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I lie quietly secure in the Lord while I see the whole world consuming in the fire of envie one against another. I hear much noyse about me, but it serves onely to deafen me into the still slumber of Divine rest. The formall world is much affrighted, and every form is up in Arms to proclaime open wars against itself: The Almighty power is dashing one thing against another, and confounding that which he hath formerly faced with the glory of his own presence: He setteth up and casteth down, and who shall say, What doest thou? Come then, my soule, enter thou into my Chamber, shut thy doores about thee, hide thyself in silence for a season till the indignation be blown over.


Joseph Salmon


 


 


Our contemporary experience of work, love, thought, art, learning, decision and play is more fragmented than in any other recorded kind of society, yet still, necessarily, we try to make connexions, to achieve integrity, and to gain control, and in part we succeed.


Raymond Williams
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Preface to the 2014 Edition





We speak of a ‘body’ of writing when an author has produced a number of works that make up, in the span of his or her life so far, an intent, a discovery of the meanings of life experiences that illuminate what and who we are. An identity formed by our historical past, its ethos and ideas, our adoption or rejection of these in our present, and crucially above all the attempt at resolution between socio-political pressure and personal, private emotional drives.


The ‘body’ of C. J. Driver’s extraordinary work is the warring convictions, the questioning resolutions, the frustrations and fulfilments, body-soul-spirit of human life in the different forms these take in different places and circumstances.


From the tensions between young revolutionaries in war against apartheid, told from the fundament of placing The Struggle before self, even before survival (Elegy for a Revolutionary, 1969); to the ‘accommodations’ of a white woman with her own liberal standards of peaceful means towards justice in a time and place when, emerging out of herself, she finds the need to risk becoming an accessory to the struggle (Send War in Our Time, O Lord, 1970); to the boldly original tackling of the nature of authority as danger inherent in progeniture, that of father–son and father-figure schoolmaster to pupil (Death of Fathers, 1972), with its strong reflection, known at once in the context of reading Driver’s ‘body’ of work, bringing the reader to the origin of domination by police and military authority.


A Messiah of the Last Days (1974) is, I believe, something no other South African writer who has had personal ‘bodily’ experience of such authority – Driver spent ninety days in solitary confinement as a young anti-apartheid activist – has also had the broadness of compass to explore in world vision.


In this novel a lawyer, not an anti-apartheid activist and not within the limit of the South African conflict, is telling a story of class, not race conflict: in England. A democracy, a free country with class conflict openly evident in parliamentary debate, Labour, Liberal, Conservative. There has arisen a revolutionary extremist group who call themselves the Free People. Could be the name of a necessary world phenomenon? Many eras, many parts of the planet.


This particular avatar of aspiration to create full humanity is engaged by its lawyer-narrator between the injustice of inequality in a country which is supposed to be that of a united people, and the contradictions within the extremist radicals themselves in action against the injustice:




These young claimed to be political but regarded political organization as a waste of time … They claimed God was dead but spoke the language of religious mania. They claimed to speak for the workers but despised the workers for their concern with money … they claimed to be open to all but regarded people over thirty almost subhuman in their progress to death.





C. J. Driver’s exceptional alertness to our times is matched by the power and zest of his evocative writing, lit up by wry wit. Faber Finds brings us enlivening insights with its find of these four important books for republication. Our era is right and relevant for them to reach a new public.


 


Nadine Gordimer, 2014
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If there were no dreams, there would be no story.


One time I was in a country of mountains, range upon increasing range of them, and I and the people with me climbed the steep slopes, or walked like giants down the mountainsides, or traversed dangerous rifts and cliffs. My father was with me, I think, or perhaps he was in the place we were looking for. We went to the wrong places first: a village of yelping dogs and dirty, hungry children; a few huts where the people hid from us as if we were raiders; a village where the men came out with their weapons to drive us away; a village that had been burned to the ground. In one place there was a deserted temple. In another, although the land seemed right, there were no people. So we went on climbing and searching until suddenly, in the fold of a deep valley, around the edge of a great hollowed-out cliff of sandstone we came to the right place. We did not need telling it was right; we knew almost before we saw the place.


It was more a town than a village, though the whole of it was built of that fine yellow-red sandstone you find in the villages of the Dordogne, stone which seems to have soaked up centuries of sunlight. But where those are rough and tumbled, for all their colour, this town was perfectly laid, so that each block of stone seemed to have grown exactly from the one on which it was fitted. The streets too were made of the same yellow-red sandstone, smaller blocks these but equal in their symmetry, so you felt the houses grew out of a naturally shaped ground, were not built on the earth, but grew out of it. Yet, for all the uniformity of material, the buildings and streets were not uniform in size or shape, nor were the streets built on the straight lines of a dreary suburban grid, but were shaped to the contours of the valley, just as the buildings seemed shaped to the streets, and the streets to the desires of the people who lived there.


Where the people of the other villages we had passed through had hidden themselves away or had come out of their huts to beg or had stood at the margins of the villages, armed and angry, these people were neither friendly nor antagonistic nor subservient; they looked at us coolly from quiet faces. The children playing in the streets and playgrounds were the same, untroubled by our coming, interested to look at our strange clothing, glancing quietly and incuriously at our faces, but going on with their play. They, like the parents, were all dressed in simple white clothes made of some material like unprocessed cotton; but that too did not seem a uniform, for there were designs and embroideries that made each seem an original.


I don’t remember what we did there, or if I dreamed at all about that; what stayed with me when I woke was a sense of settledness and completeness in the place, both in itself and in its people, not outside history, but growing in a different kind of history which was not concerned with history. If I saw that town now, I would know it.


Again, once when Alison and I and the children were staying in Cornwall, I had a kind of waking dream one evening when the children were asleep and Alison already in bed. I was sitting in the bay window of the hotel room, looking out over the sea, and I went either right back in history or right forward, to a time when men knew nothing about history but were free from its demands and obligations. I saw men and women in the same coarse white clothes, standing on the seashore, and I could see their village on the hillside above them, built of stone too, not the sandstone of the other dream, but the stone of Cornwall, granite I think it is, shaped and carved into the same perfection which was not uniform and which seemed shaped out of the ground itself.


Then, I was a drowning sailor, out beyond them in the sea, and they were waiting for the waves to bring me in, not afraid for me, not worried I would be dead before I got to them, because—for some dream-reason—death did not matter to them. Perhaps it was because they were outside history. They just waited for me, completely at peace; and suddenly I was not afraid of dying any more, and when I woke from my dream—if it was a dream, because I seemed to be half-awake all the time—for once I too had the fear of death removed from me.


*


For years I thought my dreams of natural houses joined in a shaped and complete town were nothing more than a wish to live in the kind of house I dreamed of; and certainly the houses I love are of that kind, where the stone of the building is the same stone of the hillsides, and where the stone of the courtyards and walls and paths repeats the stone of the buildings. I used to suppose too that the dreams were a recognition of my own unsettledness, of a childhood in terraced boxes, sometimes pleasant enough with a certain weathering of the brick, but never permanent. John Buckleson taught me another version of my dreams. They came back to me, or he gave them back to me. God knows by what accidents we recognise ourselves in other people; I don’t think they are sent to us, but we seem to go to them willy-nilly. Perhaps the only important thing is that we should recognise them when we get there.
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I had been prosecuting at the Old Bailey, a nasty case of robbery with violence; the defence finished their pleas in the morning, and I expected the jury to be out all the rest of the day. But, as juries sometimes do, they made up their minds very quickly, and the verdict was given, the sentence passed, before lunch. I phoned the clerk of my chambers, and for once he told me there was nothing else for me to do that day. I lunched alone. I had some shopping to do in the afternoon but, since it was a fine day, I decided to take a tube and walk through Hyde Park to Knightsbridge to shop.


When I realised there was a demonstration going on in the park I was at first annoyed; I wanted to walk in relative quiet, not jostle my way through a crowd of protestors. But the sun was shining, and I decided not to be grudge them their demonstration; I even stopped to listen to what was being said. After five minutes of a red-shirted and red-faced man who seemed to have forgotten he had a microphone and loudspeaker and who was trying to reach a crowd of, I suppose, two thousand by gesticulating, I had little more idea of what the demonstration was about, although I had heard Britain was fighting a class war. I was about to move off when someone else got up on the platform to speak.


I didn’t know it was John Buckleson; what caught my notice was that he was wearing the clothes of my dreams. I didn’t realise for a moment or two; I simply had a sensation I was not in that place at all but somewhere else, somewhere out of the range of the sun and the summer and the noise of a crowd in a park. Then when I did realise, I could not believe it; it was as though one figure from a dream, a composite figure whom I recognised but did not know, had appeared in a waking crowd. It’s an experience I have had only a couple of times in my life, the coincidence of the apparent world and the dream, and I think it gets more strange, not less.


I suppose what made me realise that the recognition was not of dream but of broad daylight was seeing other people in the crowd dressed in the same way, the same simple tunic without collar, the wide trousers, both of the same coarse white material. Months later I discovered this was the version of Mexican peasant dress John Buckleson had designed for himself after a visit to Mexico from Berkeley, and which his followers in the Free People had copied. That was before the people who make money out of teenage fashion copied the clothes professionally and sold them to thousands of young people—and some middle-aged ones too—who hadn’t even heard of the Free People, much less had thought why they might or might not wear the uniform of Mexican peasants. At that time, my only feeling was one of astonishment at recognition.


“Who’s that speaking?” I asked one of the girls standing near me.


“John Buckleson,” she said, “of the Free People.” She evidently thought that made all clear. I had read somewhere in the papers of a fuss being made by some organisation about some scheme to clear up an area of the East End, though I had taken little notice of it at the time. But I wanted to hear what this John Buckleson of the mysterious Free People had to say.


I am, in my way, a professional rhetorician, and at first it was simply the professional in me which responded to a skilful speaker; the man before had been fluent enough, but it was fluency to no end, or rather it was fluency without any information; he simply fulfilled a certain expectation of syntax. Buckleson was something different; he had an odd trick of pausing for a long time at the most unexpected place in a sentence or phrase, yet it was a pausing which made you listen, because you wanted to hear what he was going to say next. It was almost as if he was thinking in those pauses, searching for the next words; and when they came you had a sense of delight he had found them after all. For the pauses were not those of embarrassment or even hesitation; they were pauses in the working of an active intelligence.


Over the years I must have heard him make dozens of speeches, yet I always wanted to listen to him. Was it simply because of the way he looked: the short, thin body which could have belonged to a dancer or a gymnast, the mop of long black hair around a pallid face, the eyes which seemed always to be looking at something further away than what you knew he was looking at, so it seemed he was looking through objects and people to something the other side of them? Or was it what he said? I cannot sort out now the order my reactions came in, but I remember enough of that first time to understand why, even then, I saw him as more than a skilful demagogue; for the recognition I had felt when I saw his uniform and the quarter-recognition when I heard his name was matched by the moment of full recognition when he came to the peroration of his speech. He was talking of an England of the future, where houses were built on a human scale—Le Corbusier, I think—where the towns and cities had been reorganised as real communities, where the new technology served men and not men the technology, where all the filth and squalor of industrial England had been swept away but where people still had the benefits of industrial civilisation, where they lived as they wished to live, and where the landscape was not destroyed to make towns, but towns made to fit the natural shapes of the land. “And if any of you say this is … (long pause) … impossible, then I say to you it’s because … (long pause) … you really don’t want change, you are frightened of the chance the England we can have … (long pause) … will actually happen. We could do it now if we wanted to. We could build … (long pause) … we could build houses which didn’t fall down in ten years … which weren’t faceless creations doing as well for a school … or a funeral house … or a jam factory … or—what’s worst of all—for houses people are meant to live in. We breed … our own destruction.”


I suppose you could call it Utopian nonsense; perhaps I knew that myself, but even as my intellectual training was telling me to jeer, the dreams were with me again, as if I were not awake at all, but in the dream-place which grew out of the earth and was not imposed on it. If I had shut my eyes, I could have seen those quiet-eyed people in their white clothes again, and seen the welcome of the time out of history. When John Buckleson was finished, I pushed my way out of the crowd and into the open park, forgetting all my plans, captured by the vision of the settled quiet which is my own vision of the Millennium.


It was only a moment; I might even have forgotten it completely in a year or two. But chance (which was perhaps also my desire) took me to Buckleson, and the moment became a time—not a permanent time, because I am still in history, but a time long enough never to forget.


Yet I know the Millennium is intellectual nonsense. I know, meritocrat as I am, that men are not equal in their capacities, ambitions, hopes, lusts; I know passion does not care for equality. I am, after all, a barrister specialising in criminal law and so involved almost every day of my life with people who are living examples of inequity: who kill, steal, lie, cheat, for lust, ambition, gain, satisfaction, or who are accused of those crimes by men as inequitable as they. But the dream is not destroyed, though I know a man would sooner or later come into my perfect city who wanted to abandon the naturalness of stone for the flexibility of concrete, or who needed to refashion us back into history, or who wished to remake us in his own image. Knowledge of the way things are destroys my dream; men destroy it; perhaps even words do. But the dream is still there; it is as much a part of me as the stealing, killing, lying, cheating.


Even if you don’t believe that, the idea still matters, because John Buckleson without the idea was just another demagogue in a uniform—a splendid one perhaps, but no more than that. Which is not to say you must accept the idea; you need not believe in the perfectibility of man to believe in John Buckleson. When I was with my family, or in Wealdridge, or in a court, or in the Temple, it was easy to see how foolish the idea was. But when I was with John Buckleson, the idea was alive, not only in the mainly small minds around me, but in my imagination, and I was that man again who had walked away into the park because he thought he knew where the end of history was. 
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I did not meet John Buckleson for nearly a year after I had first seen him, although I found out more about him.


The head of our chambers is Matthew Wynstanley, the Labour M.P. A socialist of the Winchester and Balliol kind, he represents one of the West Midlands constituencies, though he is a Southerner in every other way. He is very busy, what with his practice and with his politics, and so I do not see him very much; but two days after the demonstration I happened to run into him just outside the Temple. He was waiting for a cab impatiently as the traffic flowed past, but he waved to me and I dodged across the road to talk to him. After a couple of pleasantries—Had I been doing interesting work? Had he been up all night?—I thought to ask him if he knew anything about Buckleson or the Free People; he is the kind of man who tends to have some information on almost anything to do with English politics.


“Well,” he answered, “what I’ve read in the papers; Buckleson’s that chap who got slung out of Johnson’s College a couple of years ago after one of those interminable demonstrations. What’s your interest in him? Defending him?”


“No,” I answered. “Idle curiosity, really. I happened to walk past a demonstration he was talking to in the park.”


“He’s a Trot, isn’t he? Or anarchist, I suppose; can’t tell the difference any more these days, I can’t. I suppose the Free People are one of the splinter groups …”


“Splintered from what?” I asked.


“God knows,” he said cheerfully. “The I.L.L. or the S.Y.L. or the X.Y.Z.—one of those initialled jobs with seven members and an Executive Committee of ten.” He had all the professional politician’s scorn for an organisation with much theory and little power. “You really interested?”


“Quite,” I said.


“I’ll see if I can find out some more for you.” There was a free cab in sight at last, and he was waving for it and beginning to walk away. “Remind me,” he called out as he got into the cab.


“All right,” I called back, though I had no intention of doing so; I did not want anyone to think my interest was more than cursory.


But, since he is a nice man, there was no need for him to be reminded. A couple of days later he came into my room where I was sitting mulling over the next day’s brief, and handed me a brown file. “I got this from Herford,” he said. “You remember, you asked me about Buckleson and his so-called Free People. Herford keeps tabs on these left-wing groups for the rest of us, and he’s got some press-cuttings and a note or two. Keep it under your hat, will you?” It was very like Matthew, all that; ask him a question and he will appear at first to be brushing it off brusquely, but he’ll remember the question and give you a better answer when he can.


I thanked him and we talked for a while. At the door, he threw over his shoulder, “Didn’t think I’d find you taking an interest in the irrational Left.”


“It’s me’ working-class roots,” I parried. He grinned at me from the door.


“Fine,” he said. “As long as you remember them, because I want you in the Labour movement before you’re too old for politics.”


That wasn’t a joke, though I grinned at Matthew as he went out on his punch line. I knew he had hopes I would involve myself in his kind of politics; a working-class boy with a father who’d been in local politics, a good degree and a legal reputation was just the kind of man Wynstanley would want in the Labour Party, and I fancy he had taken me into chambers in the first place because he thought I was bound to want to be a politician as well as a lawyer. Once or twice he had said things which showed a certain disappointment. Perhaps if I had not met Buckleson I might have risked the icy disbelief of neighbours and in-laws and put myself forward as one of Wynstanley’s bright young men; that would have taken my emigration of the spirit nicely forward!


There was not in fact much in Herford’s file, seven or eight press-cuttings and a couple of pages of hand-written notes on foolscap. The press-cuttings were nothing much, just brief accounts of demonstrations and exercises in street theatre. The Free People obviously made much of what we usually call slum-clearance in this country; they called it urban renewal, as Americans do. Buckleson was mentioned in the reports a couple of times, and was quoted once, but there was nothing of substance I had not already gathered myself.


The foolscap notes were much more interesting; since they were signed E.H. I assumed they were by Herford himself. What was perhaps most interesting about them was an obvious change of direction half-way through the notes; they started as sarcastic comments on the revolutionary anarchism which formed the basis of the Free People’s policy (if policy is not too grand a word for that muddle), but when they came to Buckleson himself they were much more sympathetic. I remember a phrase or two Herford used. “Buckleson”, he wrote, “is the leading light of the group; they don’t call him President, or Secretary, or even spokesman, but he is the real leader and in fact the spokesman. He is a most compelling public speaker and a young man of considerable intelligence. His first degree is in English, he did some kind of diploma at Berkeley on urban sociology, and is now officially working on a doctorate in town-planning, though I think he’s so much an activist he can’t be doing much work. I think the emphasis on opposing slum-clearance in favour of slum-renewal is his brainchild (and not at all a bad one. The P.L.P. should, I think, be thinking along the same lines—see my paper to the Shadow Minister of Housing, dated …),” whenever it was dated; I can’t remember now.


Herford’s notes went on to fill in a couple of details of Buckleson’s background: his expulsion from Johnson’s after the sit-in (again Herford seemed sympathetic; he mentioned Reston, who had been Principal of Johnson’s at the time, with considerable antipathy); his year in the U.S.A.; his return to London. But there was nothing at all about Buckleson’s family background, which I wanted to know about, and not very much about his particular opinions as opposed to the general opinions of the Free People. There was also a list of some of the other leading figures of the Free People—I think Lester’s and O’Brien’s names were mentioned, though I cannot remember clearly. I was not really interested in them.


I returned the file to Wynstanley a couple of days later. “Find anything of interest?” he asked me.


“Yes,” said I. “Odd mixture, revolutionary anarchists spoken for by a literature student turned town-planner.”


“Buckleson?” said Matthew. “A town-planner? Must be a mistake there.”


“No,” I answered. “Quite clear, if somewhat odd. When I heard him in the park, he talked a bit about Le Corbusier—and that Fuller man too. He’s working for a doctorate in town-planning, in between demonstrations.”


“Idiotic,” said Matthew. “But then the whole thing is pretty much idiotic, isn’t it?”


“Not the slum-clearance thing.”


Matthew laughed. “That’s Herford’s line at the moment. Did he get it from that absurd crew? Good old Herford; he’s a brilliant scavenger.”


“I think he has a point,” I said carefully.


“Probably has,” Wynstanley said dismissively. “Must be left to local authorities as far as possible, all the same. It’s one of the few areas where decentralisation can work.” He was back in his guise as a politician, and I could almost have been a public meeting; but after a moment he looked up at me again—he had been paging through the file. “Would you like to meet Herford? I could lay on lunch some time.”


“That would be very pleasant.”


“Herford will enjoy the chance of an audience; he’s a bit far to the left of most of us in the P.L.P.” Wynstanley made a note on his appointments pad, then said, “Must get back to my brief; the work goes on, even for M.P.s. I’ll let you know about Herford.”


Dismissed, I left. I like Wynstanley; and I admire his ruthlessness about time. He runs a big practice well, he’s a capable M.P., and he hasn’t been divorced. There’s a great deal he misses, but within his limitations he knows what’s going on.


I lunched with Wynstanley and Herford about a month later; in the meantime the Free People had been in the news again, this time for an invasion of the G.L.C. offices, where they did a bit of instant theatre which must have upset the bureaucrats a great deal.


Apparently they took a huge box of children’s bricks into the central foyer, and proceeded to build two play towns; one was an ‘organic’ town, higgledy-piggledy, bright, cheerful; the other was a ‘tower hamlet’, great piles of grey and brown wooden playbricks piled up into towers. When both towns were finished, one of the Free People, dressed in morning suit and topper, with black gloves and a devil’s mask, stormed in, broke up the ‘free’ town, and gloated over the town of towers. Then a group of Free People, dressed in their white uniforms and masks, came dancing in, ‘captured’ the mock-official, mourned over their destroyed town, and tore up the towers and hurled the blocks around the foyer. It was then that some windows were broken, and a couple of G.L.C. secretaries were hit by flying wooden blocks; I suppose one of the actors got carried away in his destruction. The police arrested half-a-dozen of the demonstrators; Buckleson was not one of them, though he was mentioned as leading another demonstration outside the police-station which the arrested Free People had been taken to. But there was no trouble there, and no more arrests; when the police released four of the six, the demonstration dispersed. A couple of weeks later the remaining demonstrators were fined for ‘disturbing the police’.


The lunch with Wynstanley and Herford didn’t at first add much information to what I already had from the file. It soon appeared that Wynstanley’s purpose was less to provide me with information about the Free People and John Buckleson than it was to persuade me to be more enthusiastic about the Labour Party, and Herford wanted only to argue with Wynstanley. I did not want to upset Matthew by showing my boredom with the intricacies of electoral politics, since I had—and have—much to be grateful for to him. In the end, I said that, until my children were a little older, I thought my primary duties were to them and to building up a practice; I hated using the children as an excuse, though what I said was at any rate partly true.


Finally, however, I got something from the two men, almost by chance; Matthew had given me up, and they were arguing about the police, as lawyers often seem to do, but gave the argument a parliamentary twist since they disagreed about the police’s role in matters of political security. Herford, for all his rumoured radicalism, was taking what seemed more like the old-fashioned liberal line; Wynstanley was being what he calls ‘rational’, what the Free People called ‘fascist’. Neither word is any better than the other; but their conjunction explains better than anything else the kind of socialist Wynstanley is. I was not paying very much attention, concentrating rather on the food—M.P.S. feed their promising young men well—than on the argument, which I seemed to have heard a good many times in various guises. But when the argument left theory for practice, I was interested.


“Well, take this demonstration coming up next Sunday,” said Herford.


“I’ve heard there’s trouble expected.”


“I’ve heard too; I hope to hell not, because I’m on the platform.”


I butted in. “What demonstration is this?” They looked at me as if they had forgotten I was there; I resolved to keep silent.


“It’s the big anti-apartheid demonstration, mainly on political prisoners there,” said Wynstanley. “Damn silly show, if you don’t mind my saying so, Herford; what good could anything of the kind possibly do?”


“Of course I mind; and of course I think it may do some good. But where do all these rumours come from? That’s what I want to know.”


“Well, I got it from someone close to the Home Secretary.”


“And the Home Secretary got it from the police?”


“I suppose so; where else? That’s what I’m trying to say.”


“And what I’m trying to say is the police got it from informers, and informers have a stake in predicting trouble. Don’t you see, Matthew? So the police draft in two hundred extra men, including mounted police—that’s what they’re doing, isn’t it?” Wynstanley shrugged. “Well, say two hundred; it may even be three. But that’s what will cause the trouble, really, if there is going to be trouble.”


“Oh, come now, Herford,” Wynstanley said, irked. “I don’t think the police are paragons of virtue, but they won’t actually start anything.”


“Perhaps not; but they’ll be there—and the single fact of their presence will provoke the wilder elements …”


“And so you should call the whole thing off; or at least be very cautious about lending it your prestige.”


“My prestige? Oh, come now, Matthew …”


And so on; you know the kind of argument it was. I suppose I was instinctively on Herford’s side, though I liked him considerably less than Wynstanley. What did interest me was the implicit statement that the police had informers planted in organisations like the Free People. I wasn’t worried about the morality—what are policemen for after all? Matthew was perfectly right in that—but I was interested that the police might think the Free People important enough to get information on.


Of course I did not go to the demonstration; however interested I was in the Free People, I was not going to leave my children on a Sunday, especially to go to a demonstration at which trouble was predicted. But I kept the information in my mind, and on Sunday evening, almost without meaning to, I found myself watching the news; and so, without any particular effort on my part, began the second stage of my involvement with John Buckleson.


The news confirmed what Wynstanley had heard rumoured; a group of what the commentator called ‘students’ had attacked the police after one of their number had been arrested. Marbles had been thrown under the police-horses’ hooves, pepper had been thrown in policemen’s faces, home-made smoke-grenades had been thrown, and there had been some straightforward fighting with fists and boots, until the police had baton-charged the trouble-making demonstrators and had dispersed them. This had of course led to larger and more confused trouble, apparently with groups of demonstrators fighting each other as well as the police. The police had made nearly fifty arrests, mainly of young people, and although some had been released, a number were being held in custody and were being charged with various offences. Although the purpose of the demonstration was mentioned, the various organisations involved were not, nor were the names of any of those who had been arrested.


On Monday I was out of town, doing a committal case in Brighton. I got home late and weary; Alison made me a meal and I sat in front of the TV until 9.45. At half past ten Wynstanley phoned me. He asked me about my case, asked if I’d seen the news, and then said, abruptly, “I’ve just had Peale on the phone, you know, of Peale and Randall.” I did know; they are one of the biggest and busiest sets of solicitors in London; Randall himself had died years before, but old Mr. Peale had a crew of very bright young solicitors with him. “He wanted me to appear for Buckleson; did you know he’d been charged?” I didn’t. “A whole string of offences; the police are obviously trying to fix most of the blame on him and that bunch of his; ranging from inciting violence to possessing offensive weapons. There’s being some trouble about bail; the police opposed it, the magistrate turned it down, and Peale wants me to go to a judge in chambers tomorrow to sort it out.”


“Are you going to do it?” I asked, knowing perfectly well that Wynstanley would not remotely risk his political career for his professional interests.


“No, that’s why I’m phoning you, of course. I’m in the middle of something else, and anyway I don’t want to get tied up in this business. The clerks said you only had a smallish case for tomorrow. So I wondered if you would be prepared to hand that on to one of the youngsters, and take this brief for Peale; it will be the whole thing, not just the bail application, of course.”


“What’s the urgency, Matthew?” It was puzzling; senior barristers don’t usually phone their underlings about bail applications.


“Peale was a bit mysterious about it; but he was insistent about having someone good there—he said he’d be happy to have you if I wasn’t free. I assume you’ve met Peale?”


I had; I had done a couple of cases for Peale and Randall, and had met the old man during the second, which was a tricky one we had been considered fortunate to get an acquittal on. I was glad he remembered me. “Of course I’ll do it, Matthew; it sounds very interesting, the mysterious part especially. I don’t suppose there’ll be a full brief by tomorrow morning?”


“Peale has promised to get some notes on to your desk by 8.30 tomorrow morning—that’s how seriously he’s treating this, Tom—and the brief will be ready by tomorrow evening. Peale has spent a couple of hours with Buckleson this afternoon.”


“Peale himself?” I was surprised. Peale does not usually do work like that himself.


“Yes, the old man himself: and he said he’d meet you outside the Law Courts at 9.15 tomorrow morning, to clear up any problems. The hearing is at 9.30. Can you get in early tomorrow?”


“I’ll have to,” I said. “You seem to have made all the arrangements already.”


“Good man, Tom; I knew I could rely on you,” and after a couple more pleasantries he rang off.


*


It was a nuisance getting up to London an hour earlier than usual; it meant Alison had to drive me to the station, then go back to drop Sarah at school—usually I drop Sarah and then leave the car at the station in time to catch the 8.55 to Victoria. That day I was at my desk by 8.45.


As promised, Peale’s notes—written in old-fashioned copper-plate script on foolscap—were on my desk; they were probably better than an ordinary brief, because they were bare bones, without any of the usual turgid legal prose that solicitors—and barristers too—use to fill out the inadequacies of their knowledge. I read through the notes quickly, making three or four marginal notes and underlining some crucial sentences, then went through them more carefully, getting the details clear in my mind. When I had them more or less sorted out, I went through to the clerk’s office to find out who would be hearing the bail application. Jamie Macqueen, the chief clerk, told me it would be Mr. Justice Impey; he knows more about legal people than anyone else in the Temple, I think.


“You’re in luck,” he said. “He’s got a bit of a reputation for wanting to keep the police on the straight and narrow. He’s a stickler for the Judges’ Rules.”


“Any idea why the police are being sticky about bail?”


“Not really; I suppose the police think he’s a bit of a hard case. But my information doesn’t go far. I’ll keep my ears open.”


“Thanks. That’s something at least.” God knows where barristers would be without their clerks.


Peale was waiting at the Strand for me, a bald old man with a mock-aggressive manner which conceals a great kindness to those of his own kind. We greeted each other and I risked saying, “Unusual to see you out on the job these days.”


“I hope you’re not implying I’m past my prime, young Grace,” he said as ferociously as always.


“Of course not; but you don’t tend to leave the spider’s web these days, do you?”


“What do you pay juniors for in your chambers? And I’m not sure I like your metaphor.”


“Just a manner of speaking. But why are you here, and not a junior?”


“D’you know who’s retained us on behalf of this chap Buckleson?” he said; the banter was over now. “Miss Estella Raymond.” I’d never heard of her then and must have showed my ignorance.


“Her father owns a quarter of the gold-mines in South Africa; she owns a couple herself.”


“Old?”


“No, young; early twenties—good-looking too. She’s tied up with this fellow Buckleson, with the whole crowd—what do they call themselves?—this Free People crowd; why, I really can’t tell. But when the Raymonds retain you, you send out the spider himself.”


I nodded; it was another mystery to add to the list. “But why the trouble about bail?” I asked. “Surely this Raymond girl will put up the necessary?”


“You’ve read my notes?” he asked.


“Of course; I’ll need to look at them again.”


“If you’ve read them, you’ve read them; don’t underestimate your reputation, young man.”


That was nice of him, I thought, though he hadn’t answered my question. But I knew Peale well enough not to repeat myself. He hummed and hawed a moment or two, then said, “Well, I think they—the police—think he’ll kick up a worse stink if they bail him than his friends will do if they don’t; he’s very much the leader of this Free People thing, and I think it would fall apart without him. Or maybe they think if they can make life hard for him, it will quieten down the rest of them. It seems a bit of a misapprehension to me. And their grounds for opposing bail look pretty chancy to me; I think the magistrate was a bit of a fool. I wouldn’t like to be appearing for the police—and I don’t think you’ll have much trouble with this. The main case may be a bit different, though; I give you fair warning of that.”


That was clear enough; no difficulty about bail, and perhaps a difficult trial. I asked about sureties, and was told that Miss Raymond would go to any amount, and that a Dr. Henderson would go up to £2,000.


“Medical doctor?” I asked.


Peale smiled. “In his way—a psychiatrist.”


“Oh,” I said. “Is his interest in Buckleson professional or private?”


“A bit of both, I gather.”


“Is Buckleson a nutter?”


Peale smiled again. “Not so you’d notice. I don’t like his kind of politics at all, you know, Grace—I’m an old-fashioned Tory myself—but there’s no denying the young man has charm. They don’t call it that any more, do they? There’s another word, a foreign-sounding one.”


“Charisma?” I suggested.


“That’s the one. Same as we used to call charm, isn’t it?”


“In a way.”


“Well, I think you’ll find he’s got that.”


“He’s not married, is he?”


“No. I think he and the Raymond girl live together, on and off. That’s one of the problems about bail; the Free People crowd have a sort of communal address—it’s a big disused warehouse south of the river.”


“Parents?” I asked.


“There was no question of my getting on to anyone like that for him.”


I nodded. That wasn’t an answer to my question again, but I was not going to push for an answer since it did not seem very material, except to my own curiosity.


“Anything else, young man?” asked Peale.


“No, I don’t think so,” I answered.


“Tell me something, then; where do you stand yourself, I mean vis-à-vis these people, this whole left-wing lark?”


I smiled at him. “I’m a barrister, Mr. Peale; like a chameleon, I take on the colour of the leaf I’m on.”


“Wynstanley was right, then,” he laughed. “You’ll do us proud, young Grace, and good luck to you. I don’t feel so bad about being called a spider if you call yourself a chameleon. Frankly, I’m glad I don’t have to argue for Buckleson; his lot worries me, with their long hair and silly clothes and anarchy.”


I said nothing; as I say, I liked Peale.


*


As predicted, there was little difficulty in getting Judge Impey to reverse the magistrate’s decision, even less difficulty than I could have expected. It had little to do with my own skill, more to do with the views of Judge Impey himself and, perhaps, with the fact that the police solicitor seemed to have lost heart in his case. I have no evidence of this, but I think someone may have told him about the powerful influence (a euphemism for the money) of Miss Estella Raymond.


I do not much like appearing in Judges’ chambers, whether for a bail application or for sorting out some point of court procedure during a trial; many of my colleagues enjoy the momentary informality of appearances in chambers, of being able to feel for a while that the judge is only a man in a dark suit, like themselves, capable of avuncular humour or fatherly indignation, and that they are getting around the formal and unnecessary rituals of the court-room, to deal with a point sharply and sensibly. I distrust doing without wigs and gowns; I dislike being a barrister without the masking which wig and gown and bands provide; I fear the tendency to informality in chambers. This is not because I am a concealed conservative, but because I know the ritual and the costume protect me—and the people I am serving—from personality and so from involvement.


The police solicitor, a waspish but not very clever man called Cross, was waiting outside Judge Impey’s chambers when I got there; with him was Detective Inspector Williams, a very tall and cadaverously thin man. I had come across Williams before too, in a case where I had been junior to a Treasury counsel; we had lunched together a couple of times—we were prosecuting a complicated case involving fraudulent dealing by someone who worked in an embassy and either did or did not have diplomatic immunity—and, at the end of the case, when the jury were out for a very long time before bringing in their verdict, had sat together for several hours, talking not only of the case but of other things. We had promised to keep in touch—indeed, had exchanged ’phone numbers—but nothing had come of it. Now, I was sorry to see Williams there, because I liked him very much, in a kind of instinctive way; I suppose we come from very much the same kind of background, more or less working-class risen by way of grammar school, and we are both people who like to work by the rules.


I shook hands with Cross, then with Williams, and we stood talking for a few minutes until we were summoned. Inside, we introduced ourselves, and Cross outlined the reasons the police had for not wanting Buckleson released on bail. They were not unusual reasons: the charges were serious; the prisoner might be difficult to trace, since he lived at what was really a communal address; the prisoner might well abscond, given the nature of the charges; ultimately, the police wished to keep the prisoner in custody for his own protection, since his political associates might threaten him.


It was not much of a case, really, and Cross knew it; while it might do for a magistrate, especially one to whom even the mention of political violence would seem a crime as serious as murder, it would not really do for a judge. I went through the reasons point by point: the charges, though serious, arose from a perfectly legal demonstration, which a number of highly responsible and respectable political figures had organised—I did not mention Herford’s name, but I used the fact that M.P.s had been present and had organised the show; Buckleson himself was an increasingly well-known political figure, who must have considerable interest in clearing himself of these serious charges; while it was true his address was a communal one, he had been living there for some time—and the young did tend, these days, to live in varieties of communes. I stressed that Buckleson would be able to provide excellent sureties if he were bailed and made much play of the name Raymond, which I guessed the judge would have heard of, even if I, in my ignorance of high finance, had not heard it before.


Sure enough, as judges do, so Judge Impey picked up the name. “Is this Miss Raymond, with whom this young man appears to cohabit, the daughter of Charles Raymond, of Imperial Metals? She is prepared to guarantee his bail?”


“Yes, My Lord.” If there was smugness in my voice, I regret it.


Judge Impey sat back in his chair and smiled.


“I would have said she was a golden surety.”


It was a most judicial joke; I looked at Cross—judging by the blankness of his face, he knew I had won the application, whatever the official reason given was. He did try one last tack; he mentioned that Buckleson had spent some time abroad—he mentioned neither the country nor the circumstances—and wondered if this might not be another danger in allowing him bail; I volunteered Buckleson’s passport for him, and that was really that. The judge granted bail, ruled that Buckleson should report to the police once a week, surrender his passport to the court, and provide two sureties to the extent of £500 each.


*


There had been only one oddity in the application I wanted to sort out. When I was making my point about Buckleson’s being a rising political figure who would want to clear his name of the charges, I had stressed he had no criminal record, no form. It was perfectly true, according to Peale’s brief; but I had caught an exchange of glances between Cross and Williams which had made me add, just in case I was wrong, “May I ask my friend, My Lord, to confirm that Buckleson has, in fact, no criminal record of any kind?” Cross said, “It is correct, My Lord; Buckleson has no convictions.”


I pushed the point: “It is not simply a matter of convictions, My Lord; he has never been charged with any offence even.”


Judge Impey cleared his judicial throat. “Surely, Mr. Grace, our assumption is if a man has never been convicted, it is as if he had never been charged.” That is Holy Writ and about as much use as Holy Writ.


“Of course, My Lord. But I wish to establish there has never even been any suspicion concerning my client’s actions, political or otherwise.”


Judge Impey nodded. It was not good law, but I was making a point. I looked at Cross. There was a momentary hesitation before he answered, “It is perfectly true. My Lord; Buckleson has no criminal record of any kind.”


“Has never been charged with any offence?” I pressed; the hesitation worried me still.


“Yes,” Cross answered firmly, but—all the same—I resolved to find out why there was the hesitation.


Once outside. Cross hurried off, and Williams and I stood talking. Peale’s clerk came up, I gave him the glad tidings, and he hurried off to tell his master; I knew Buckleson would be out of Brixton within the hour, if Miss Raymond was as concerned as Peale obviously thought she was. I turned back to Williams as soon as the clerk had disappeared, and said, “One thing I wanted to ask you, Inspector, if you can tell me. Why was there that toing and froing about Buckleson’s form? I was briefed that he was completely clean.”


Williams looked straight at me. “You’ll find out anyway, I suppose,” he said. “No particular secret about it. Still, we had better make this ‘off the record’. All right?”


“Off the record it is,” I answered.


“Buckleson has been in trouble before, years ago—the police came into it, though there wasn’t any question of his being charged.” He smiled his gloomy smile. “At least, there’s no law against what he did, though these days the police are more like nursemaids than anything.”


“What was the trouble?” I nudged him towards an answer.


“Well, we were called in to put an end to what was more or less a riot which was more or less started by Buckleson; it was about, oh, seven years ago now. Buckleson walked into a church—not an Anglican one, unfortunately, because they take oddities in their stride, but one of the Low-Church places—‘Jesus Saves’, you know the kind of place. Right in the middle of the service. He marches up to the pulpit, climbs up into it, and interrupts the service to begin his own sermon. That’s a bit of a shock to the clergyman and to the congregation; but nothing like what comes when Buckleson announces that he’s God.”


“Really?”


“Really and truly. Can you imagine? To an evangelical congregation! He can hardly have chosen worse—or better, I suppose.”


“What happened?”


“Oh, everyone got very excited, and a couple of people started to throw things; and Buckleson just went on, shouting and screaming from the pulpit. I mean, the poor chap was in the middle of a pretty bad breakdown; he was clean off his chump. Thank God, the priest-chap slipped out and phoned the police and they moved in and cleared the place up.”


“What did they do with Buckleson?”


“They took him off, got hold of the university doctor—he had just started his studying then—and Buckleson was shoved into an asylum until he quietened down.”


“Is he still out of his mind?”


Williams looked at me carefully. “I’m no expert on these things, Mr. Grace; but I’d say he was as sane as you or me—he’s nobody’s monkey, Buckleson.”


“A worthy opponent, Inspector?” I was teasing him, I suppose, but Williams doesn’t tease well.


“No,” he said. “I’ve got nothing against Buckleson, Mr. Grace, nothing personal, until he started to teach those kinds who follow him to slip razor-blades into the sides of match-boxes and chuck them at policemen. One of my men got the whole side of his face sliced open, and those cuts don’t heal prettily.”


It was not a conversation I could allow to continue; fraternity breaks down at that point. “I don’t think we’d better go on with this conversation. Inspector, had we? I may get the brief for Buckleson when the trial comes on.”


“I assumed that, Mr. Grace; I just wanted you to know what I felt.” He was a man who worked by the rules, a scrupulous and honest policeman in days when fewer and fewer of them were either honest or scrupulous; and Buckleson had broken the rules. It was all right for demonstrators to get out of hand, just as it was all right for football crowds to be noisy and even riotous; but match-boxes with razor-blades were outside the unwritten laws which have only a marginal connection with the law. I would indeed have preferred to be dealing with one of Williams’s colleagues, someone who was prepared to bend or even break the rules, someone prepared, say, to plant a small load of cannabis in a suspect’s bathroom in order to get a conviction. You could cheat and lie and wriggle then with no feeling of guilt at all.


And then there was Buckleson, who seven years ago had said he was God. Had he thought he was, or had this been an early attempt at instant theatre, of the same kind as the demonstration in the G.L.C. offices? Was he deluded? Was the man who had made my dreams come alive on a summer’s afternoon in a crowded park only a madman? A nutter? There was no answer to any question, only a sense of unease which was also curiosity.
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