war in 1914.6 Like almost everything else he wrote, it was interesting, definite and provocative.


Remarkably, in view of his reputation and influence on twentieth-century British and American culture, at the time of his death Hulme had published no book and his name was unknown except to a small circle of artists and intellectuals in London and to readers of the cultural and literary weekly The New Age, with which he was associated as a writer. In 1920 his friend Ethel Kibblewhite handed over a mass of his papers and manuscripts to the critic and writer Janko Lavrin, who passed them on to A. R. Orage, editor of The New Age. Orage was convinced that, with good editing, something of value could be salvaged from the ‘rick of papers’. His first approach was to the poet F. S. Flint, who declined the task. Orage then offered it to his 27-year-old protégé Herbert Read, the poet and critic, who had been an avid reader of The New Age since his student days in Leeds, and an admirer of Hulme’s contributions to the paper in particular. Read accepted, and between 1920 and 1922 fragments of Hulme’s poetry, aphorisms and writings on the French philosopher Henri Bergson appeared in the pages of the magazine. At some point the idea occurred of having a selection of essays and fragments published in book form, and Read wrote to offer the idea to C. K. Ogden, editor of the International Library of Psychology, Philosophy and Scientific Method, explaining that he had ‘no interest whatsoever in seeing them published beyond the desire to see work that is, to say the least, provocative and vigorous, saved from complete oblivion’.7


Speculations: Essays on Humanism and the Philosophy of Art duly appeared in 1924. It consisted of ‘Humanism and the Religious Attitude’; ‘Modern Art and Its Philosophy’; ‘Romanticism and Classicism’; ‘Bergson’s Theory of Art’; ‘The Philosophy of Intensive Manifolds’; ‘Cinders’, a collection of aphorisms and pensées; and an Appendix consisting of Hulme’s introduction to Sorel’s Reflections on Violence; his ‘Plan for a Book on Modern Theories of Art’; and the five short poems gathered as ‘The Complete Poetical Works of T. E. Hulme’.


The few reviews it attracted on publication showed what would become a characteristic split in responses to Hulme’s writing, between those such as H. C. Minchin in the Sunday Times who found it hard to hide their distaste for the views expressed and the manner in which they were expressed, and those such as the anonymous reviewer in the Times Literary Supplement who savoured the writer’s ‘rare gift for forcing people to dissent from him’. Speculations did not sell well, but it was nevertheless the volume that created and sustained Hulme’s reputation in the interwar years and it became essential reading matter for young British intellectuals of the period.


One of its most enthusiastic readers was the poet Michael Roberts, who in 1938 wrote the first full-length study of Hulme’s thought;8 the initiative came from T. S. Eliot, a director of Faber and Faber. By 1939, Hulme’s influence was such that Edwin Muir could open the discussion on ‘Criticism’ in his history of modern English literature with an assertion that ‘the tone of a great deal of it was set by the late T. E. Hulme’.9


Speculations also fascinated postwar intellectuals in the anti-revolutionary 1950s. The Marxist critic Raymond Williams devoted a section of the ‘Interregnum’ chapter in Culture and Society10 to Hulme, expressing an appreciation of his ‘major scepticism’ and identifying as his main contributions to the thought of the century his rejection of the Romantic idea that man is intrinsically good, but spoilt by circumstance; and his insistence that man was disciplined by order and tradition not towards perfection, but merely towards, in Hulme’s own phrase, ‘something fairly decent’. Here Williams saw him breaking with a tradition of conservative thought from Burke to Arnold which had associated order with the ‘idea of perfectibility – the gradual perfection of man through cultivation’.11 For Williams, Hulme’s death in the war was ‘in every way a loss’ and he remained ‘an extraordinarily stimulating critic’. He distinguished his conservative thought ‘essentially’ from Fascism.


Frank Kermode spent a chapter tracing Hulme’s influence in his history of the Romantic Image. While conceding Hulme’s ‘importance’ and ‘centrality’ in the development of Modernist poetry and crediting him with being the man who gave the image-theory of the first creators of Imagist verse ‘a proper philosophical backing’,12 he regarded him as essentially trying to do ‘much the same thing’ as the nineteenth-century French Symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé, and not doing it very well.13 Along with others who wrote with only Speculations as their guide, Kermode’s reading of Hulme was conditioned by the fact that Herbert Read’s sole aim as an editor had been to arrange a lively collection of pieces of writing, occasionally abridged, into book form. He was not at all troubled by the professional concern a later editor might have felt to present the material in chronological order. The result was that, for those trying to define and discuss Hulme’s thought, he frequently appeared to be thinking several contradictory things at once rather than engaging in a distinct process of intellectual change and development. For this reason many critics charged him with inconsistency or, for the sake of convenience, simply reduced him, as Kermode did, to a lifelong Bergsonian.14


Too late for Kermode to make use of it, a volume supplementary to Speculations and entitled Further Speculations appeared in 1955, edited by the American scholar Samuel Hynes. This consisted of a series of short book reviews and philosophical observations on some of Hulme’s British and French contemporaries; two accounts of proceedings at the 1911 congress on philosophy at Bologna which Hulme attended; the ‘Lecture on Modern Poetry’; the ‘Notes on Language and Style’; five essay-reviews on modern art; the ‘Diary from the Trenches’, and several ‘Essays on War’. Apart from the ‘Notes on Language and Style’ and the ‘Lecture on Modern Poetry’, both of which had been published as an Appendix to Roberts’s book, none of this had appeared in book form before. In 1956 the BBC Third Programme broadcast a documentary on Hulme, ‘The Knuckleduster’, written and directed by the poet Patric Dickinson.15 The culmination of this decade of interest was the appearance in 1960 of Speculations in a paperback edition and of Alun R. Jones’s pioneering biography The Life and Opinions of T. E. Hulme. Jones added a fuller account of the life than the single chapter which had appeared in Roberts’s study and, like Roberts, brought more of Hulme’s writing to light from the obscure magazines in which it had first been published. Overwhelmingly, however, his concern, like that of the literary critics, was with Hulme’s thought.16 By 1964 Hulme’s ideas, in particular his definitions of the opposition of romanticism and classicism, had gained such widespread currency that they formed a natural part of the cultural frame of reference of the eponymous hero of Saul Bellow’s influential novel Herzog.


For the radical and pro-revolutionary generation of the later 1960s, however, the anti-romantic and anti-idealist conservative Hulme was not a natural point of reference. Wallace Martin’s ‘The New Age’ under Orage, published in 1967, was essentially a biography of Orage’s magazine, but devoted considerable space to Hulme and was generous in its assessment of his achievement and influence. Martin understood that Hulme’s thought must have developed and changed during his ten years of active intellectual life, and that a proper chronology of the writing would demonstrate this. Michael Levenson’s A Genealogy of Modernism, published in 1984, made a serious attempt to deal with this problem of dating Hulme, and in particular to dispel the notion that to call him ‘a Bergsonian’ was to understand him.17 Karen Csengeri’s edition of The Collected Writings of T. E. Hulme in 1994 finally brought the full extent of Hulme’s writing to public notice for the first time, as well as providing the missing chronology for most of it.18 A Selected Writings appeared in paperback in 1998,19 and the continuing revival of interest makes it reasonable to suggest that Hulme’s reputation is in the ascendant once more.


*


To write with complete authority about Hulme one would need to be poet, art historian, literary historian, philosopher, political theorist and military historian all at the same time, an almost impossible combination of talents. A more feasible goal, and what I have tried to do here, is to place his work in these various fields in their context, and to trace the style and development of a personality that was able to make lasting contributions across such a broad range of activities. In doing so I exploit one of the paradoxes of Hulme’s position: that the greatest strength of a man who considered the development of personality to be a romantic and humanist decadence, who could in discussion punch a friend on the arm and urge her to ‘forget you are a personality’, lay precisely in his own abundant personality.


In the purely practical sense of available sources, too, there are difficulties to contend with. In 1954 one of Hulme’s friends, the biographer and traveller Richard Curie, was approached with a query about correspondence by Samuel Hynes in connection with Hynes’s edition of Further Speculations. Curle replied:




I have now found Hulme’s correspondence with me, and though there is more of it than I had supposed – thirty communications in all – yet it consists mostly of cards suggesting meetings or giving me his plans and is, as I think I told you, mainly factual. There is only one long letter, full of gossip about himself, his friends and the people he disliked, but apart from the fact that some of it is literally indecipherable – he had the most execrable handwriting – none of it is of any real importance. The fact is that Hulme did not express himself in letters, save in the most superficial manner. At best, they were hurried scrawls, and I doubt whether you will find any of his letters worth reprinting.20





What Curie says here holds true for the whole of the small body of surviving correspondence: Hulme’s letters and cards to his friends are mostly telegrammatic, almost always undated, and the handwriting is appalling. Less than half a dozen of them could be described as in any way discursive. I have quoted liberally from them, however, on the assumption that The Collected Letters of T. E. Hulme is an unlikely project. Family correspondence is also minimal: there are no early letters from Hulme to his family, and from the later years just one to his mother and two to his father, all three written from the Front. One postcard each to his sister and brother survive. There are no surviving letters from members of his family to him. Family relations are thus impossible to depict in the conventional biographical fashion through an exchange of letters.


The traces of Hulme’s love life are similarly faded. Ethel Kibblewhite, the first of the two women who were close to him in adult life, replied to an approach from Michael Roberts in 1937: ‘I am so sorry I didn’t keep any of the letters Mr Hulme wrote during the war, but when I left London 5 or 6 years ago I destroyed them, with many other papers.’21 There are no surviving letters from Hulme to her either, and as a result no direct information at all about their long-standing and important relationship. From the three brief letters written to Michael Roberts, however, it is evident that Ethel Kibblewhite was a discreet woman, so the loss may be more imagined than real.22


The most complete surviving body of correspondence is the series of densely erotic letters Hulme wrote from the Front to his lover, Kate Lechmere, during the final two years of his life. Although important in giving us a rounded picture of Hulme as a man these are, with only few exceptions, not discursive in the slightest.


Of the original mass of manuscripts Ethel Kibblewhite handed over, the major survivals are drafts of the published poems, the numerous fragments of poetry, and the ‘Notes on Language and Style’ which are held at the University Library, Keele. The most notable loss is probably that of the notes from which ‘Cinders’ was culled. Once he had finished work on Speculations, Read returned the bulk of the material to Ethel Kibblewhite, who handed at least some of the papers on to Hulme’s aunt, Alice Pattinson.23 According to Kate Lechmere, who got to know Alice Pattinson after Hulme’s death, they included unpublished essays on the relationship between chess and war, and on Go, a Japanese board game akin to chess to which Hulme was addicted.24 Alice Pattinson died in the early 1930s, well before Roberts began work on his book, and these papers too are lost. In writing the story of Hulme’s life I have tried neither to disguise the difficulties presented by the scarcity of primary sources – his two periods abroad, in Canada and in Germany, for example, are almost wholly undocumented – nor to use them as an excuse to speculate on matters of personal relationships concerning which nothing can now usefully be said.
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The Whip





To T. S. Eliot he was the author of ‘two or three of the most beautiful short poems in the English language’, his thought ‘the forerunner of a new attitude of mind, which should be the twentieth-century mind’.1 Bertrand Russell called him ‘an evil man who could have created nothing but evil’.2 Forty years after his death Russell remained glad that he had not survived the Great War. To his friends he was Tommy, to his family Ernest, and to the rest of the world, admirers and detractors alike, he is always the austerely initialled T. E. Hulme. He was born on 16 September 1883, the eldest son of Thomas and Mary Hulme, and baptized by the Reverend Bennett Blakeway at Horton Parish Church on 4 November. A sister, Catherine (Kate), was born two years later and a brother, Harold Washington, in 1888.


The family lived at Gratton Hall, not far from Leek, a handsome two-storey brick mansion on a grassy hilltop commanding fine views of the rolling North Staffordshire countryside. On the neighbouring farm, a couple of hundred yards away, lived George Heath, known locally as the Moorland Poet, a writer of folksy ballads and still a man of much greater local renown than Hulme. About all they had in common was an early death – Heath died of consumption in 1869 at the age of twenty-five.


Looking almost due south-west from Gratton Hall it was once possible to see all the way over to Dunwood Hall, the home of Hulme’s paternal grandfather, another Thomas. Writing a letter home from the trenches some three decades later Hulme recalled the view, describing his current location as in ‘a position very like that of Gratton (on a hill, below another hill) looking at it from Dunwood, but about half the distance away’. Hulme’s grandfather died in 1884, but his success as a pawnbroker left his family well provided for. Kelly’s Directory 1892 for Endon listed the principal local landowners as ‘the Reverend Joseph Dodd, Wm. Orford Esq. of Wilton Polygon, Crumpsall, Manchester, Mr Thomas Sneyd, Mr Thomas Smith, and the representatives of the late Mr Thomas Hulme’. Endon itself is recorded in the Domesday Book of 1086, and the Hulme family roots go back as far and are realized in the place names Hulme and Upper Hulme, small hamlets that lie some five or six miles to the north and south of Gratton Hall.3


Thomas Hulme went into farming as a young man, financially assisted by his father, but the life proved too strenuous for him and while Hulme was still a small boy the family left Gratton and moved into a house on Endon Bank, opposite St Luke’s Church. To the 1891 census-takers Thomas Hulme described himself as an ‘auctioneer and sales agent’, but at some point not long after this he started up in the ceramic transfer business, from a factory at 36 Bedford Street in the suburbs of Newcastle-under-Lyme, supplying the industry of the ‘five towns’ of Arnold Bennett’s novels, Hanley, Burslem, Tunstall, Longton and Fenton. The process involved printing under glaze from engraved copper plates, usually on inexpensive pots produced in large numbers. Thomas Hulme’s great interests in life were fishing and shooting, and together with the village blacksmith Charles Perkin he started the first shooting club in Endon. The Hulmes had chauffeurs and gardeners at Endon Bank, but the family had regional rather than Oxbridge accents and there was more social mixing across the classes than was common in the cities. Even so, the local people knew their place: ‘Old Tommy Hulme’s just gone down the road’, the blacksmith might observe to his son. But meeting him face to face it was always Mister Hulme, sir.4


The only surviving photograph of ‘old Tommy’ shows a handsome man wearing a woollen cap and shooting jacket. The soft lines around the eyes and the briar lolling between the lips suggest an easy-going and benevolent nature, which is perhaps misleading: his daughter Kate recalled a man with an explosive temper who was capable of reducing his wife to tears, a remote and hard man whom his children feared and respected. Yet it was Mary Hulme, née Young, always a housewife, who was the disciplinarian in the family, and Kate as well as the boys were not spared the rod for their misdemeanours. Kate recalled her mother as a spirited, independent woman with a good sense of humour and a command of repartee. She enjoyed cycling and on several occasions took her bicycle abroad with her. Anecdotes of family life are sparse, but Kate remembered that Mary enjoyed playing draughts with her son, breaking from whatever work she was engaged in to make some arbitrary move and leaving him alone to ponder his response before returning an hour or so later for her next. Kate was also struck by the fact that, while still a ‘mere boy at the top spinning age’, her brother had been more interested in the scientific explanation of the phenomenon than in the top itself and had made it his business to read a book on the subject.5


The preacher John Wesley travelled in the Endon area in the 1770s and left a legacy of Methodism there, but its real enthusiasts were among the coalminers of the adjacent hamlet of Brown Edge. The attitude of the Hulme family towards religion reflected the moderation of Endon itself; they attended services at St Luke’s as a social rather than a pious obligation. The Dunwood Thomas Hulme had been a staunch Liberal and was for many years president of the Burslem Liberal Club. He was also the last chief bailiff of Burslem and the first mayor of the town when the new office was created in 1879. Hulme’s father, however, seems to have taken little active interest in local politics.


Hulme had the kind of strong personality that discourages psychoanalysis and suggests instead a generative analysis, one that proceeds from the idea of a man creating rather than suffering his surroundings. Even so, his childhood does offer opportunities to comment on the later development of his personality, as, for example, his expressed attraction to parades and marches, a taste often cited by his detractors as evidence of an innate militarism in his character that compelled him in later life to formulate intellectual arguments in favour of war. It may well be so; but what is quite as likely is that when in adult life he wrote of his delight in a marching band he was simply recalling the pleasures of the annual well-dressing ceremonies of his Endon childhood, a piece of mid-nineteenth-century medievalizing laid to 29 May (Oak Apple Day) in nominal celebration of the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660. By the time the celebrations were formalized in 1868, with a trust formed so that proceeds could be put to use in the village (Hulme’s grandfather was among the first trustees), the day had developed into a feast with processions, marching bands, games and dancing. The Endon Friendly Society also arranged, on the first Thursday after midsummer each year, an annual parade that must have delighted any local child. In a procession that could number over 400 in a good year its members marched through the village streets to St Luke’s churchyard, directly opposite the Hulmes’ house at Endon Bank, in regalia that included a brightly coloured blue sash bearing the motto of the society, and wearing their smartest hats and carrying some sort of wand or staff. To the dismay of the vicar, once at ease inside the churchyard, many of the marchers lit their pipes.


And such days were also, of course, holidays from school for all local children. Hulme briefly attended the church school at St Luke’s, but presently transferred to the Newcastle Middle School, a preparatory school for pupils intending to go on to Newcastle High, travelling daily by train to Newcastle-under-Lyme from the station at Endon. His earliest work of literature, a story written on five stiff cardboard pages in a small Victorian book, was probably the result of homework from the Middle School days, though there are no pedagogical comments or markings in the text. The handwriting is neat and joined-up, and although obviously the work of a young boy it is also recognizably that of the man he grew into.


It is a wet and dark evening. Sir Thomas, Lady Eleanor and Miss Austen have to go visiting in a dog cart. As the boy groom, Johnson, is helping Miss Austen up into the cart the horse rears and Miss Austen is thrown to the ground, bringing Johnson down on top of her. She breaks her leg, Johnson gets the blame and is fired. He wanders off down the lane and lies down to sleep under a hedge. Presently he wakes up to hear two tramps plotting a robbery at Sir Thomas’s house. ‘Now Sam,’ says one, ‘this is what you have to do, go to Stamford Hall and get into the yard and near the back door you will see a window open, go through it and tap lightly on the wall, then will a boy appear who will conduct you to the room where the silver plate is kept, you get as much as you can and give it to me through the window, Good night.’


Johnson takes a short cut to the Hall and carries out an impersonation of Sam. He gains entrance to the house and is conducted to the plate room. There he pushes the boy to the ground and threatens to thrash him if he doesn’t do as he is told. He then impersonates the boy and succeeds in enticing the tramp into the plate room and trapping him there. Sir Thomas and his household are roused and the three robbers overpowered and bound. Johnson gets his job back and the three prisoners are each sentenced to three years’ penal servitude.


‘Stamford Hall, or The Prevented Robbery’, he called it, and signed it ‘T. E. Hulme’ on the decorated cover. Perhaps its most striking detail is the circumstance of the boy groom’s disgrace. There is a suspicion that what upset Sir Thomas most was not his daughter’s broken leg but Johnson’s lewd presumption in falling ‘on the top of her’. If the suspicion is correct then the little story is prophetic, for the adult Hulme would spend much of his short life negotiating his way into and out of sexual scrapes.


*


Newcastle High School, where Hulme would spend almost a quarter of his life, had been founded only twenty years before he enrolled in January 1894. It was an excellent school, conceived of as the ‘new Rugby of Staffordshire’, and with a former assistant master from Rugby School itself, F. E. Kitchener, as its first headmaster. The homage extended to referring to the assembly hall as ‘Big School’6 and the prefects as ‘Praeposters’; games were played on the ‘Close’. During Kitchener’s eighteen years there the school rapidly acquired a reputation for excellence and for the particular attention paid to science subjects; but by the time Hulme arrived Kitchener had been succeeded by G. W. Rundall, who at once began urging his staff to ‘try to get more literature into the boys’ and to ensure that the teaching of geography ‘be made stimulating’.


Hulme took the conventional assortment of classes – English, Greek, French, mathematics and science, although for some reason (and uniquely in his year) not Latin – and for the first couple of years usually finished in the top third of his class. His two closest friends throughout his schooldays were F. S. Adams and A. Haigh, both clever lads with a taste for mischief and a willingness to let Hulme lead them into it. Adams, later a doctor, regularly won prizes for his Latin and French and Haigh for his arithmetic, but both boys were slightly in awe of Hulme’s intelligence. Adams said later that Hulme had ‘more brains than the masters at school’ and that he was ‘the brightest boy I had met until I went to Cambridge’.7 Haigh was similarly impressed, recalling him as ‘original, humorous and speculative’, a boy who ‘never seemed to forget a formula that he had ever come across’.8 Adams didn’t notice him showing any particular interest in the arts, but somehow he always produced good essays, which Hulme accounted for by telling Adams that he read a lot, especially Plato. Both Adams and Haigh remember that he never seemed to work hard but always did well in the examinations, and from about the age of fifteen onwards he began regularly winning school prizes for his mathematics as well as scoring highly in physics. In French, however, he was frequently bottom, a circumstance that lends credence to those of his friends in adult life who doubted that the translation of Bergson’s Introduction to Metaphysics was entirely his own work. His most consistently successful subject at school was the Pitman shorthand they were all taught, in which he rarely came lower than third. In later life his ordinary handwriting was scarcely distinguishable from his Pitman’s.


Hulme gradually became an active member of the school. During short-lived experiments at establishing them as school sports he played for his house at both hockey and water-polo, and the rugby team built up a small fixture list of about half a dozen games a year against schools in which he regularly turned out as a front-row forward. From its earliest days Newcastle High produced a school magazine of strikingly high quality called The Fire-Fly which reported on the fortunes of the 140 or so pupils on an almost individual basis, and making it possible at times to track Hulme remarkably closely as he makes his lazily brilliant and rather loutish way through his school years. Detailed match reports of all the games are given, including the House games in which Hulme is variously listed as playing for Inner House and Outer House, depending on whether or not he was a boarder at the time. We learn, for example, that in 1901 the XV played an away game against Abbotsholme on 27 October and won 12–3 in ‘dull and threatening weather’. On 7 November they beat Tettenhall College at home by one try to nothing on a day when ‘rain fell during the whole course of the game’. Hulme was awarded his Colours and the magazine’s sport correspondent assessed his efforts: ‘A welcome addition to the forward ranks. Pushes well in the scrum, but is rather weak in the open.’ The following year, in 1902, the correspondent was disappointed: ‘Useful in the line-out because of his reach. Has not improved as much as might have been expected from last year.’


It is unlikely that Hulme took any of this seriously. For both Adams and Haigh he was first and foremost the great debunker, popular with the others for his sense of humour and his awe-inspiring lack of respect. On one occasion he reduced his new maths teacher to tears. The headmaster asked him to apologize and he agreed to do so, but then sabotaged the gesture by writing out his apology in the form of an illuminated manuscript which he insisted on singing to the man. On another occasion he was overheard at the school dinner table arguing ‘volubly’ with his headmaster about the merits of Pearson’s Grammar of Science. His unpredictability and spontaneity could be alarming. Adams never questioned his brilliance but confessed that he always suspected Hulme ‘had a tile loose somewhere’. He was considered trustworthy enough to be made a school prefect in 1899, and in 1900 he and Adams took over the editing of The Fire-Fly.


Apart from mathematics, Hulme’s most evident talent was for organizing other boys in debates. Much of his importance for the artistic and intellectual life of London in the years between 1908 and 1916 lay in just this ability to organize and control discussion among fiercely egotistical and intelligent people, and the easy authority with which he did so was something he learned while still at school. By the time he became an active member of the Fifth Form Debating Society in 1900 it had been struggling along close to extinction for a number of years. The turnout was rarely more than seven and often it was impossible to obtain a quorum. The general feeling was that the society would shortly disappear like the Chess Club, the Literary Society and the Dramatic Society before it. Hulme and Haigh, however, more or less took it over at the beginning of that year and inaugurated a short, golden age in which the topics of debate were sometimes procedural and sometimes frivolous, but were just as often on major topics of contemporary political and social concern. The debates, extensive records of which have survived, shed considerable light on the development of many of his later positions and responses, often on quite specific issues such as the desirability or otherwise of conscription.


Haigh was elected deputy secretary and Hulme was appointed to a post specially created at his suggestion. As The Fire-Fly’s report indicates, his impact was immediate:




The business of the new officer is to induce as many as possible to attend, and to put the names of all those intending to be present on the notice paper before 2.30 p.m. on Mondays. The next thing was to give Hulme a title, and after some discussion they decided to call him the ‘Whip’. This measure has already had the desired effect, and the debates are being better attended, thanks to the persuasive powers of the Whip.





At the next meeting Haigh successfully proposed that the words ‘Fifth Form’ be omitted from the name of the society, after which the whip opened the debate proper. The topic was: ‘That some form of compulsory service will be necessary after the [Boer] war’, and Hulme’s own contributions were summarized in the magazine:




He asked what should we do now, if some of our other colonies were attacked? Almost the whole of our army was in South Africa, with the exception, of course, of that portion of it which could not be moved from India. He said it would mean too much money to increase our regular army, and volunteers, besides being inefficient, can only be had in great numbers in time of war. Therefore we must have compulsory service. He proposed that we should adopt a modification of conscription.





Hulme was opposed by the society’s vice-president. Not present himself, he had written out his speech for Haigh to deliver. The gist of his argument was that the British navy provided the country with sufficient protection. The headmaster then joined in on Hulme’s side, disagreeing with those who thought England did not need a large army – ‘for supposing some great power, having managed to outwit the navy, landed great forces on our coasts. We should then be entirely at its mercy, unless we had a large army of our own.’ On a show of hands the motion was defeated by one vote. It was a rehearsal for the argument Hulme conducted seventeen years later in the pages of The New Age and the Cambridge Magazine.


Hulme presently developed a fascination with words which extended to the use of both violent and bad language, and one sees an early sign of the general attraction to the forbidden which would later land him in serious trouble in his choice of motion for the debate on 26 February: ‘That the use of slang is objectionable’. Hulme merely suggested the subject rather than proposed the motion, and on being asked by the chairman which side he proposed to take, laconically replied that he would take neither, that he had only suggested it for someone else to take up. It was Haigh who took it on formally, arguing that most slang ‘was introduced by people of a very low class, and that it was unfit to use in Society. Slang expressions were inaccurate, and many involved swearing.’ On the contrary, responded one boy, ‘slang was very expressive and convenient to express oneself. It was generally shorter than ordinary language, besides being much simpler. And in order to illustrate his speech he concluded by using a few slang phrases.’ Hulme expressed the view that, objectionable or not, slang was necessary, and the motion was defeated on a show of hands. According to Haigh this was a memorably amusing session, with the majority of the speakers seizing the opportunity to heap abuse on one another.


Hulme’s account of the opposition of romanticism and classicism, first made public after his death in Speculations, is one of his most thought-provoking and original contributions to the intellectual life of his times and gives a peculiar interest to the debate held on 6 March that year, when he proposed (at the age of sixteen) ‘That the age of Romance has gone’. Characteristically logical in his approach, he began his argument with a definition of precisely what he meant by the word ‘Romance’ – ‘the accounts of the marvellous adventures, the hand-to-hand combats and the love-making of the old days’, all of which, he said, had disappeared from ‘this utilitarian age’. He ascribed the development to ‘firstly, the certainty of modern life, and secondly, the decay of superstition’. The most acute of his opponents were Mr C. W. Gwynne, who argued that chivalry and not love-making was the essence of romance, and that chivalry was far from dead; and Mr Ramsden, a sort of proto-Futurist, who suggested ‘the Romance of bicycles and motor cars’. On a show of hands the motion was defeated by four votes.


The last debate of the term was an open discussion on ‘The Objects and Benefits of a Debating Society’, to which the whip contributed the view that one of the most important functions of debate was education. It was sincerely meant: Hulme was always interested in what others had to say, and particularly interested in those views most strongly opposed to his own.


The Fire-Fly recorded the continuing revival of the Debating Society:




The Debating Society is reasserting itself most vigorously this term, and seems to have entered on a new era of prosperity. A considerable infusion of new blood has brought excellent results; for, while the novelty of the proceedings to many adds to their interest, the unflagging zeal of the Whip and his assistant never fails to secure a good attendance.





Hulme’s belief in the value of debate as education is borne out by the regularity and variety of his contributions to these proceedings. They also show that the early political instincts of a man who in later life provided some of the most articulate and clear-sighted definitions of what it means to be a conservative were by no means easy to categorize. Dealing with his opponent’s speech ‘in detail’, he seemed to have inherited something of his grandfather’s liberal radicalism in strongly opposing the motion that ‘Mr [Joseph] Chamberlain’s career is not a creditable one’; but he was silent, or perhaps simply not present, on the occasion when the assistant whip proposed ‘That it is desirable to give women the parliamentary franchise’.


In 1901 the school acquired a new headmaster, Frederick Harrison, who at once joined the Debating Society and became an active member. The first meeting of the new year was held on 4 February, at which Hulme provocatively proposed that ‘Judging solely from the present state of affairs England cannot last the century’. The Fire-Fly reported his prophetic arguments in some detail:




[The Whip] founded his main argument on trade. England was a country which could not produce enough food to support itself, and so was obliged to import. This imported food must be paid for by exported manufactures. He showed by statistics that the export trade of England was steadily decreasing, and the decline of England would necessarily follow. Signs were not wanting that our national character was also declining. Mafeking Night was not in keeping with the Old English quality of self-restraint. He concluded by pointing out that it would not show lack of patriotism to vote for him, as, although judging from the present state of things, England was declining, there was no reason why these conditions should not alter.





The motion was defeated by seven votes. Afterwards the new headmaster spoke ‘at some length and to great effect’.


The characteristically creative and playful nature of Hulme’s intelligence that would in due course enable him to make such fruitful connections across the divide between art and science is always in evidence in his Debating Society speeches. On 21 February the subject for debate was ‘That a barbarian is happier than a civilised man’, to which he contributed ‘an original mathematical theory of happiness’:




Happiness was an upward change in prosperity, pain a downward change. The rate of change measured the intensity of the happiness. He compared life to a barometer, for the sum of the upward and downward changes is always zero. So that all men were equally happy, and the civilised man was no happier than a barbarian.





Later that term the evils of drink were debated in the form of a motion ‘That the drink traffic unless reformed will ruin England’. The proposer was Mr Taylor, the assistant whip, who had earlier, during Hulme’s debate about the terminal decline of England, offered an eloquent denunciation of the drink traffic as the major cause of this decline. Both the whip and his assistant were equally strongly opposed to it. On several occasions in later life Hulme’s uninhibited behaviour in public led others to the assumption that he was drunk. In fact he was a lifelong teetotaller whose disapproval of strong drink only increased with the years. His contribution to this particular debate seems to have mixed Darwinism and socialism in equal measure:




The Whip said a thousand years ago France was a great alcohol drinking nation, but now was one of the most temperate. The change was due to the survival of the fittest. The alcohol-drinkers gradually died out, and a race grew up to whom alcohol was repulsive. There was no reason why the same thing should not happen in England. It was chiefly the working people who drank to excess, and they did so because they wanted excitement. If more attention was paid to housing and educating the poor, it would be a far more effective means of reforming the evils of the drink traffic.





Still the popularity of the society increased, and for the debate on 8 October 1901 The Fire-Fly proudly reported that thirty-one young men had assembled to discuss the motion ‘That the immigration of foreigners should be placed under control’. The general view of the proposer was that ‘emigration was encouraged, while immigration was not discouraged. Thus we lost our best blood, and received in return foreigners who made themselves objectionable.’ He gave statistics to show that three-quarters of the immigrants were criminals. Mr Reynolds, the deputy secretary, responded by mentioning the Flemish weavers and said that men who were considered criminals in their own countries were not so here, and that England should always be a refuge for the oppressed. A different Reynolds then stood up and complained that the immigrants were chiefly Jews, organ grinders and ice-cream vendors. The Jews had had to be expelled for coin-clipping, the Jesuit immigration of the sixteenth century had done the country great harm, and ‘probably many Boer spies had been enabled by our laxity to enter this country’. Hulme’s contribution, in a stance that was becoming familiar, offered itself as the dispassionate objective assessment of a difficult and complex situation. He had already acquired an understanding of the fundamental importance for successful argument of using statistics:




The Whip stated that the total number of immigrants per annum was only 150,000, and of these two-thirds were British. Emigration from this country was decreasing, while the immigration of British was increasing. Thus one of the proposer’s arguments was disposed of. No Government would be capable of distinguishing between desirable and undesirable foreigners. Restriction of immigration had been tried in America and had not worked well.





The vote was tied at eleven for and eleven against the motion.


On 22 October twenty members attended to discuss the view ‘That the general management of the War in South Africa is and has been unsatisfactory’, another topic that anticipated a debate Hulme found himself involved in as a grown man. In the ‘War Notes’ of 1915-16, written while he was recovering from a bullet wound in the arm received in the trenches in 1915, he was heavily critical of the conduct of the war on the Western Front. His adolescent assessment of the way the Boer War was managed was more charitable. Even so it was a characteristically original and elliptical look at the problem in which he maintained that ‘if we had been unsuccessful in the war, it did not follow that we had been guilty of bad management’. ‘We had done what no other Power could do,’ he contended. Moreover, ‘the difficulties were enormous, and the War Office were doing their work very well’. A youth named Delarue then flummoxed him by giving a speech in French, which at Hulme’s request was translated into English by the society’s president, Mr Gostick, the maths teacher.


The next debate showed the same high consciousness of Britain’s status as an imperial power and anxiety about the dangers of losing it. A group of twenty-five met to discuss the view ‘That naval power is the most important factor of the greatness and prosperity of a country’. In the main there seems to have been a good atmosphere at the Newcastle school, with nice touches of humour in the relations between boys and teachers. The proposer of this debate was Mr Pickford, another mathematics teacher. In his reply the chief opposer opened by complaining despondently that he felt he was fighting an unequal battle and urging his listeners not to be swayed in favour of the motion just because Mr Pickford was in a position to award them good marks in their exams. There is scarcely a Debating Society report in which Hulme does not speak and on this occasion he advertised a special knowledge of the Spanish–American war. The motion was carried by twelve votes.


On 4 February the society had its annual tea, with the expense being borne jointly by the president, the headmaster and the members, and on the 19th they discussed an idea of perennial concern to both conservative and liberal thinkers, ‘That there is too great a tendency at the present day to interfere in the business of other people’. Contemporary issues (‘the lead-poisoning question’) were raised to demonstrate the ‘unwarranted interference of the Government’, and ‘the great benefits conferred on Scotland’ by Andrew Carnegie cited to oppose the motion. Hulme’s ability to stand back and draw general conclusions from particular situations was again in evidence as he proposed that interference was justified in two cases, ‘to aid the ignorant and helpless, and where others would be endangered by our inaction’. The latter point would later form the basis of his argument against pacifism during the Great War.


Not all of their debates were on such serious subjects. Hulme disapproved of the cult of physical education and took the opportunity in a debate ‘That the place of athletics in education is not sufficiently recognised’ to say that he refused to accept the authority of Eugene Sandow,9 that the importance of athletics was greatly exaggerated, and that a school’s chief object nowadays seemed to be to turn out good football and cricket teams. His side lost heavily, however. On 10 December, in the wake of Schiaparelli and Lowell’s discovery of ‘canals’ on Mars, the boys discussed whether or not the planet was inhabited, and Hulme pointed out ‘that though the inhabitants of the earth might not be able to live on Mars, other forms of life were quite possible’. In a discussion on the proposal ‘That the Government should acquire the British railways by purchase’ he expressed the view that it would not work, because Englishmen disliked the rule of officials and that owing to the government’s cumbersome way of doing business it would make less profit out of the railways than would private companies.


A falling-off in attendance was reported as Hulme entered the last half-year of his schooldays, but his own debating energies never flagged. On 25 February 1902, in his nineteenth year, he proposed for discussion perhaps the most personally felt of all his proposals, ‘That no one can succeed without asserting himself’, and used the debate to make a sort of programmatic declaration of both faith and intent. A man’s success, he said, depended on the opinion other people had of him, and no one would support a man who did not support himself. Self-assertiveness was necessary both to politicians and tradesmen. Above all, he concluded, it was necessary to schoolboys. Several of his opponents quoted examples of modest men who had been successful, while a boy named Shewell said that boarders must be self-assertive if they were to get fed. The motion was carried by one vote.


In his penultimate debate Hulme again showed his original way of looking at things, of turning questions upside down or viewing them through an intellectual prism in order to shed light on some unsuspected aspect of the discussion. It was often this originality of approach rather than of content that would distinguish his contributions as an art critic and political philosopher in the London years to come. In a discussion of the motion ‘That the end justifies the means’ he asked them to consider the view ‘that the end may be late or soon; if the end is in five minutes it does not justify the means, as the action then profits one person only; but if the end is in a hundred years it may justify the means, as a whole nation may then be profited’.


This valuable period of apprenticeship as a debater and polemicist came to an end with the final debate of the winter term, held on 11 March 1902, on a motion ‘That ghosts do not exist’. While supporters of the motion wondered where ghosts got their clothes from, or why they were only ever seen by one person at a time, and opponents offered the usual personal experiences of ghosts as proof of their existence, Hulme spoke a logical and anti-romantic language of his own. Ghosts had no objective existence, he maintained. They were the result of a disordered brain. If visible, they must be material, and if not material then they could not strictly be said to exist. The motion was carried by eleven votes.


Hulme almost single-handedly revived the school’s Debating Society during his last two or three years as a pupil there, and he did so very specifically for his own ends – in order to have his say on a wide range of subjects that interested him, and to hear what others had to say on them too. He brought two particular aspects of his personality to the task: the belief that people acting in a group need to be disciplined in order to achieve anything; and the vitality of his own curiosity. The sheer breadth and variety of interests he managed to form and sustain would seem to provide a tribute to the school library, of which he was himself librarian. In a representative term (June 1901) he would have shelved the following new books: Mammon and Co by E. F. Benson; David Harum by Noyes Benson, The Jessamy Bride by F. Frankfort Moore, Richard Yea-and-Nay by Maurice Hewlett, Kronstadt by Max Pemberton, A Gentleman Player by R. N. Stevens, Elementary Lessons in Logic by Jevons, Obiter dicta series 1 and 2 by Birrell, Lectures and Essays 2nd series by Nettleship, The Renaissance by Pater, The Colonisation of Africa by Johnston, English Industrial History by Cunningham and M’Arthur, First Crossing of Greenland by Fridtjof Nansen, The Grammar of Science by Pearson and In a Hollow of the Hills by Bret Harte. The story of Hulme arguing ‘volubly’ with Mr Harrison at table over the merits of Pearson’s Grammar confirms that he read at least one book on this list, and his later association of the rise of Humanism with the Renaissance makes it likely that he also read the Pater.


Not quite as forcibly as he represented the Debating Society, but no doubt forcibly enough, he was also a member of the school’s Natural History Society. For some boys, membership was mainly an excuse to go on field-trips in the surrounding countryside or the museums in Manchester. According to Alfred Haigh,




Notices of the Field Club excursions were always displayed on the school notice board, but I never heard of any boy joining them, till one day Hulme suggested to Adams and me that we should go to Manchester with the Field Club, to visit the Victoria University College museum, under the guidance of Professor Boyd Dawkins. This meant asking the Headmaster for leave off for the Saturday morning. Adams and I were sceptical as to getting this leave, but Hulme caused us to muster up our courage, and we went.





As Haigh’s memoir suggests, the Natural History Society, like the Debating Society, was in a moribund state by the time the three of them joined it at Hulme’s initiative. Appointed treasurer of the society at a meeting on 4 October 1899, Hulme brought his disciplinary skills to bear on things at once, introducing a new rule: ‘Whereas several members are in the habit of not paying their subscriptions in the summer term, and whereas most of the collections are made during that term, it is decided to make the aforesaid members pay an entrance fee of a shilling.’ On 21 November Adams spoke to the group on ‘Bacteria’ and on the 28th Hulme addressed them on ‘Bees and Bee Keeping’, illustrating his talk with slides. Later on he became secretary of the society and on 19 February gave ‘a most interesting Lecture on “Weather”’, which was illustrated by diagrams and blackboard drawings. He was also a member of the meteorological section of the society.


‘Like the Debating Society, the Natural History Society is now in a flourishing condition and can boast a membership of over thirty,’ wrote The Fire-Fly’s correspondent in March 1901. And if the field-trips had much to do with it, the train journeys, the photography sessions and the teas in country teashops at the master’s expense, Hulme’s own interest at least was, mostly, serious. ‘Original, humorous and speculative’, Haigh called him. ‘Good fun’ and ‘a clever boy but not really taken very seriously’. To Adams he was ‘a bully and a buffoon’ with a great sense of humour. Haigh’s account of the field-trip they all went on in the spring of 1899 to a local beauty spot called Mow Cop illustrates all of these facets of his character. Mow Cop was a steep hill with a ruin at the summit, and once they had disembarked from the train at the local station it occurred to Hulme that it ought to be possible to measure the height of the hill by walking up it with his eyes firmly fixed on a point in front of him, and then repeating the procedure all the way to the top, keeping count of the number of repetitions and multiplying it by his own height. Adams and Haigh protested that no one could be certain of keeping his glance level on a slope, but Hulme persuaded them to have a go. He soon lost count (or interest) himself, but according to Haigh this only ‘made him all the more anxious that Adams and I should persevere’. He was already an ideas man, as he would later be an ideas man for poets, artists and sculptors. He knew how a thing should be done, but being either physically incapable of doing it himself, or too lazy, he got others to do it for him. He was curious to know how long others were prepared to go on obeying his suggestions as though they were orders. There was no hint of threat or physical violence. It was simply curiosity about the nature and extent of his power as it manifested itself in the reactions of those around him.


There is a stock character in Icelandic saga literature called the ‘coal-biter’, a big, lazy, loutish youth who spends most of his adolescence hanging around the long-fire gnawing away on a lump of coal. He gets in the way of the women in the house, argues with everyone, and is an object of guarded contempt among the local men. It does not bother him. He does not care what people say of him nor what they think. Then one day, in response to some internal urging, he makes the decision to start trying and is soon astounding those around him with his talents. Hulme was very much this type of character. Content to drift through his early years at school anonymously, once the finishing line of examinations came into view he began making his effort. He won his first prize, the Hawthorn Prize for mathematics, in 1898, and passed through 1899 and 1900 in a blaze of glory, becoming a county council scholar, winning the school’s Mayer prizes in science and mathematics and being awarded a Mayer Exhibition. He was runner-up for the history prize and outright winner of the annual Settle Medal for the boy who showed the most aptitude for a career in mining engineering. In 1901, by which time he was boarding at the school, he was made head of House, again won the Mayer Exhibition and the Mayer Prize for mathematics, and added the Fenton Medal for the best English essay. Finally, in 1902, he was offered a Somerset Exhibition worth £40 to read mathematics at St John’s College, Cambridge, and a £30 scholarship to do the same at Queen’s College.


There can be few better examples of a young man so obviously straddling the gap between what later came to be known as the two cultures. But institutions of learning never cope easily with this kind of intelligence and Hulme’s prowess as a mathematician turned out to be also its own kind of curse, for he was in fact too good at it. One of the reasons he seems to stumble so badly through the next few years of his life is that his talent as a mathematician created a set of assumptions in those around him – his parents, schoolteachers, even his own friends – about the nature and direction of his intellectual future: it would of course be mathematical. His debating interests, his reading, his evident philosophical curiosity all paled beneath this blindingly obvious fact.


No one, least of all himself, seems to have known exactly what he was going to do in life. The talent that won him the Settle Prize in 1900 refined his appreciation of Jacob Epstein’s Rock Drill when it appeared some thirteen years later, but life as a mining engineer in the North Staffordshire coal mines was never a realistic prospect. By the time of his Exhibition to St John’s it appears that the school and his father between them had made his decision for him. Mr Pickford recommended his protégé warmly to Dr MacAlister of St John’s:




He is going to be Medical ultimately and his people want him to have some time to thoroughly study Science before he ‘medicalizes’. He is a very nice fellow, always good-tempered and a solid worker.





Mr Pickford was a prescient man. At the foot of his letter he added an unambiguous postscript warning the authorities what to expect:




Hulme, by the way, will require some attention when he comes into residence. Now that he can get nothing more out of me (or so he thinks) in the way of special assistance in his work, he is giving some trouble in discipline – not serious headaches, but childish defiance of rules, unworthy of a praeposter: I think that, unless watched he will think it necessary to celebrate his emancipation,  and he is clever enough to do so thoroughly and well. I am trying to steady him with work, which he does not love.





On 22 September, once the offer of a place had been made and accepted and Hulme had sent off his £15 Caution money to the college, he wrote a letter introducing himself to Dr MacAlister:




I should like to have some information about the rooms you propose to give me. If I have any choice could you tell me the various rents, as I want rooms of decent size. Also if I get a fair-sized, should you be able to tell me whether it was well or poorly furnished. So that I might have some idea what to bring with me.





From his tone it was clear that Hulme had every intention of conducting himself in accord with the motion he had defended in debate earlier in the year, ‘That no one can succeed without asserting himself’.
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The Discord Club





Hulme was allocated room C2, in Third Court, overlooking the river by the Bridge of Sighs and next to what was then the main library of St John’s. He seems to have picked up more or less where he left off at school, quickly acquiring a circle of friends and joining in the sporting and intellectual activity of the college. One of his closest companions was James Frazer, a choral student who went on to take holy orders. Others, like J. C. (John) Squire and Dermot Freyer, were aspiring poets. Though Hulme himself neither drank nor smoked, many of his friends were, in Squire’s words, ‘drunken rowdies’ who presently made his room the centre of their activities. Most of those who have recalled Hulme do so with a fondness and warmth which also recognizes that he was not to everyone’s taste. ‘I liked Hulme,’ said Frazer, ‘though some didn’t’,1 and he quickly made his share of enemies among his fellow-students through his disregard of those who did not enjoy constant partying and high spirits. According to Frazer, ‘He was always entertaining and kind and at bottom serious. For his first year we were continuously together, spending hours in conversation sitting in his rooms or in my rooms in New Court. No person or subject was “numinous” to Hulme. To me he was the first and the chief of the debunkers. He was far too original and radical to be content to be merely unconventional.’


He took up rowing, joining the Lady Margaret Boat Club and rowing for the college’s third-string boat. Not drinking, not smoking, he was even then a great eater of sweets, which partially accounted for the fact that he put on almost a stone in weight between his first and second Lent terms. And as his weight rose so did his interest in the sport decline. A first report in the college magazine, the Eagle, on his efforts at number 6 tried to encourage him with praise: ‘Has shewn great improvement, and sometimes rows really well. Should cover up his blade more all through the stroke’; but the tone of the report the following year strikes the same note of disappointed censure as the observations on his prowess as a rugby player at Newcastle High: ‘Could do quite a lot of work when he wanted to, which was unfortunately not often. Very stiff in the swing.’


His penchant for argument and debate remained his most outstanding characteristic and he did not much mind where or when or with whom. It might be the coach of the boat during an outing, a lecturer in the middle of his lecturing, or the waiter serving him dinner in the college dining hall. On a more formal footing he joined the college debating society, and though the Eagle was less thorough in its reporting of the society’s activities than The Fire-Fly there is plenty of evidence there too of his vocal and provocative presence. The earliest reference to his contribution refers to what must have been his heartfelt opposition to a motion debated on 15 November 1902 ‘That this house congratulates the University of Oxford on the retention of the study of Greek at Responsions’, for Hulme had struggled badly with this part of his entrance examination and was among the reformers who would like to have seen it dropped at Cambridge. As he had done at school he persuaded friends into the society, so that presently Frazer was supporting him when he spoke in favour of a motion ‘That the deterioration of the modern novel is marked and deplorable’, and John Squire opposing.


*


St John’s was at that time a college strong in subjects which had been studied at Cambridge since the beginning of the sixteenth century – theology, classics, law, mathematics and medicine – and its reputation was no doubt the reason Hulme went there in the first place. But his close friendship with a choral scholar and his informed contributions to a debate on the state of the modern novel highlight once more his intellectual diversity during his adolescence. ‘He was certainly interested in mathematics,’ Frazer remembered, ‘but he cared more for philosophy and art. Though his method of arguing was coldly mechanical, with terms of fixed value, his judgements seemed to be mostly intuitive and aesthetic. He didn’t seem to work much at College, but he did talk.’


Frazer’s observation is confirmed by Hulme’s examination results. He was ‘plucked’ three times for his Little Go2 and in his first-year examination in May got no more than a second class. His tutor, Dr MacAlister, formed the impression ‘that his mathematics did not appeal to him’, and by his second year he was already being given special coaching by a Mr J. G. Leathern at 239 Chesterton Road. The initiative was a disaster. In a plaintive letter to the college of 14 December 1903 Leathern requested payment of his coaching fees, including £28 for Hulme, from whom he despaired of ever collecting the money in person: ‘Hulme continues shockingly idle,’ he wrote, ‘and of course all the money he spends on coaching is wasted. He has brains, but I cannot trust him to do any work.’


Leathern’s comments suggest that Hulme may have been beginning to sense a deepening frustration at the limits imposed on his intuition and subjectivity by the study of mathematics. At the same time he was gathering about him a group of young men under the name of ‘The Discord Club’, with himself the natural choice as their first president, and presently embarked on a campaign of quite strikingly bad behaviour which led with surprising rapidity to his expulsion from the college.


The fateful train of events began with the visit of King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra to Cambridge on 1 March 1904. Throughout the day rumours had circulated around the town that the visit would be celebrated in the evening by a ‘rag’, a phenomenon described by the Cambridge Independent Press reporter as ‘any form of violence and disorder in the streets, conflicts between undergraduates and the police, and the wholesale and wilful destruction of private and public property’. To deal with the huge crowds the local police had been reinforced by members of the Metropolitan force, whose manner of dealing with the sporadic eruptions of high spirits that punctuated the day was deeply resented by the crowds. The imported policemen were warned that they would have to ‘wait til tonight’ if they wanted to know what a Cambridge crowd was really like.


Come evening the students linked arms and, encouraged and abetted by the young men of the town, tried to start a fire on Market Hill. They charged a police line holding the street near the Guildhall and were repelled. The crowd was dispersed by a group of mounted police, and in the ensuing chaos an ‘alien immigrant’, as the London reinforcements were called, was isolated and pushed through the window of Pollard’s the confectioners. He made his escape, unharmed, as the crowd set about looting the shop. Driven off again they split into two and started fires, one in New Square and one on Parker’s Piece, where Hulme was to be found with other members of the Discord Club. The evening air was filled with cries of ‘Wood! Wood!’ as young men rushed about tearing palings from the fronts of nearby houses, and looting packing cases from yards and warehouses for the fire. Wheelbarrows, doors, tubs, benches and shutters went the same way. Whole trees were uprooted and an attempt to dismantle the wooden bandstand on Christ’s Pieces was repelled only with difficulty by the police. A great cheer greeted one student who staggered towards the fire and lobbed the notice board of a local dentist into the flames. It was followed by a whole sentry box, and presently the entire area round Parker’s Piece was bathed in the glow of the fire as undergraduates, locals, drunks and children joined hands and danced around it singing. The few police present realized it was futile to intervene and contented themselves with picking off isolated miscreants, helped by the university’s own proctors and their top-hatted ‘bull dogs’. A number of students had their names taken and were ordered back to college. One undergraduate, Paul Miller of Pembroke College, was seen running along the street carrying under his arm a shutter torn from a shop window. When challenged he was unable to account for his behaviour and was arrested and taken off to the police station, struggling violently and shouting ‘Rescue! Rescue!’ to the group of friends who followed behind, pelting the police with stones, mud and pieces of wood.


The following morning Miller appeared before the magistrates and to the surprise and annoyance of the court offered a defence of mistaken identity and announced that he was calling several witnesses. All of these turned out to be members or associates of the Discord Club, and in their president Mr Raynes for the defence found a steadfast and unshakeable witness. Having established that Hulme had indeed been with Miller on the night in question he proceeded with his questioning: 




MR RAYNES: Was he carrying a shutter?


WITNESS: No, he was not.


MR RAYNES: Did you see one being carried about?


WITNESS: Yes.


MR RAYNES: Are you sure it was not he (defendant) who was taking any part in moving it?


WITNESS: Yes.


MR RAYNES: Was defendant behaving in a riotous and disorderly manner?


WITNESS: No.


MR RAYNES: Not at all?


WITNESS: No.


MR RAYNES: Did you see him arrested?


WITNESS: Yes.


MR RAYNES: Did he protest at all?


WITNESS: No.





Other members of the club stood firm, and when a letter was read from Miller’s tutor identifying him as the one man at Pembroke College whom he would have thought absolutely incapable of such an action, his acquittal was assured. As they filed out of the court the undergraduates showed their appreciation of the chairman’s discretion with a round of applause.
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