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‘The detailed biography … is one of the best aids to the understanding of human nature and is especially revealing in the case of writers because we already possess in their work a more or less intimate revelation of their inner selves; by contrasting this with the outer features and circumstances of their lives, we are able to get the most complete picture possible of what a human being is like.’


From The Literature of the Spanish People by Gerald Brenan


‘To display in its full totality all the shifting, complicated trends of behaviour one calls a man …’


From a passage dealing with the task of a biography in a letter from Gerald Brenan to V.S. Pritchett, 27 August 1941


‘I thought of the Soul as resembling a Castle … containing many rooms, just as in heaven there are many mansions … However large, magnificent and spacious you imagine this castle to be, you cannot exaggerate it … Besides, it is not everyone who, like itself, possesses all he needs within his own dwelling.’


From The Interior Castle by St Teresa of Avila
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Introduction





Before I began this biography I foresaw two problems with considerable anxiety: the fact that Gerald Brenan had written his own life, the first volume of which, at least, was superlatively good; and the question of his letters.


For the first twenty-five years, the main source material is in Gerald’s A Life of One’s Own. While I have used this, I have done my best not to plunder it. A reader of that book will certainly find a familiar outline here; but anyone who has not and wishes to explore Brenan further will find a great deal that is new – and delightful.


With Gerald’s second volume, Personal Record, in which he takes his story fairly fully up to 1953 and then in a purfunctory way to 1972, it proved useful only to follow the self-told tale closely in a few key incidents: his love affair with Dora Carrington, Lytton Strachey’s companion, for example, or his adventures in the Spanish Civil War.


The other difficulty, that of the letters, was simple – quantity. At a rough estimate, three to four million words of letters survive, many from relatively early on. But though the biographer may groan, it is perhaps not legitimate to talk of difficulty, since the second problem now began to solve the first.


Gerald, in an arresting but simple image in the Preface to the first volume of his autobiography, compared his life to a train journey. ‘There is the scenery that rolls by outside,’ he wrote, explaining how he planned to proceed, ‘and there are the incidents that take place in the carriage. I saw at once that I must confine myself to the carriage. That is to say, I must write upon the things that had closely concerned myself and say little of the rest, which in any case I did not remember so clearly.’


And this he did. But what about the figure sitting in the carriage? What desires drove him and inhibitions hindered, what conflicts tore or fantasies sustained? How did he strike other people, his wife, his friends, the women he pursued? What was he like?


As I read the letters a Gerald began to emerge very different to the balanced, determined figure who is more and more in command as the autobiographies proceed. And some of the things the second Gerald had done or failed to do or felt clearly had fundamental roots. They flung their influence back, allowing, indeed necessitating, a completely different interpretation of the events of his childhood. And this interpretation was reinforced in vital areas by family papers, in particular his mother’s journal of his first twelve years (a journal which, typically and significantly, Gerald dismissed as ‘totally without interest’, according to Lynda Pranger who lived with him for sixteen years at the end of his very long life).


My fears, therefore, proved groundless. As my fascination grew, I ceased to groan at the towering boxes. And my first anxiety – that I would simply be repeating, but in my own much inferior words, a portrait he had already done himself – was equally unnecessary. The portraits were quite different.


Before embarking on my exploration of that very long, packed life, there remained one last minor problem: myself. I first met Gerald when I was twenty-two and knew him, therefore, for over thirty years, during which time I became very fond of him. But there is always a danger for a biographer, not of identifying – that is to an extent essential – but of transference. Any biography is to a degree an autobiography. And, despite the fact that two of our greatest biographies do feature their authors (Boswell and Mrs Gaskell), there is a convention that the biographer should not intrude himself or herself. This is perfectly sensible. A biography must attempt to be objective – and it is much easier to be this, and to avoid authorial transference, as the writer, if absent. So although I may surface a few times briefly in the footnotes, I made the decision that I should not appear in the book until its distant end, an end at which I played a small but necessary part.


 


JONATHAN GATHORNE-HARDY


Binham, Fakenham, Norfolk
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PART I


Towards a Life of His Own


1894–1919

























ONE


Birth and Before





1


Gerald Brenan, when he came to write his life, virtually ignored his ancestors. He plunged straight into the extraordinary circumstances of his almost mythical beginning.


There were good reasons for this. The Brenans had a long tradition of bitter family feuds. These were often accompanied by a furious ripping-up of family papers, making later research difficult or impossible.1 There were aspects of his ancestors of which he was slightly ashamed and which he despised. And, of course, in autobiography as in biography, the first five or ten pages of ancestry are usually the most boring.


Yet important clues lie there. The two overriding themes were the army, and money. On his father’s side, there were three generations of professional soldiers. And behind these, stretching back into the eighteenth century, were Simpsons, Eccles, Hobsons, Hawkslys – northern industrialists in cotton and shipbuilding. More money came from his father’s grandmother, Rose Green; again from shipbuilders, and from her father who was a wine merchant in Sloane Square. Still more flowed from his mother’s family. His mother’s father, Ogilvie Graham, was descended, via small eighteenth-century landed gentry in County Down, from ancestors who came to Ireland from Scotland. He did well out of cotton, and then did even better in Irish linen, setting up mills in Belfast. He became one of the richest men in Ireland and was finally knighted.


From these torrents of money, tiny streams eventually trickled by devious routes and one by one down to Gerald – much diminished, it is true, but without which he could not possibly have lived the life, nor written the books, he did. (In later years, he sometimes felt rather guilty about these rentier resources and in his autobiography reduced them still further. In letters and conversation they could sometimes reach vanishing point.)


More puzzling to him, since he felt less useful, was how he could have sprung from such a background. ‘Few writers,’ he wrote, ‘… have had poured into their blood so much of what Gertrude Stein calls “stupid being”.’ He felt a sort of sport. Reading his great-uncle Simpson’s diary he castigates the boring record: ‘Every day the menu of his luncheon and dinners and the number of times he had to take a blue pill.’2 Yet what did he expect – Virginia Woolf? More germane as to genes is that John Simpson was recommended for a VC and rose to become a general* – showing, if nothing else, courage, toughness and will-power. These are useful qualities for writers too, as Gerald was amply to demonstrate.


Nor were these military figures without dash. Gerald’s greatgrandfather, Colonel Edward Fitzgerald Brenan, served in Spain with General de Lacy in 1835–6. In 1840 Edward met the Simpson family who were touring Europe, fell in love with Emily and eloped with her. Her sister Margaret, a livelier diarist than her general brother, wrote, ‘Naughty Emily runs off with Colonel Brenan. Papa pursues them in a carriage.’ (He didn’t catch them and they were married in Paris that October.)


In love a lifelong and often tortured romantic, Gerald himself also had a distinctly military side. V. S. Pritchett, when he first met Gerald in 1937, thought he was, with his quick bustling manner, one of those military men gone Bohemian (‘not uncommon in England’). In his autobiography he describes him as a ‘piquant mixture of the military man, the poet, scholar and traveller’.3 Gerald did not see it like this. When Pritchett referred to his ‘military qualities’ once in a letter, he replied that he had no military qualities – ‘You mean my independence.’4


But it was more than independence. Gerald acquitted himself well in the First World War and, with the obvious proviso that he could not bear the slaughter, enjoyed it;5 his enjoyment of the Home Guard during the Second World War sometimes verged on the comic. When he became over-excited, this buried military man was apt to leap barking forth in commands and precipitate action.


Gerald denied and repressed this side of himself because it reminded him of his hated father (no doubt one reason it burst out so explosively). But other traits of which he was well aware descended in this military Brenan blood – ‘A thin, rapid and decidedly bitter rivulet’. Great grandfather, grandfather and father all had wives they dominated and who gave way to them. In a letter to Carrington in 1923 Gerald admitted he was the same and begged her to marry him so that her independence should help fight this ‘ghost’ of his father he felt stirring in him.6 All these earlier Brenans were cruel-tongued and sarcastic, and alienated their sons thereby. Gerald was not cruel – he was an exceptionally kind and gentle man – but he could be surprisingly spiteful and sarcastic when angered.


Yet sarcasm is often just a gift for words and wit twisted and gone sour. Just as soldierly elements can be useful to a writer, so can those of the successful businessman – drive, energy, ambition, intelligence. That is why, in England, it is so often the ancestry to our art and scholarship. Certainly, Gerald was unique in his family for his dreaminess, his sensibility, his passion for knowledge, his love of literature – but his more robust qualities, like the money that finally allowed them to function, were rooted deep in his military and mercantile background. And even that poetic side can be derived. In many ways it was not Gerald who was a sport, but his mother Helen.


2


The Graham family was almost classically nouveau riche – boisterous, boastful, extravagant, energetic, keen on sport and social advancement, ‘dog-orientated and house-orientated’. None of them, Gerald also noted, ever read a book; none of them liked being alone.


The dynamo of all this, the linen and cotton millionaire Ogilvie Graham, did not attempt the usual leavening of aristocracy – instead he added America. He crossed the Atlantic fifty-six times – fifty-five of them by sail7 – and on an early trip he met and married an American woman, Louisa Lanfear. For her he bought in the 1850s (or possibly built), a large house outside Belfast: Larchfield, where Gerald was to spend a considerable part of his childhood.


Helen, born in 1862, loved her family: three brothers and a sister and the almost continuous presence of innumerable cousins, aunts and uncles (one entire wing of Larchfield – Long Wing – was reserved for those needing temporary homes).8 She lived with them till she was thirty. Yet, though she had all their garrulous, warm-hearted love of life, in crucial respects she was not like them.


Socially gauche, she had a clumsy, almost buffoon side, which her son inherited. Her niece remembers how she preferred to sit on the ground with her legs out, even into her seventies. She was always forgetting to take her hat off. Conventional social life often bored her. She was hopeless at the games and sports obligatory in a big Victorian household. As a result, she sought solace in solitude. She was imaginative and loved reading; and discovering, during her rather meagre governess education, a gift for languages, became a fluent reader of French and German. The daughters of the family always went on the Grand Tour. When she was twenty-four Helen, accompanied by a maid and a cousin, went to Italy and picked up that lovely language too. They returned via the Rhine and Paris, sightseeing every moment of the way. Thereafter, she had a longing to travel.


All this was totally at variance with her conventional Graham background. Gerald wrote in A Life of One’s Own that her mind was too ramshackle and muddled for any deep knowledge or culture. That only means it was untrained. Her behaviour with both her sons bears all the marks of someone determined to satisfy through her children desires frustrated in her own childhood and youth. This may even have included the desire to write. In later years, when they all lived at Edgeworth, she used to write one-act plays for the village children. One of them remembers how ‘She used to sit watching the plays and laugh till the tears ran down her cheeks.’9


Helen Graham also had, like Gerald, a passionate nature given to love (and sudden, unreasoning jealousies). In the early 1890s, most likely in 1892, she fell in love with the Grahams’ local clergyman, a poor Protestant. Appalled, the family packed her off to tour Italy again, followed by the Middle East. The clergyman was replaced by one much older.


In Cairo, Helen met young Hugh Brenan, probably on leave from his regiment in Malta. Met, fell in love, asked to Larchfield – and shortly afterwards married.


Much less is known about her husband at this period, thanks to various Brenan rip-ups (a spectacular one in 1941, when Hugh even destroyed the photograph albums).


One or two significant facts remain. Hugh’s father, another Gerald, was adventurous, bad-tempered and bad with money – he deserted his regiment and fled to China in 1861 to avoid debts. He died when Hugh, born in 1870, was six, and Hugh’s mother Rose (Green) married again – a Captain Matthias.


Hugh Brenan was therefore brought up with a stepfather. He was at Haileybury College from 1884 to 1886; left to join the South Down Militia (a recognised route into the regular army) and in 1893 was posted to the 2nd Battalion, the Royal Irish Rifles.10


Family memory recalls early money anxieties,1 and the most likely explanation of his rapid entry into the army and short stay at Haileybury, from the ages of fourteen to sixteen, is financial. (He was not expelled.) If so, it would help explain, if not excuse, much of his later behaviour over money to Gerald and Gerald’s brother Blair.


It also explains, Helen herself said in later years, his marriage. He came to Larchfield, saw warmth, glamour, gaiety – and wealth.


Helen had fallen in love. Yet she, too, as she also admitted, was under intense, mundane pressure to marry. When they married, on 1 June 1893, she was over thirty. A Victorian spinsterhood loomed.11


What was Hugh Brenan like? He had a kind and gentle side, though it seems only to have come out when people were ill (Gamel Brenan once said she’d rather have him as a nurse than anyone). When he exerted himself, he was capable of considerable charm. No doubt he exerted himself now. However, he was a touchy man and it is never easy entering a new, large and united family (he himself had just one sister, Maud). He may have felt the eight-year discrepancy in their ages in some way humiliating. In 1893, aged twenty-three, he had only just been gazetted 2nd lieutenant. His antipathy towards the Grahams may have begun at the start. In later years he resented any of Helen’s attempts to see her family, as he resented all efforts to escape his control.


In fact, exaggeratedly English despite his name (he was only quarter Irish), it is clear he was already to a considerable degree the fiercely self-centred, rude and autocratic man he was increasingly to become. Gerald tells an anecdote to illustrate this, the significance of which he does not fully appreciate.


During the early days of their honeymoon, his father, who enjoyed boating, decided they would punt from Lechlade to Richmond. On the second day, the tablecloth at the Tadpole Inn was not very clean. ‘Once and for all understand this,’ declared Gerald’s father. ‘In future I expect to see a perfectly clean tablecloth at every meal I sit down. It will be your business to provide one and, if you don’t, I shall want to know why.’


This certainly illustrates autocracy. There is also more than a touch of sadism. Gerald’s mother disliked boating. And one thing Gerald doesn’t mention is that the distance from Lechlade to Richmond by Thames is well over 150 miles. The idea of sitting in a punt for the ten days or so it must have taken is grim, to say the least. At the same time – a feat.


But much the most interesting thing is: who told Gerald? The only person he could have learnt the story from was his mother, and it is not a sympathetic story. It reinforces other evidence that when she gave birth to her eldest son, which she did about ten months after they were married, Helen Brenan set about, no doubt quite unconsciously at first, creating an ally.


The newly married couple rejoined the 2nd Battalion, the Royal Irish Rifles, on Malta and Gerald was born there in Sliema at 12.15 a.m. on 7 April 1894. The address on the birth certificate is given as 10 Gda Ridolfo. Hugh’s age is given correctly as twenty-three; but his wife’s is tactfully reduced from thirty-two to thirty.13


The birth was extremely difficult; after it Helen Brenan was too ill to feed Gerald. Two Maltese she-asses who had recently foaled were obtained and Gerald, like some hero of legend, was fed for the first four or five months of his life on donkey’s milk.13


His adoring mother noted other details. When born he looked Chinese† – as he did again from the age of sixty onwards. And he had a great thatch of stiff black hair, too thick for his brush. It was still causing astonishment to strangers seven months later and had to be cut once a week.13 (This prodigious effort on the part of his hair seems to have exhausted it, and it all began to fall out relatively early on.)


Almost as important as his mother, who recovered very slowly, was Annie Crease, his ‘Nana’. A large, stout, gentle woman, she was to remain central for many years. Like so many crucial people in his childhood, she was deaf or in some other way soundless, communicating only with a soft, beaming benevolence. (He describes her as ‘simple’.)


Gerald fell ill on 10 May, a month after his birth, and, as his mother remained very weak, his father was given permission to take them all back to Ireland. His son was hurriedly christened on 11 May – Edward Fitzgerald – and the party, including one of his tiny Maltese donkey wet-nurses, embarked on the P&O liner Australia on 12 May.


It seems to have been a nightmare voyage. Gerald, despite his Nana’s devoted nursing, was very sick. So was his mother. The cabin was full of cockroaches. But when they disembarked at Plymouth the whole ship – whose interest in Gerald and his entourage had been great – turned out to cheer them ashore.


Fresh difficulties faced them here. Southern Railway officials refused to allow a donkey into the compartment. A whole carriage had to be reserved, at vast expense.


The family reached Larchfield at the beginning of June. The story of their arrival is still remembered; how the donkey was led clattering up the stairs and down the length of Long Wing into a bedroom prepared with straw; and how Gerald was then installed next door with his Nana, Annie Crease.14 He was to remain at Larchfield for the next two years.
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* It gave me a curious feeling to find that a letter informing Simpson in 1874 that he had been awarded £100 p.a. for military services was signed ‘Gathorne Hardy’ – by my great-great-grandfather.


† Gerald was often told this when a small boy, as he was about the donkeys. What we are told about ourselves when young has considerable influence. Many years later he was to invent a Chinaman, Ying Chü, as the half-humorous mouthpiece for the author and only ‘character’ in Thoughts in a Dry Season. Similarly, knowledge of the donkeys may have strengthened the resolute Brenan obstinacy that was so useful to him.






















TWO


The Women on His Side





1


Larchfield was built in early Irish Victorian: stucco, a large park with clumps of oak and rhododendron, a mile or two of stone wall. There was a home farm, stables, an artificial lake. It was grand, but also primitive. There was no hot water on tap, no electricity, no central heating, no bath or bathrooms; much running and scurrying about went on in the huge crowded house, with its peat and log fires, its lamps and candles and endless brass jugs of hot water, its long dark corridors and forbidden places.


In this busy, bustling, noisy maelstrom, Annie Crease sheltered little Gerald like a large, soft, infinitely safe and almost silent mother hen. During the two and a half years Helen Brenan and her son were based in Larchfield, Annie became one of the foundations of his being. Helen was not always there. At one point, early in 1895, she rejoined Hugh in Malta, returning with him on 7 February. In any case, the nanny conventions of the period meant he spent most of the time with his Nana in the remote Long Wing. On her half-days he ‘roared all afternoon’ and could hardly be quieted. If separated for long periods, he became ill.1


Annie Crease became fundamental; she did not replace his mother as the most important figure in Gerald’s life. For one thing, they made extensive visits away – to a Mrs Chase’s lodgings at Somerdale near Chichester; for one whole summer in 1896 to Southsea. But mainly Helen was never replaced because she more than made up in intensity of attention any lack in time.


One of the main sources for the details of Gerald’s childhood (from nought to thirteen) is a journal his mother kept on the twenty large cardboard pages of a photograph album. Here she marks the rapid emergence of his character: at one and a half and thereafter (for the rest of his life in fact) he is ‘very excitable’; at two he has a quick temper and is dominating. There are actually two Mrs Chases at Somerdale and Gerald – already ‘very like his father’ – enjoys imperiously ordering both of them from his nursery. He is obstinate. Mischievous. Charming. ‘Very affectionate.’


But it is Helen’s extraordinary determination to teach him that is fascinating. In her eagerness, Helen had stumbled on the early and concentrated stimulation advocated (controversially) by certain advanced American educationalists. And her highly intelligent little boy responded delightedly.


At seven months he already had a vocabulary of twenty words; at one he could pick out O, I, A and B on his bricks; at sixteen months he was walking everywhere, loved being read to and could pick out the whole alphabet. By two he was saying the alphabet, could count to ten, and was ‘very fond of [my] reading’. Gerald was later to attribute his almost obsessional pursuit of knowledge to various figures and factors – a Rev Mr Earee; his friend Hope-Johnstone; and being denied a classical and university education by his father. These were important factors, no doubt, but, in behavioural terms, only reinforcements.2 The real foundations – as of other major traits in his character – are all here, delineated in his mother’s bold, black, rapid handwriting.


She also ‘poured into’ him, in Gerald’s evocative phrase, her love of flowers – so that by the time they went to join his father at Aldershot at the end of 1896, he knew the name of every flower in the garden, ‘even hard ones like “Cineraria”’. And when they returned for a last visit to Larchfield in February 1897, Gerald’s farewell presents (he was not yet three!) were C. A. Wood’s Natural History and Ann Pratt’s Wild Flowers.1


The reason for the farewell was that his father’s regiment (now the 1st Battalion, the Royal Irish Rifles) had been ordered to South Africa. They left to join him at Lady smith via London and sailed on 25 April.
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For some reason, Annie Crease could not come on the same ship. This minor earthquake in his solid world clearly shook Gerald. He developed whooping cough. There is talk in Helen’s journal of his ‘being very difficult to make obedient’. Fortunately, Annie arrived ten days later.


Except for one much worse, and related, catastrophe, the eighteen months Gerald spent in Africa and, to a lesser extent, the seven months later in India, were remembered as a sort of Eden. Africa, in particular, was infused with golden memories, in which his mother and her biblical stories, the strong flavours, the fierce desert wildness and its extraordinary flowers, remained a passionate recollected whole – but a whole in which each separate element was to retain its power for many years.


The flowers – he knew them before they arrived. Annie Crease had given him a Child’s Life of Christ. Entwined in its big illuminated capitals were the flowers of the Holy Land – many the same as in South Africa. As the train trundled slowly from Cape Town to Wynberg, frequently stopping under the hot May sun, Gerald recognised them. Wherever the train stopped he rushed to pick them. And, as he describes the ‘sun-flattened landscape’, their hot dry garden near Ladysmith where he gets covered in dust, the waterless gullies and struggling thorn trees across the shimmering veldt, it is interesting that what moves him most is the contrast between the brilliance of the flowers and the dryness and desolation of the landscape. He writes of the excitement, even as a child, of coming suddenly ‘among the withered grasses of the veldt, on some bright, gleaming Calyx’. It is precisely the contrast you often get in the hot barrenness of southern Spain. But there is another aspect here.


The past dictates the future, the future returns and invades the past – and both are part of the character, and explain and extend it. Gerald saw his later youth and young manhood, in broad terms, as a desperate struggle to survive and escape from an excessively conventional and hostile background. All his life this drew him to others who had done the same, who were independent. This extended to plants. ‘The botany of extreme climates,’ he noted in South From Granada, ‘has its special fascination. There is a thrill to be got from plants that surmount great natural difficulties, especially when they do so with excess and bravura.’ He singled out what he did from his memories of Africa because it was a metaphor of how he saw his life. Indeed, more than a metaphor. It will become significant that at a deep level he made an identity between the landscape and its flowers, and himself.
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Africa also cemented the love affair between Gerald and his mother.


After tea, as the sun began to cool and before his father returned from camp, he would be released by Annie Crease. Running onto the verandah, he would find his mother waiting in her white piqué dress and leg-of-mutton sleeves. He would climb onto her lap, and lessons would begin.


They were as concentrated as ever. On the boat, he’d gone through the First Reading Book for the fourth time. By his fourth birthday, in April 1898, he had finished the Third Reading Book and could, to all intents and purposes, read. Number training continued as before; geography was started.1


But what he really enjoyed were her stories. She read history to him: Boadicea in her chariot, Alfred burning the cakes, Canute and the waves. She told him the tales of the great explorers: Vasco de Gama, Ibn Battuta. Wonderful stories – and all true. But the stories she invented – she was highly imaginative – were just as exciting.


Gerald’s enjoyment was so intense that it became internalised. His mother records now how he told long stories to himself. Since this requires two people, as it were (‘Gerald jumped on to the horse and …’), this is probably why he talked about himself in the third person for much longer than most children.


The content of these stories was probably often biblical. Of all the stories his mother read, rocking him on her knee, he loved the Bible best. Not the New Testament, which bored him, but the Old: Genesis, Exodus, the burning of the cities of the plain, the crossing of the Red Sea, this was a world he could respond to – exotic, violent, rich in the marvellous and the terrifying.


Moses was a favourite: found romantically floating down the Nile in a basket, leading the flight from Egypt, the dramatic interview with God amongst the clouds of Mount Sinai. Gerald always thought of this later when called in for a talking-to by his father: ‘It seemed a model for one-sided confrontations of this sort.’


So real were these characters – Moses, Jacob, David and Jonathan – that they seemed almost contemporary. One day he was heard asking his English grandmother if she’d ever known a pharaoh.


This grandmother – Rose Matthias, his father’s mother – was the fourth member of their little party, and another important figure in Gerald’s childhood.


Rose Matthias, then fifty-seven, was a Londoner who lived in a flat at 99 Cadogan Gardens, but who spent each summer and Christmas with them, while they usually stayed with her when in London. She too was stone deaf, with a black collapsible ear trumpet on a long flexible tube which gave her the air of a snake charmer.*


Wrapped in her deafness, she glided about the house, her long silk dress rustling. She would sit for hours sewing, occasionally whispering – ‘Helen says’ – and then repeat something told half an hour before. She was, in Gerald’s description, as vegetative as a plant in a pot and took in as little. But this gentle charm made him love her, and whenever she took him on her ample lap he felt soothed.


She had vaguely Buddhist leanings and he describes her later not so much reading, as absorbing knowledge by passing her eyes and hands over large obscure volumes of Eastern thought. He recounts how she remonstrated with his mother for wanting to turn an old rockery, choked with weeds, into an ordered area for Alpine plants.


‘But it’s a mass of weeds, Grannie.’


‘You have all the rest of the garden for your flowers. Weeds have their right to live too.’


This made a deep impression on Gerald. Many years later in Spain he made special provision for weeds, planting, for example, various species of large thistles; the choice, no doubt, in distant deference to the Maltese donkeys.3


Of his father, at this time, Gerald speaks and writes little because he saw him little. During the week he returned from camp after bedtime; on Sunday there remained only the gaps between services (it was a religious family). But it is clear he was not yet the dominating, terrifying figure he later became. This developed as his character deteriorated after 1900 and, later still, in proportion to Gerald’s gathering rebellion.


Hugh Brenan was a typical, almost a cartoon soldier. He was particularly keen on smartness, on appearance. He liked riding, playing polo, shooting – and wanted Gerald to like them too. And in fact Gerald already enjoyed riding. He always remembered the excitement of sitting in front of his father at this time and galloping past the river Khip. He was ‘very amusing’1 with his father, admired him, irritated him.


Hugh Brenan, although he liked a joke (particularly a practical joke), was not a sociable man. In the mess, he usually fell asleep after dinner. ‘But,’ wrote Gerald, ‘when he was awake, he was very awake, talking in a clear, matter-of-fact tone that in the family circle could easily become abrupt and cutting, and laughing, when anything amused him, in a whole-hearted, staccato way. He was always very much himself, very concrete and definite, and he was completely lacking in imagination.’


But he was, it seems, jealous of Gerald from the moment he was born. He teased him. He was strict. He hated boasting and took every opportunity to cut Gerald down to size. There are clear indications that Gerald resented all this and, aware also of his father’s potentially explosive temperament, was already – half-apprehensive, half-challenged – reacting. He was the most mischievous child the Graham family had ever known. Much of this was directed at Hugh. He once gave the belt of this dress-conscious man’s dress uniform to a Kaffir. Another time, on board ship, everything had been packed and carried ashore. They were about to disembark, when suddenly his father could not find his shoes. Gerald had thrown them away.


Helen Brenan noted these stories in her journal. In later years she related them, and many others, proudly and again and again, to her grandchildren, Gerald’s nieces.4 The inference is that, seeming to control Gerald, she also unconsciously encouraged him.
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The second love that grew during this period was that for Gerald’s Nana, Annie Crease. The journal is full of references. ‘How he loves his Annie – “My funny little heavy big fat nanna dumpi”.’ And, as with all small children, but usually unrecognised, it had all the complexity and intensity of adult love – including jealousy. Annie brought in a tiny baby one day to show Gerald. He was furious. ‘I don’t know who wants that little beast here. It’s no use. If I were its mother I’d smack it.’1


It is not surprising, therefore, that Gerald’s first sexual experience should have been with Annie Crease. Little Gerald had long been fascinated by the Kaffir wives, with their long, swollen breasts swinging naked. But what lay beneath the bead aprons round their black waists? One night, a scorpion frightened him. Annie let him into her bed. After a while, thinking her asleep, Gerald burrowed down. Annie pulled him back. He waited once more till she seemed asleep, then dived again. This time, with calm acceptance, she let him explore the dark secrets of the mushroom-smelling darkness.


Gerald never forgot the experience. In A Life … he writes that he thinks this ‘division I had made of sex into two different compartments’ affected him later.


What does he mean by this? Is it a first gentle nudge to prepare the reader for his later sexual pursuit of lower-class women? Annie was lower-class and became associated with sex; did his mother, upper-class, become so with something more idealistic? Or does he mean sex was something hidden, dark, secret – and by extension shameful? He probably meant to suggest both elements, but it is a cryptic remark, like all Gerald’s pronouncements on sex.


In fact, because of a curious process of juxtaposition which operated in his autobiographical writing, he may also have been unconsciously revealing something he never clearly recognised, the close association he later formed between the bliss of loving and the agony of being left. Shortly after this – both in A Life … and in reality – when Gerald was four and three-quarters in December 1898, Annie Crease left to get married.


This was the first major crisis of Gerald’s life. The shock can be gauged by the force of his suppression – common in such circumstances. He never mentions her again, either in A Life … or Personal Record. And the magnitude of what had happened can be inferred in other ways. Weakened by the psychological wound, he succumbed to typhoid soon after she had gone. It was almost certainly now that he began to wet his bed again, and continued to do so for at least two years.5 He began, for the first time, to be shy with strangers.1 His anxiety about being separated from his mother became acute. His mental development, so astonishingly precocious, now suddenly ‘began to slow down and encounter difficulties’.1


And the strength of their abruptly ruptured love can be measured in reverse, as it were, by Annie’s feelings for him. He was her favourite. They eventually resumed contact in 1921, and never lost it.6 When she died, in the 1930s, she left all her money to Gerald.7


Surrounded as he was from earliest childhood by so many deaf people it is hardly surprising that, in later life, Gerald was monumentally unmoved by music. It bored him and usually sent him to sleep. Except for song. Annie Crease used to sing to him. Even at two he loved to sing a song she had learnt from the soldiers.1








Oh! give my love to Nancy,


She’s the girl that I adore.


Tell her that I’ll never, never


See her any more.











Perhaps it is significant that this is the one verse he could still remember in old age. But all his life the sound of someone singing could pierce him to the heart and make him weep.
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The Boer War was about to break out. Annie Crease had chosen December 1898 as her moment to depart because the whole family was about to leave as well. With the consummate timing it was to refine still further in the years ahead, the War Office now sent Gerald’s father’s regiment, which had mapped the frontiers of Natal, to India, replacing it with one which didn’t know the country at all.


On the station, waiting for the train to Durban, Gerald noticed a new plant. For some reason – perhaps the drama of departure – the name, oleander, became deeply imprinted.


They sailed for Colombo in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) on 5 January. By the time they arrived Gerald was running a temperature of 104.8°.1


There was no treatment for typhoid at that time. The mortality rate in general was three out of every ten; for young children, closer to six out of ten. The disease ran its agonising course, with his mother’s anxious record: ‘high fever’, ‘very restless’, ‘high tempera ture’. Not till March was he well enough for them to join Charlie Graham’s family in the hills.


On 7 April, his sixth birthday, they descended to Kandy, to see the Temple of the Tooth – a pilgrimage which signally failed to protect Gerald in later years. Then, on 9 April, his father left for India and Gerald and Helen sailed for England on a Lloyds ship, The North Deutchan.


The summer and autumn of 1899 were spent at Larchfield. The journal records steady learning: grammar, history, geography, reading and writing. But now, significantly, religion was stepped up. Soon he knew the Ten Commandments and the Creed, as well as his established base of Bible learning. Gerald himself could only remember how, with the tight nanny regime which pertained, he minded seeing so much less of his mother.


On 15 November they sailed for India again on The City of Corinth. A month later, after a brief stop at Malta (the oddness of seeing the place where he’d been born), they arrived at Calcutta.
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Africa was remembered as an ‘Eden’. But a small child, a small English child at least, does not, wrote Gerald, enjoy India; rather ‘he feels it drift remote and very hot across the mind’. He retained memories of smells and heat, of a huge banyan tree at the entrance to a village. But two other memories were more crucial.


His father took it on himself to teach Gerald mathematics. This made him exceedingly irritable and bad-tempered. Once, in a paroxysm of anger, he kicked Gerald’s bearer. Gerald saw this and was horrified.


The second event took place when all three went to some gardens near the river Hoogli, where the men of the East India Company were buried. Thickets of bamboo separated them from the Hoogli, with a narrow tunnel, too narrow and too low for his parents, twisting through it. Gerald pushed along and then suddenly burst out into blinding sunshine. It was – the memory lasted all his life – a considerable shock: the huge expanse of river, the dancing light, a jetty with a boat. Staring transfixed, Gerald felt, above all, it was important.


Very soon after this, his father was ordered home to become Adjutant at Berkhampstead. The family sailed for England at the beginning of April 1900.
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In his autobiography, Gerald notes that this was the last time in his life that he was ever to spend any length of time alone with his mother. He has a Proust-like memory of waiting for her evening after evening to come and kiss him goodnight – lying awake in the darkness and ‘listening to the rumbling sound of the ship and the slip-slopping of the waves and longing for her to appear’.


Emotion does not often feature either in A Life … or Personal Record. Agony over Carrington, excitement over girls, once lust; but emotion rarely. Now, as his rather plain mother at last arrives in the cabin, it does: ‘I would smell the fragrance of her hair as she stooped over me and feel the smoothness of the fine skin against my lips. In evening dress, with her large, full neck and soft, antelope-like eyes, she was – to her son at least – beautiful.’ (The texture of a woman’s skin, incidentally was later to be Gerald’s invariable yardstick of sexual attractiveness.)


His mother seems, as always, to have been immediately responsive to his anguish – a continuing legacy, like his bedwetting, of Annie Crease’s departure. She set herself to build up his confidence, and with intuitive insight chose the way Gerald had found himself – his short, but fairly unusual past. His fantasies at this time, which he whispered to himself for comfort, were of epic trips up rivers, escapes from crocodiles and lions, thirsty treks across deserts. Helen reinforced this. She continually told him he was extraordinary. Not only for himself but – the proof – for what had happened to him. Geography had, as it were, pressed upon him, leaving much of its magic, so that, taking up stamp collecting, he felt as he laboriously pasted in a stamp of Djibouti an answering pressure and received something of the Somali coast.


This special quality, gained from travelling, made Gerald feel unique. More than that: he felt from the age of six onwards that he was to have a unique, logical and remarkable destiny which was laid out for him and which he had to fulfil.


There were two other strands to this. A sense of unfocused destiny is not all that uncommon, though perhaps not always as young as this. But it is usually found among people of uncommon will. That is, it is not really a sense of destiny so much as a sense, usually unconscious, of the will-power to get what one wants.


The second is summed up by a photograph of Gerald in India looking like a tiny pasha. He is on ponyback in a solar topee surrounded by his ayahs and servants and bearers. There is a family story of how he once held up an enormous Viceregal procession for five minutes – ranks of elephants reined in, whole regiments marking time – while Gerald chatted to Lord Curzon, who had misguidedly paused to pat his head.8 He must have been aware, in the army, of the obvious deference paid to his father, who could kick bearers. The confidence which the middle classes of this period sometimes nearly destroyed in their children, with their vanishing nannies and brutal schools, they also partially gave back with the base from which these customs sprang – money and class.


The element of foreign travel, which Gerald later chose to isolate – and which was certainly important – was by no means over, though there was a short respite. The moment they returned, Hugh was redirected to Africa for the Boer War. Gerald and his mother spent most of 1900 at Larchfield.


A French nursery governess, Julienne, was now engaged, and this language too was added to Gerald’s heavy curriculum.1 But learning, already associated with his adored mother, was now bound to her still more closely. Larchfield was full of boisterous Graham relatives. Once again, a tight mother-separating nanny regime operated. But every morning at seven, Gerald was allowed to jump out of his cot and race down the passages to Helen’s room. He got into her bed and for an hour she taught him and read to him. This practice, which he loved, continued till he was thirteen.


Out in Africa, meanwhile, Hugh had caught malaria. He was invalided back to England in November. He was almost totally deaf.
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Hugh Brenan’s deafness was to prove permanent. It brought to an abrupt end a so far scarcely dazzling Army career. There is only one mention of him in the Regimental History and his name is spelt wrong. ‘Captain Brennan moved with his Company to Thaba ’Nchu and engaged in anti-guerrilla work.’9 There also remained a cartoon of him as a hedgehog.


It had already been decided that Gerald was to go into the Army. On their trip from India, his mother had hung a colour lithograph of Sir George White, the hero of Ladysmith, with his big red face, above his bunk. ‘You must be like him.’ The tragic truncation of his own career no doubt made iron Hugh Brenan’s decision on this point.


Deafness also much exacerbated the hedgehog’s already very considerable irritability. Gerald seems to have interpreted this in almost ridiculously classic Oedipal terms. It was probably in December 1900 that his parents had him circumcised in an unsuccessful attempt to stop his bed-wetting. When he was fifteen, Gerald thought his father had had him castrated at this time.10 It may be, therefore, that the sexual difficulties which were so to bedevil his adult life had their origins here – as well as in the incident where Gerald soon, somewhat enigmatically, seems to place them.


But the most immediate effect of the deafness was acute restlessness. In the next year and eight months the family was to live in ten different places.


After Christmas at Larchfield, they spent ten days in London. Then in January 1901, taking Julienne with them, they went to Jersey. Here his father took Gerald sailing, while Julienne continued to teach him French, which was already ‘good’.1 But Hugh was soon sick of Jersey, and in February they moved to Paris. Here he had another bout of malaria, despite which he managed to make Helen pregnant again. By the end of February they had reached Montreux in Switzerland, via Dijon and Lausanne. Wherever they went, Gerald and his mother, both equally indefatigable, looked at museums, art galleries, churches, all of which bored Hugh intensely.


They stayed at Montreux for two months, so that Gerald could go to a private school and improve his French still further. In A Life … he says he never went to it, taking a dislike to the ‘military organisation’ and the smell of urine, and ran away to explore the town each day instead. Helen’s journal makes no mention of this prolonged truancy, and it seems unlikely he could have remained undetected for two months. But for however long he did, it impressed him as the ideal method of dealing with situations of this sort.


In April they were on the move again, returning jerkily to England via Clarens, Freiburg, Baden-Baden and Rotterdam, to take a house briefly near Harwich – Dover Court.


One object of all this dashing about had been for Hugh to consult European ear specialists. None had held out hope, and now he received a fresh blow. In May, his childless great-aunt Simpson died (sister of ‘naughty Emily’). Hugh had been her heir and since she was extremely rich – with a Georgian manor near Petersfield and hundreds of acres – had long indulged in landed-gentry fantasies. Now he learnt to his horror that she had only left him £10,000. He was still very well off. The army kept him on half pay till at least 1924.11 The £10,000 brought in about £800 p.a. (say £25,000 in 1990 terms†). Helen had been given a handsome dowry. But the incident intensified an already neurotic apprehension about money.


His solution, as with all problems at this time, was to move again. The family took a house called Bassetts near Little Baddow, Chelmsford. Here at last they paused till October.


At Bassetts, during the summer, Helen read Gerald Robinson Crusoe – planting a seed which was to have many ramifications. And here, as elsewhere, Gerald remembers the flowers – meadowsweet, loosestrife, great willow herb, cowslip. Until he was eight, he wrote in A Life …, flowers formed the landmarks of his aesthetic life, corresponding to the discovery of new poets and painters later on. But it was more than this. Flowers served to mark each new territory, limit it, making it possible to know. Botany grew out of his desire to feel secure in the family’s peripatetic life.


It was a hot, very dry year and the unusual length of time they spent at Little Baddow stamped it on his memory so that, sixty years later, it still glowed. ‘It was at Bassetts this summer that I first came to know and love England: its aimless zigzagging lanes, its clumps of squat blackberry bushes, its dwarfed oaks and short hedgerows with their rough leaves, the pebbles that came loose on the surface of the road when carriage wheels dug into it, the film of dust. A dull country, without surprises, but stamped with a character of its own and, above all, intimate. When you got to know it you felt you had been let into a secret. In the drought the green tufts in the fields grew whiter and whiter, the oak leaves more blue-grey, and then in September the rain fell and there was a huge crop of mushrooms.’


And twice again, at this point in A Life …, the reader is pushed towards his later adventures among the working-class girls of London and Spain. The first occurs when on going to church (‘the usual boredom’) his parents stopped to talk to the village children. This whole group was forbidden to him. Gerald, an only child for long periods alone with adults, watched fascinated.


The second push is more direct. Julienne had left. She was now replaced with Célestine, a dark and lively young Parisienne with sparkling eyes. One afternoon she and Gerald went for a walk by the canal, its coolness and lushness very evident in the drought. There were some water lilies. Gerald asked her to pick them. Célestine tried to reach them, but began to sink above her knickers. She got out, took off the knickers, tucked her skirt round her waist and waded back in again. Having only till then, and only once, felt the mystery women kept hidden under their skirts, Gerald now saw it for a moment full face. And he was allowed a longer look. A little later she took him to her attic room, undressed and covered herself in cheap scent, rubbing it into her body.


She was, notes Gerald, the only woman he knew, in his lonely and sexless youth, with any sexual connotations – and she was lower-class. The memory vanished, to surface when he was sixteen and furnish forth his sexual fantasies.


Célestine vanished too. It seems likely that Gerald was not the only one tempted by her sparkling eyes. Helen was now heavily pregnant, and the new nursery governess hadn’t been there six weeks when she was suddenly sent packing. If it was because of Hugh, this was not the only time Helen behaved in this precipitate way.


In early October, they took a furnished flat at 7 Sloane Court for the confinement. Blair Brenan was born on 14 October.


Gerald seemed far more interested in the slums than this event. This is another instance of his mother exciting him about something she wasn’t able to experience properly herself. In fact many Victorians were excited by ‘the slums’ because they represented all the urges they repressed in themselves. Poverty itself was fascinating. And in Gerald’s childhood it was all still much closer and rougher. Baedeker warned travellers to avoid ‘poor neighbourhoods’ after dark.12


Gerald could remember Cumberland Market full of hay wagons. The slums themselves extended as close as Clare Market off the Strand to the west; south, they were only kept at bay by the river. His mother poured out her melodramatic imaginings – the more lurid from their vagueness – and on foggy evenings Gerald would gaze out into the thrilling light of the gas lamps, trying to pierce the gloom, her tales sounding in his ears.


In fact, his reactions to his brother’s birth were straighforwardly jealous. For the actual birth, he was sent to friends nearby. In protest, Gerald ‘invented’ charcoal and nearly set the house alight.7 As far as rivalry went, he must have felt he had enough to cope with in his father. And, since the new baby was ungetatable, it was on his father he focused his feelings.


This restless, deaf figure soon had them on the move again. In January 1902 they went to Dinard near St Malo on the northern French coast.


Gerald had now discovered the solace that was to last his whole life. They caught him ‘reading to himself at all hours by gas light’. He could also read French. There had come ‘that wonderful moment when at seven or eight one discovered one had a second life because one had a second language’.13 He could now speak French fluently.


But it is probably now that he wrote his name all over the walls of his room, in one of their lodgings. Hugh had to pay.14 One night, Gerald said to Blair’s nurse, ‘Call out to my mother and ask her if I can have some bread.’ The nurse did; Helen said no. ‘Isn’t my mother a most ridiculous woman,’ said Gerald, ‘just because father’s there she said no.’ Helen also noted that, ‘If he gets into trouble and is scolded, he won’t speak to me.’1


In March, Hugh Brenan seems to have at last decided it was time to settle down. They returned to Larchfield, dumped Gerald and Blair and the nurse, and set out house-hunting in southern England.
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Gerald was kept fully occupied at Larchfield. A Miss Walker, calm and plain – ‘a model of the sexless species’ – had been engaged to teach him. She concentrated on Latin, cunningly starting with the names of flowers and their classifications. Perversely, Gerald reports in A Life … that this bored him. But writing to Bunny Garnett‡ years later, he gives it a typically romantic flourish: ‘Bellis perennis I wrote in my big hand and then Taraxacum Dens Leonis and they gave me a magic authority over the vegetable world which I have never lost.’15 In fact quite soon he loved Latin. By the time he was thirteen, he was en route for classical scholarship.


His grandfather, Sir Ogilvie Graham, had died in 1897, after some business losses. But there seems to have been no diminution in the lavishness of Larchfield life. The house was as usual crammed with aunts and uncles; there was an abundance of cousins to play with. There were ponies for him to ride. Yet Gerald does not seem to have been entirely happy. His mother received ‘gloomy reports’ from Miss Walker. The fact was, of course, that he couldn’t bear to be separated from her.


He seems to have found some comfort in the servants. Mrs Lapin, as the sister of his Nana, must have been particularly significant. Lively, kindly, in a messy black dress, she was a Dickensian figure, with ‘yellowish blousy hair, pins stuck all over her blouse, a face in perpetual movement; in character – a sort of pantomime widow, always in a hurry yet never able to resist a bit of gossip, a prodigious chatterbox, an irrepressible fountain of winks and nods and smiles and finger-to-the-lip gestures.’ Needless to say, she was deaf, and spoke in a loud whispery voice that was very penetrating; but her point, as far as Gerald went, was she loved the grandchildren. She waged wars with cooks and butlers on their behalf and stole for them.


And yet, with a sort of ache, he describes how at the same time this rich and vivid life was in fact always just out of reach, cut off by the gulf of class privilege. A tiny dark staircase outside the pantry led like a tunnel down to the servants’ quarters in the basement. Standing, listening, Gerald would see them go down and hear laughter, cheerful Irish voices welling from the depths. Here, clearly, were the fun and life in the house – and here he was forbidden to go.


Now, in Gerald’s account of this crucial incident, comes a cryptic sentence. ‘This feeling was to have a marked effect on me in later life, so much in our characters being determined by the things that we cannot do precisely because a longing to do them inhibits us.’


To what in later life does this refer? Not to life and fun and laughter. He had a great deal of all three. Nor, specifically, to mixing with the lower classes. He did this too, intimately, especially in Spain.


The cryptic note alerts us that he may be referring to sex. If so, he seems to be saying that sex, as the most basic and vigorous manifestation of ‘life’, was so much longed-for it somehow became impossible. In fact the logical inference should be that this aspect of life, sex, was also intensely longed-for and forbidden – just as he was forbidden to see the servants – and for that reason became inhibited.


This is a penetrating, if somewhat melancholy analysis. But that he should choose to express something of such profound importance in this elliptical and coded way reveals another facet of his autobiographical writing.


Every autobiography is an attempt to find patterns. But behind the figure who emerges through the selection and orchestrating of material is another slightly different one, concealed in the shadows, who is doing all the orchestrating and choosing. It is this figure the biographer often finds more interesting.


Numerous times already Gerald has prepared the ground for sexual adventures among the lower classes. This is not because he thought them reprehensible. On the contrary, he thought them romantic. But he wishes the reader to be ready to believe they took place. Adventures he certainly had but, except in a few instances, the straightforwardly sexual element was minimal. Something replaced it which was almost as intense, more curious, had diverse roots and was in the end perhaps more useful to him. The memories he called up to suggest the first, the sexual element he wants to impose, in fact more strikingly reveal the second, which he wishes to conceal.


Except for his Nana, what impresses one in all the incidents he relates is that his position is not one of participant but of observer: staring at Célestine’s nakedness, watching the village children his parents spoke to, gazing out into London’s gloom for hidden wickedness, seeing the servants descend to their quarters, listening to their laughter floating up. The excitement and pleasure in all this were far more precisely the excitement of looking – the pleasure, that is, of a voyeur.
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By 4 June 1902, Hugh and Helen had found and rented the house that was to be their home for the next fifteen years.§ The party from Larchfield – Gerald, Miss Walker, Blair and his nurse – arrived on 31 August.


Miserden was a small isolated village about nine miles from Cirencester. Miserden House itself was eminently suitable for a fantasy country gentleman. Set on the road close to the centre of the village, it was a substantial square house built in 1810 of the prevailing grey Cotswold stone. It had a fine flagged hall, a green painted verandah, servants’ hall (their rooms in the attic), rambling kitchens full of cockroaches, stables, a coach house. There were baths and central heating; without electric light, the house retained the romance of lamps and candles. The garden was large. Three terraces led to an old brick wall; then came extensive kitchen gardens and a paddock. There were chestnut trees, two yews, a medlar. To the left, the ground swooped into a valley and the beechwoods of nearby Miserden Park.


At one end of the house was a gabled cottage. Here Gerald had his own little room, with thick walls, a fireplace, lattice-paned windows looking over the garden. The jasmine outside was so thick he climbed in and out by it till stopped.


It is all very much the same now. The verandah has gone; the jasmine and the cottage vanished into a new wing in 1928. The beechwoods of Miserden Park were thinned in the Great War (they were very good for planes). The Brenans are still just remembered: Helen was popular and very active in the village, for a while president of the WI; but Hugh has left little trace. All that remains is that he wasn’t liked and had ‘a whacking great ear trumpet’.16 The village is still just as isolated, impossible to find in a maze of tiny lanes.


Once installed, Gerald’s lessons were resumed with Miss Walker. Now eight and a half, he spent four hours a day on English, Irish and European geography, Latin, maths, Greek history, English dates and history to Henry VIII. He studied the Bible and knew his catechism. He was ‘very good’ at English.1


He resumed, as well, the love affair with his mother. It is remembered, perhaps significantly, as much by its pains as its delights. The winter of 1902 was exceptionally severe. Helen caught pneumonia. Gerald was sent to the Hamilton Mills next door. He retained a strange memory of standing in a large bedroom and people coming in and crying out. It seems, repeating the pyromaniac protest at Blair’s birth, he’d lifted coals out of the fire on to the floor – a protest at being removed from his mother when she needed him most.


They played tense and agonising love games together, his mother just as involved as he was. She would ask him, suppose she were to die, would he approve of his father marrying again? Although he longed for her love, Gerald would harden his heart. ‘Why not, if it made him happier?’ She was so wounded by this she didn’t speak to him for several days.


But these were just blips in the long bliss of their now unbroken time together. There were walks and teas and games and talks; and every morning he would race along to her room, get into her bed, and she would tell him stories. According to Gerald, his mother and father, though they shared a bedroom, never made love again after Blair was born,17 and they had separate beds.7 It is hardly surprising that his father should feel jealous of the close, intense relationship between mother and son.


But, this aside, the most important thing about Miserden was the countryside. The Cotswolds round Miserden are spectacular. Although confined within a range of 1000 feet or so, they behave like mountains: steeply undulating valleys, flowing with streams, sweep up to broad upland plateaux covered in sheep, stone-walled and marvellous for galloping, then plunge down again in miniature ravines. There are great beech forests, the sound of wind and pigeons in trees. It is rich in wild flowers and wild animals.


Determined to produce a little soldier-gentleman correct in every detail, his father made shooting compulsory. Riding, also compulsory, Gerald loved. In November 1902 he went hunting on Minny, his pony. In March the following year he went again, falling off. By Easter 1903 he was riding all over the place by himself.1


For eighteen months idyllic day followed idyllic day, suffused with the beauty and calm of this lush country. Suffused, too, with Miss Walker. As well as their four hours’ lessons every day, each afternoon, whatever the weather, they sallied forth together – either up and along, or down into the green depths, under the huge beech trees past ‘the moat and knoll of a Norman castle, to a gloomy weed-choked lake. The ghost of a headless lady haunted these trees: the owls had their nests in their trunks and hooted all night.’ Sometimes they went as far as the Roman road, Gerald darting ahead, Miss Walker, true to her name, sensibly coming behind. He had begun Roman history now and was amazed by the idea of the legions tramping through these woods, whose weird language he was learning. But Miss Walker left in August 1903. His childhood was coming to an end.


Gerald at nine and a half was flowing, confident, sensitive, full of fantasy, original, mischievous, open – loving and much loved in return. Few children can have been so primed with knowledge, or so enjoyed it. There was no reason, at this point, why his development should not have been fairly straightforward. It was not, of course, a perfect childhood. Few are. Most children sustain wounds, and the important element here is repetition. The significant wounds in Gerald’s childhood were the departure of his nurse and his father’s temper. He would always, probably, have been over-reactive to authority, and oversensitive to the dualities of love and loss, love and pain. But he would have substantially recovered, had already done so, despite the reinforcement of his mother’s absences, the exaggeration caused by his father’s deafness.


These, in terms of repetition, were but the light taps of a finger compared to the events about to descend on him. These could more accurately be likened to the violent blows of a sledge-hammer. The first descended in September 1903, when Gerald was sent away to his prep school, Winton House.
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* Deafness seems to have been an hereditary weakness in the Green family, passed down to Hugh. Her sister Addie – Gerald’s great-aunt and later saviour – was also deaf.


† For comparable values of the £ see Appendix A.


‡ The writer, David Garnett, always known as Bunny.


§ We know the date so exactly because Gerald’s earliest surviving letter expresses his excitement over it. ‘My dear mother … I’m so pleased about our new house … your loving Gerald Brenan.’ The hand is not big at all, but already small and neat. He is busy stamp collecting, ‘Lappin’ is making him a dressing gown, he is ‘very, very pleased to hear he is to have a pony’.






















THREE


First School, First Love





1


Prep schools are virtually immortal. Winton House was still going strong in 1935. E. F. Johns Esq, MA, was still headmaster. ‘This is the school,’ said the prospectus proudly, ‘to the boys of which Charles Kingsley dedicated The Water Babies.’1


The school was set on high ground close to the Hampshire Downs, just north of Winchester. Gerald rapidly showed his mettle. On his first day he explored a sewer under the road; then he led a party from his dormitory onto the roof. One senses wild excitement; freedom from governesses, younger brothers, parents. But a few days later he walked out one morning and did not return till evening – the solution that had been so efficacious at Montreux.


This brief start was soon crushed. Little boys are totally conformist, and demand total conformity. By an appalling mischance, his mother had sent him to school with a pair of boots that fastened by a strap and buttons, instead of the more ‘manly’ sort which had elastic sides. This was discovered. In a moment, Gerald was surrounded by a hooting mob: ‘New boy. New boy. He’s got buttons on his shoes. He’s got buttons on his shoes.’ Gerald’s self-confidence, never tested, collapsed at once. And ‘by a fatality deriving from a pair of buttoned shoes, I was sent spinning down a slope into the abyss of unpopularity’.


Now his life became frightful. Harried and bullied all day, at night his bed was jumped on, his sheets were stripped or made soaking wet. The swimming baths, in whose cold and smelly waters – Orwell’s ‘faecal smells’ – the Water Babies sported, were nothing but a ducking-pond to Gerald. ‘Throw him in the deep end – duck him! Duck him!’ A particular torture was to be put in the rackets court and have a football kicked at you. Gerald would rush, mad with terror, like a rat in a trap, while the ball hurtled off the angles with a ‘hollow booming’ sound, striking him on the rebound or directly. Sometimes he managed to make a friend, or rather strike up an acquaintance, only for his unpopularity to be invoked and for him to be dropped instantly. It was, he said, like being a Jew in Germany in the 1930s.


Nor was it just the boys. ‘We call him the Radical Reformer,’ said Mr Johns to his parents with sinister playfulness, ‘because he has no respect for any of the rules.’ Now, and for two and a half years, respect for the rules was thrashed into him.
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Gerald’s days at prep school haunted his dreams well into his fifties. Dreams of racing through classrooms, having lost his Kennedy’s Elementary Latin Primer; dreams of taunting masters and bullying boys; ‘a creature whose gums and teeth seem to break out of his mouth like the seeds from a cracked pomegranate, hissing, “I’ll pay you out, I’ll pay you out.”’


Books, the pleasure initiated by his mother, now became a necessity. He devoured them: adventure stories, especially in faraway lands (and especially Rider Haggard and Ballantine; Stevenson left him cold),2 adult melodramas like The Deemster by Hall Caine and Marie Correlli’s Mighty Atom, which made him cry.3 Books became the solution to life, almost preferable to it. He had begun the first twist towards a position where the life of the imagination, the life in the head, could be more important than life outside.


Gerald describes books now as his opium – but this is misleading. They blocked out the bullying, the beating, it is true, but they were not an opiate. They were shots in the arm, feeding his mind, keeping him alive, oxygen beneath the deep suffocating sea of school life.


And on this sea, he came upon a second solution, perhaps harking back to his mother reading aloud Robinson Crusoe that idyllic summer at Chelmsford. He became obsessed with islands. Choosing from the map on his classroom wall some tiny dot in the middle of an ocean, he would search the library for references. Then, to make concrete his longing to escape, he would draw it – an inlet, a winding path to the empty interior, his dwelling. But now, carried away by plans, he could not stop: ports appeared, houses, a town, mines, railways. Gerald had to move on.


He says the significance of this was that for many years he believed happiness could be achieved by giving up, not by acquiring things. This may be so, though Gerald in adult life was normally acquisitive, if much more than normally generous in giving up what he had acquired. The significance is surely simpler: happiness could be found by running away to some remote spot.


Fantasies about islands are not uncommon among children. They gripped the little Brontës for instance. But Gerald’s were of uncommon strength. Fifty years later, the image he chose to describe Yegen was of a place surrounded, enveloped in a turbulent ocean of air. ‘Island’ was an habitual image for the house he bought after that in Churriana.*4


But the most obvious effect of his treatment was on his work. This highly intelligent little boy, trained since the age of seven months for this moment, now failed completely. ‘Dreamy and lack of concentration’, Helen copied gloomily from his reports into her journal. ‘Very naughty … lazy …’


Both parents were clearly appalled. It is likely Gerald was too. They sent him to Currough in Ireland with a French governess for practically the whole of the summer holidays in 1904. This, and his own desperate efforts, seemed to pay off. By December of that year he was first in the school for geography, Latin grammar and composition, and maths.5


But soon the bullying and beating got him down again. He got measles and ’flu and burnt his foot in a fire (illness and injury as a response to, and escape from, stress were becoming established). By June 1905, his reports were atrocious again.


But now, in this archetypal school career, an archetypal ‘good master’ came to the rescue.


Mr Clark was ‘A young flannel-bagged, Norfolk-jacketed giant … He had black curly hair like a negro, a very loud voice and plenty of good nature.’ He was the games master. This should have removed Gerald, who was hopeless at games, from his interest totally. But Mr Clark had one secret and rebellious flaw – one that was rare and highly dangerous at that period. He did not think little boys were made and saved by games alone. In very special cases, qualities of daredevilry and recklessness could count. His model was Clive, who had never been any good at cricket, but could climb trees and steeples like a monkey – and Clive had conquered India.


It so happened, Gerald’s account delightfully continues, that Gerald too liked climbing trees. When he was supposed to be watching cricket, he would climb to the very top of a nearby sycamore, carrying a book. Here, perched on a tiny green island of trembling leaves, the blue sky above, far below but out of sight the cricket, revealed only by distant cries and the familiar thud of ball on bat, he swayed gently to and fro, blissful with his book.


One afternoon Mr Clark was passing underneath. Suddenly, to his astonishment, a book thudded to the ground. Mr Clark looked up and bellowed. Gerald appeared.


From now on, Mr Clark was an ally. Since he was also the most popular master in the school, Gerald’s stock rose. When Gerald burnt his foot, Mr Clark had him to live with him and his wife. Partially freed from his tormentors, his natural cleverness began to function again. Carried by academic success and that current at schools which, as he says, inevitably leads to the top, his last two years were as enjoyable as the first had been terrible.


3


So far from being relieved to escape, it is a curious fact that those who have unhappy homes are often those who suffer most at a boarding school. In their absence, they imagine disasters.


During his years of torture Gerald was haunted by the fantasy that his family had lost all their money and been forced to move into the slums of a large town. Then, more significantly, that his father had committed some monstrous crime and was about to be carted off to prison.


Gerald’s life at home at Miserden was not unhappy during those years, but it is clear that his father’s character deteriorated. Deafness was the main problem, compounding all the others. Throughout his life he experimented with various solutions. At this point – 1903 to 1907 – he had a little silver trumpet shaped like a snail’s shell. With brisk, alert, abrupt movements, yellow moustaches bristling, he would swivel rapidly between one person and another, insisting that things were put concisely and briefly: ‘through an ear-trumpet a hesitating voice is agony.’


The frustration this caused, his boredom (he had no job, few friends, didn’t read), his natural irritability, chronic restlessness, his imprisonment in his immense and overbearing male egoism, the bitterness of his truncated career – all this built up and then erupted in periodic explosions. Gerald describes their life as like that on a volcano. ‘Every morning we would look up to see if the sky was clear or whether smoke and lava might be expected to come raining down on us.’


Gerald’s account is irresistible, even if one suspects exaggeration. His mother, he said, explained all this by ‘the liver’. Really, Hugh was good and kind; but when his liver was attacked he became a monster. Both she and Gerald, but his mother in particular, became adept at judging the state of this delicate but all important organ. There was an infallible test.


His father rose at eight. Dumb–bell exercises were followed by– desperate prophylactic – a tumbler of liver salts and the bathroom. If this was full of Gerald’s mother, he’d rattle the door and she’d scurry out. After shaving (frequent cuts), he’d dress, talking loudly to himself.


Finally, at 9.25, he’d descend to the dining room. This room, even now, is dark and full of foreboding. It is not difficult to imagine Captain Brenan’s rattling descent, the military rap of his shoes on the flags. Helen would be sitting anxiously, watching, knitting. His father would be at the sideboard pouring his coffee in complete silence. Now there was a hush. This was the moment, this the test. If it tasted all right, he would say ‘with beaming face, “The coffee is excellent this morning. Congratulate Frankton.”’ Then everyone would relax. His mother would make some jolly remark. But if it tasted bad – ‘This is filth’, even yanking the bell – then the inhabitants of the volcano would run for cover. Gerald adds that the odd thing was, the coffee was always exactly the same – disgusting.


In fact, so far from exaggeration, this is an understatement. Ann Cary, one of Hugh’s granddaughters, remembers him at Edgeworth throwing the coffee – tray and cream and all – bodily out of the window. Nor does Gerald exaggerate his subsequent behaviour. Because on these mornings, maddened by deafness, his liver raging, his father would cast about for someone on whom to vent his fury. This person would inevitably be Gerald’s mother.


Gerald describes the ensuing rows – watched, wide-eyed and trembling, by himself. His father cutting and rude, his mother at first meek. Finally, becoming more and more cruel and sarcastic, his father would insinuate something against the Graham family. At once Helen would flare up and lose control. His father, frightened by what he’d said, would noisily leave the room. These rows would continue in gaping silences. After one of them, in January 1904, his father didn’t speak to his mother for an entire term.


This bullying continued throughout their marriage. By 1910, Hugh often treated Helen like one of the servants. She was, says Mrs Blosse-Lynch, by then (she was forty-eight) ‘rather red and shrivelled with the habit of rubbing her hands together at times of stress. She did this whenever Hugh came into the room. He would say, “Helen, put more coal on the fire,” which she did.’ Ann Cary remembers how at Tewkesbury once in the 1930s he wouldn’t let her get out of the car to look at the cathedral. ‘She will not get out of the car.’ Helen just sat in the back and cried.6


In the row before the term’s silence, his father made a furious gesture and his mother fell at his feet. Horrified, Gerald thought she had been struck down. But reflecting on the incident at forty-five years later, he realised it was not that. His father was sadistic; he was not capable of violence. It was, he says, her ‘melodramatic masochism’ which had misinterpreted the movement. There was, that is, something exciting, almost pleasurable, in that swoon at his feet.


His mother seemed to need such treatment. She enjoyed being dominated. She rebelled, she planned to leave – but always she was drawn back, attracted by his ‘tight remote character’, fascinated by ‘the whip-like phrases’ he would use on her.


Something of this dark streak was shared by her son. Later, Gerald would allow himself to be tormented for six years by Carrington. Torment and frustration were to reappear in his love life. Pain became an important element in his aesthetic. It seems likely that some element of masochism was involved.


These rows and the bullying also complicated Gerald’s view of himself. As he became increasingly alienated from his father, he increasingly imitated and identified with his mother. He valued and exaggerated any characteristic they shared. If they did not share it, he pretended they did. Conversely, a number of Gerald’s contradictions come from his reacting against the many sides of himself that were like Hugh.


Nevertheless, it is important not to exaggerate the effect of the rows on Gerald’s home life. They upset him – but they were few and far between. His holidays were happy.


What strikes one is the freedom and indulgence. He could do more or less what he liked, provided he was in time for meals; and even these he could take as a picnic. Much of his time was spent out of doors. In summer he dammed the streams and caught crayfish; in winter he tobogganed. Nature – to be a decisive element in his life – was unconsciously absorbed in the beautiful Cotswold countryside on long walks and pony rides, even bike rides – his parents having bought him one of these still revolutionary machines in 1906.


His father’s behaviour towards his passionately adored mother was eventually to turn Gerald against him, but at this period relations between father and son were quite good. His father occasionally disciplined him: ‘… penetrating memories of my childhood came into my mind,’ says the hero of Gerald’s best novel. ‘My father reproving me for my untidiness and laziness.’7 But, not wanting the whole household against him, Hugh was usually kind and friendly. He taught Gerald billiards and croquet and badminton, took him hunting and, as cars came in, driving.


Cars, in fact, became something of an obsession. First Hugh bought a five-seater Wolseley. It had no windscreen, solid tyres, and couldn’t climb hills. Gradually he bought more and more. He sold his horse and Gerald’s pony, hiring animals when they went hunting. At one time the family had three cars. Gerald’s father was a natural engineer. He began to spend hours lying flat on his back under the cars, cursing and wrenching, drenched in oil.


Gerald incidentally was the opposite – a natural non-engineer. The world is divided like this, the non-engineer’s function being to break or be unable to mend the things it is the engineer’s function to repair.


But the cars give further clues to the marriage. Gradually, Hugh built up a series of hobby occupations. He had a carpentry shop and his skills reached cabinet-making standards.8 He spent much time manipulating, or contemplating, his shares. As his time filled, the pressure eased. He was always irritable and periodic explosions occurred, but he would feel guilty. He recognised Helen’s sweetness, and that she loved him. ‘He, after his fashion, was fond of her.’ Since this admission comes from Gerald, strongly biased against his father, one can take it that the marriage trundled on in relative peace.


His parents were attentive to his needs to an astonishing degree. Blair was still too young to play with, so cousins were asked to stay. He went to the home of Mackenzie, his best friend at Winton House, and had him back in return. Mackenzie stayed the entire Christmas holidays in 1906. The journal notes dancing lessons every afternoon. Had a weakness been detected here? If so, the lessons were doomed.


Neighbours played little part in this respect. Dull and scattered and middle-aged, as far as Gerald was concerned they might have been childless. There were no girls. Only one had a son his age.


But one neighbour was important. The Rev. Robert Earee, then in his thirties, is remembered in Miserden to this day. ‘A miraculous man,’ said May Holder. ‘Very clever. Always walked in the village in his cassock and biretta. Very friendly with King Edward. He could do anything.’


He could also tell you anything. The point of Mr Earee from Gerald’s point of view was that he had encyclopaedic knowledge. He was the most fascinating and stimulating person he had ever met. He was, as it were, the book made flesh, or books rather (there was a lot of flesh to Mr Earee); those books his mother had read him, and was now so proud he read so many of. Sitting listening to Mr Earee telling him how to extract opium from poppies, how aspirin came from willow bark, Gerald seems to have decided he wanted to be like that too.


And one other aspect of life at Miserden should be noted. Tramps were still much more common then than now. Flora Thompson, writing about the 1880s in nearby Oxfordshire, spoke in terms of ‘hundreds’.9 These mysterious figures were another part of that dangerous, near criminal, and anarchically free underworld which both horrified and fascinated the English middle class. Gerald would have seen them on the road or coming to the back door. They seem to have made a particular impression on him.
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The most exciting part of the holidays was that which was spent abroad. Until Gerald’s Larchfield grandmother died in 1907, the family spent at least part of each year in Ireland.† After this they went more frequently to France, going to Dinard in Brittany for the Easters of 1908, 1909 and 1912.


But Gerald and his mother had been alone together – ‘bliss’ – to Paris in 1905. These visits to France cemented the earlier ones; love of France, he wrote later, was ‘very close to my childhood and posters like défense d’afficher are wrapped round my heart.’10 They must have reinforced as well the idea that happiness was to be found abroad.


The visit to Paris was Gerald’s first clearly remembered experience of the sea. In A Life … it evokes a short poetic description in which every element is present – light, movement, smell – but strangely absent, and what we expect, is sound. This is a peculiarity of his prose, and no doubt another consequence of being brought up by so many deaf people. Before this, in A Life … there is not a sound of any consequence between his Nana singing ‘Nancy’ and the hollow boom of the football in the rackets court. Conversely, when he did notice sounds, he did so with piercing intensity and they were to provoke some of his most poignantly beautiful descriptive writing.


During the Easter holiday at Dinard in 1908 something happened of much greater significance. Gerald was now fourteen. Retiring as usual after their supper one night, he found the full moon ‘pouring’ into his little room. He stepped on to the balcony and looked down at the ‘long glittering path’ it made on the sea. The ‘glittering path’ may have revived a memory of the tunnel through the bamboos in India, with its similar sudden effect of light on water. In any event, he had an extraordinary experience: ‘… a sense of some enormous force and beauty existing around me, a pressure, a state that promised unspeakable delight and happiness if only I could join myself to it … the natural world appeared to have a power and authority that seemed overwhelming.’


Experiences of this sort are not uncommon. What matters is the use made of them. Often, it is religious. But the feeling of an outside power breaking in can be reversed, as it were, with the youth or young man (and it is usually young men) themselves breaking through (hence the significance of the path, the tunnel). Thus it is often, notes Peter Levi in a study exploring the subject, an important ingredient in the make-up of a certain sort of artist. This is the Rimbaudian artist, one who is in touch, or has been in touch, with a greater reality, who has had, that is, transcendental experience. As a result, he feels special.


The experiences usually start at adolescence and Levi suggests they may be connected with awakening sexuality in a particular way – ‘the emergence of repressed sexuality without object’.11 And it is true that at the end of this year Gerald was to discover masturbation.


On the next page he describes the first time he fell in love. This, too, might be taken as confirmation of Levi’s thesis, but if so it reveals something else as well. Chronologically, the event should come at least nine months later. The placing of it here introduces a second peculiarity of his autobiographical writing, the phenomenon of his subconscious joining up two events which belong together even if they have no apparent connection.


Gerald could be both extraordinarily perceptive and penetrating about himself and others – and extraordinarily obtuse. The contrast was so striking – it astonished Carrington – that it has to be explained; indeed there is an explanation. But by this method of juxtaposition he often reveals truths, about himself or events, which he either doesn’t want to give away or of which he is unaware. Thus, in A Life …, the very early association of love with being left is shown by the way he places his agony at his mother’s pneumonia just before he goes to Winton House, though again nine months separate the two events.‡
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His first love – she thirteen, he fourteen – was called Nancy. It was the main reason he fell in love with her: ‘Oh give my love to Nancy’, his nurse had sung, ‘That’s the girl that I adore’. (Years later and years after his affair with the first Carrington, he was to fall in love with a second Carrington partly because of her name alone.) His parents had taken rooms in Cheltenham during the Christmas holidays in order that he should meet girls. He kissed Nancy at a dance, and from then on he went to her house every day. She had brown hair, hazel eyes, a turned-up nose and teeth which stuck out slightly between full lips. The game was hide and seek. Gerald and Nancy would hide in a locked cupboard and kiss passionately. After the boring dinner at their lodgings, Gerald would slip out and bicycle back to her house. The moon would be shining. Not the thunderer of Dinard, but ‘the nightingale-voiced orb which arranges the mise-en-scène for lovers’. He would gaze up at her window. She would look out and wave. And so, like a novio gazing up at his novia in Spain, Gerald experienced for the first time the ecstatic delight of romantic love – chaste but passionate, uplifting, frustrating, above all intense – the complex feeling that he was, really, to value above all others all his life.


It soon faded. Childishly written letters arrived at Miserden. He saw her again that Easter, but the spell was broken. He still had their first dance card when he was sixty-five.
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During the term-time Gerald’s parents sometimes went abroad alone. In the autumn of 1904, his mother and grandmother went to Andalusia. They brought him back some of the delicious almond turrón, with its consistency of flaky fudge. Gerald never forgot the taste.12


One of these journeys, which Helen and Hugh made to the Loire, suggests that the marital friction wasn’t all one-sided – and incidentally shows Helen behaving in a way strikingly reminiscent of her son many years later. Her cousin Nellie Graham had come too. She fell in love with Hugh and he was attracted to her. (Hardly surprising since, if Gerald is right, he had not made love to his wife since 1900.) There was a terrible row on the trip. Helen took her meals by herself and referred to Cousin Nellie as ‘The Adulteress’. They cut the holiday short at Chartres and came home. Helen did not forgive Hugh for two years.13


But his parents were never away when Gerald was at home. The holidays were devoted to him, continuing also the pattern of intense coaching. In the summer of 1907, a Mlle Montagu was engaged to start him on German.5 And, though the pain of leaving his mother never lessened, school itself was now happy too.


That summer term he was captain of the school. He was first in work, proving especially good at classics, where he’d been first since 1906. He had planned and superintended a rock garden. It was the centrepiece of parents’ day.


On this fortuitous peak Helen ends her journal. It was just as well. In September 1908 Gerald left for Radley. Once more the sledgehammer was about to fall with crushing force.
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* As well as the Brontës, imaginary worlds and lands of this sort were invented by, among others, Nietzsche, Trollope, Stevenson and Auden. A study has been made of contemporary inventors of imaginary worlds. Sixty-four worlds were analysed. Their inventors, usually starting at the age of seven, often said they had been very lonely as children and created their worlds to compensate and escape into. But a number said they had very stable childhoods, particularly secure in the love of their mothers, and it was this that made them feel able to set out and explore in this daring and imaginative way. Gerald combined both elements. (The Development of Imagination, David Cohen, Stephen A. Mackeith, Routledge 1989.)


† Gerald was ambivalent about the effect his Irish background had on him – usually playing it down. He used to say he was one-eighth Irish. If you count the Northern Irish (who certainly have a great deal of ‘Irishness’ about them) then the true amount is three-eighths – nearly half. By the time he was eleven Gerald had spent over a quarter of his life in Ireland.


‡ The process is rather like that of psychoanalysis, where the subconscious reveals connections by association. Though this phenomenon of juxtaposition often comes in his letters, it is interesting that we will find Gerald employing, when he comes to write A Life …, a method very close to analysis.






















FOUR


Repression, and Liberation





1


Most public schools during the Edwardian age – ‘bloated continuation of the Victorian’, as Gerald once described it – were, with the exception of their classical sixth forms, usually institutions for teaching games. Beating with birch or some other form of wooden weapon was the normal punishment. They mirrored and then magnified the intense class-snobbishness of the period with their fagging and infinite gradations of privilege and authority, all symbolised in a Byzantine complexity of dress – tassels, ties, collars, waistcoats, caps, boaters, scarves and socks. Terrified of sex, they employed a rigid segregation by age, a move which, designed to suppress romantic love and homosexual desire in a girl-less world, of course violently inflamed both passions.


It had been hoped Gerald would go to Harrow, but the lists were full. He gained exhibitions (minor scholarships) to both Winchester and Radley. Radley’s reply came first and was accepted; and Radley, in all the respects just outlined and many more, was among the most extreme.


In 1899 Radley had shown both courage and compassion by taking in Oscar Wilde’s son Cyril. Since then it had steadily ossified. Nearly all the masters were games-mad (even today Radley, positioned in undistinguished country near Abingdon and Oxford, is anchored like some great Victorian Gothic ship in a sea of rugger posts). Out of twelve pages in the school magazine of 1909, seven are devoted to games. By 1908 the Social Tutors (house masters) had each been there an average of twenty-four years. Numbers of boys sank from 258 to 196 – a sure sign of decay. The headmaster, Dr Thomas Field, was one of those giants of useless Victorian learning. Just in passing, as it were, he knew the whole of In Memoriam, most of Paradise Lost, and vast chunks of Thucydides and Herodotus off by heart. He thought the school was perfect.


Gerald’s father probably thought it was perfect as well. He had now clearly decided it was high time he took a grip on his son’s – the future soldier’s – education. His mother felt Gerald’s taste for reading, his aptitude for classics and learning should still be encouraged. (Naturally enough. They were due to her.) He could enter the Army later, via Oxford, as her brothers had done. Gerald’s father totally disagreed. An incipient dreaminess he’d noticed must now be stamped out. Maths would do this. There was a dangerous sluggishness at games. Besides – the clincher – he couldn’t afford Oxford. Gerald was therefore entered for the despised Sandhurst-oriented ‘Modern’ side. This meant, essentially, abandoning Latin and Greek, which he liked, for mathematics and science, which he loathed. It was to be three years before the significance of this sunk in.
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Thus Gerald was plunged into a situation which, even in its bare aims, was totally inimical. It rapidly became clear that it was all inimical.


Used to freedom at home and the glories of Head Boy liberty at Winton House, his life was now minutely regimented. For instance, all meal places were dictated. Neither position nor companion could be altered.


But this was a minor detail. Gerald’s father had deliberately put him in Croome’s Social – the leading games house. A. C. M. Croome was a maniacal all-rounder: a golfing writer for the Daily Telegraph, fierce football enthusiast, ‘when he left’, carolled the school history, ‘one could not think of the cricket without him’. He was, said the same source, unfortunately for Gerald, ‘at the height of his powers’,1 and he very soon noticed the new boy. Gerald could not throw a cricket ball at all. His system at football was to hover at the edges, or rush up and down evading the ball while pretending to pursue it.2 Soon it was seen that he read books. Once again, he plunged into the abyss. For three years, in that gas-lit school, he ‘was liable at any moment to be kicked, hit, mobbed, thrown in the bushes, as well as called by every sort of abusive name. The games prefects took such opportunities as they could find for beating me …’


Radley has preserved one of the instruments. It is a fives bat – a light, springy, two-foot-long club, with a flat palm-sized end. The names of the boys beaten stretch down it, like the notches on a gangster’s gun. Nor was it just prefects. There were the ‘bloods’, senior boys who virtually ruled the school1 – ‘detestable young men’, calling themselves Cha-rles and RRRupert ‘and everything they did is abominable to me’.3


Lt-Colonel Morkill, the last person alive who was at Radley with Gerald (whom he did not remember) could still recall the beatings. ‘One witness, one beater. Trousers were on, but the elbows tucked in, the backside raised, tight as a drum. Then he’d set about me. It was extremely painful.’ Lt-Colonel Morkill (good name for a soldier) remembered the intense and agonising cold in winter. They slept in cubicles down each side of the dormitories. Under every bed was a shallow metal bath filled each night with three or four inches of water. In winter it became icy, even freezing solid. You were meant to immerse yourself. Lt-Colonel Morkill could remember making frenzied splashings to simulate ‘bathing’.


Gerald says in his autobiography that throughout his life he often found himself acting either like his mother or his father. At Winton House it had been his mother: submissive, accepting the dotty values of his enemies, accentuating his clownish side – bad at games, abstracted by reading – till people laughed and he became popular. Now he drew on his father: stoic, angry, silent, returning ‘hatred for hatred’.


Desperate, terrified, enraged, he pathetically took up boxing – ‘but without success, since my shoulder muscles were weak’. This humiliating failure went deep. In 1916 he had a terrible dream: ‘I saw a toad which was being attacked by a dog. It lifted its paws in vain for it had no strength with which to defend itself.’ This dream filled him ‘with intense pity and horror’.4 Gerald, in fact, had particularly strong arms – thick, muscular, hairy; but all his life he was convinced they were weak.


Failure to subdue his tormentors by force threw him back on the positions prepared long before at Winton. Once again, he retreated into his redoubt.
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It was a redoubt whose walls were lined with books. And here Radley, surprisingly, was a help.


The Wilson Library, to which as a scholar he was allowed instant access, was extraordinarily well stocked, perhaps due to one of the few cultured masters, Mr Wilson-Green. As well as classics like Hardy, the Brontës and Jane Austen, and adventure and explorers’ tales, the biographies of generals, the memoirs of Empire and school that you’d expect, there were, in Gerald’s time, also (a selection): Borrow, Wells, Shaw, Belloc, Samuel Butler, books on archaeology, wild flowers and birds, and poetry – Clough, Swinburne, Poe, Shelley.5


As if to compensate for his soundless childhood, Gerald fastened avidly on such music as he was given – the music of words. As early as 1897 his mother noted on reading him poetry, ‘He has an excellent ear for sound.’6 No doubt this is one reason he had already become proficient in French and German, and quickly begun to master Latin and Greek. It was also to be a major basis for his critical aesthetic – in a sense of his entire life, because, some time in 1909, he discovered poetry. First Poe, with ‘Annabel Lee’, then – with the force of revelation – Shelley.


Shelley – rebellious Shelley – is the great poet for adolescents; and, it must have seemed to Gerald, among all adolescents for him. Suddenly, the beauty he had felt so strongly was expressed in magical, musical, intoxicating fashion. More than that, the violence of these experiences was shared, explained, given a goal. Delighting in the poetry, it is indicative of his developing thoroughness that he should seize the only two lives he could find – Salt and Dowden. In the large worthy tomes of Dowden the identity became complete down to the minutest particulars. Shelley had been tormented at prep school and then at Eton, till he seethed in the ‘misery of his own extravagant and impotent rages’. Even the nature of one of the instruments – a kicked ball – was the same. Shelley ‘lived intensely in his own imaginings’. Shelley had difficulties with his father. Shelley had a brother too young to play with. Shelley didn’t like games. It even turned out that Shelley couldn’t dance.7


‘I vowed that I would dedicate my powers to thee and thine: have I not kept the vow?’ With Shelley’s words to the pursuit of beauty by poetry ringing in his ears, Gerald’s future life seemed to fall into place: nature, the inner life, the freedom to explore and express them in poetry. ‘After reading Shelley,’ he wrote, ‘I became something of a prig, but at least I never doubted or looked back.’


His passion for Shelley did not yet produce full-scale rebellion; but it seems clear that either from now on, or a little later, he began to write poetry. The image of Shelley, the romantic idea of himself as a poet, were to be central to him for many years.*


The second thing that lined his inner retreat at Radley was maps. His drawing of islands, his fantasy escapes, continued but now there came a narrowing of focus. He discovered in the Wilson Library the Universal Geography of the great Elisée Reclus – probably the Hachette edition of 1895 in seventeen volumes. This is a marvellous work. Its detailed accounts of the geography, peoples, history and customs of remote regions are enhanced by hundreds of maps and thrilling gravure illustrations, some actually ‘d’après nature’. Gerald began to work out an epic journey: down through Europe, the Balkans and Greece to the Near East, then on through Arabia, Persia and Afghanistan, and then on and on, ever eastwards, over the Pamir Mountains until he reached the vast deserts beyond, the desert of Sinkiang, the Altai Gobi desert in Mongolia, and on still further until, like Marco Polo, he reached China.
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In the August of that same 1909, Gerald’s mother told him excitedly that a new neighbour had rented Waterlane Cottage from their friends the MacMeekens.† He was brilliantly clever, a brilliant talker, and a great reader of books. True, he dressed oddly – that is, like an artist, peculiarly. But all was saved by his background, which was impeccable: cousin to the Duchess of Buckingham, another cousin a Master of Foxhounds. By a coincidence, he had gone to Winton House. She had told him her son read poetry. He wished to meet Gerald. He had suggested tea.


John Hope-Johnstone – Hope – was one of those delinquent upper-class Bohemians who leaven the English class system. His father had run through a fortune, then retired to a flat in Brighton to take morphia. His mother had inherited a second fortune, which she spent on roulette and cards. These fortunes lasted long enough to take Hope from Winton House, Bradfield and Harrow. They ran out while he was at Trinity College, Cambridge, forcing him to leave.


Lack of money – or rather not having any money at all when he’d expected a great deal – was decisive in Hope’s life. Forced to live on his wits (he would not contemplate a profession), his time was spent sponging and plotting one scheme after another. In the end, as each failed and he aged, he became embittered; finally, to Gerald, impossible.


But now, aged twenty-six, he was still romantic, even glamourous. He had devised, partly to save money, a system of tremendous journeys. He had recently completed one across Asia. But it was not only poverty that drove him to travel. Hope had a passion for exploration. And, although intensely desirous of money, he also despised it and those who had it (a common combination). But it meant he was a genuine ascetic, who could go for months – and hundreds of miles, for he was strong – on virtually nothing. He had an intense love of learning and of poetry, for which he had a subtle ear. All this added a powerful element of idealism to his wanderings. When he arrived as the new tutor for Augustus John’s children he was pushing a pram, which he’d already shoved across Turkey, full of grammars, poetry and books on metaphysics.


Hope seems to have taken Waterlane Cottage to store his books and to give himself and the Johns a respite from each other. As a tutor, he was stimulating and eccentric. The children learnt the theory of relativity or how to write gothic script in black ink with a calligraphic pen, or the Bible. Hope’s aim was less to teach than to draw out. All the Johns remembered his greed. When the cream arrived at his place, it invariably all spilled ‘accidentally’ over his plate – perhaps a reaction to subsisting for months on stolen roots and bruised fruit.8


It was towards this figure that Gerald set out that August 1909. He had to struggle through beechwoods. He felt extremely nervous. He didn’t, he wrote in A Life …, think anyone else in the world read poetry except him. He reached the cottage, hesitated, pushed open the door and saw – a miracle.


‘I saw a slim, dark-haired man, dressed in a pale buff corduroy suit. He had sandals on his bare feet and a brightly coloured silk handkerchief round his neck and he was sitting at a kitchen table playing a tune on a penny whistle.’


Gerald could not, in retrospect, remember many details exactly; rather a series of shocks. Hope in his loud, definite, totally clear voice, asked him if he’d read from Yeats’ The Wind Among The Reeds and then did so himself in ‘a strange chanting resonant tone which seemed much to enhance its beauty’. He pulled out a copy of Blake’s Jerusalem with drawings by Aubrey Beardsley. Soon he was showing Gerald round: one tiny whitewashed room, with steep stairs to the single tiny bedroom. The walls were covered in books; more books on the floor and window sill. The bed was unmade, dishes unwashed. Hope talked about Augustus John – a genius, possibly greater as a man than as an artist. So to gypsies, Borrow (probably about Lavengro and Romany Rye) whom he admired,9 and from there to the difficulties of Arabic. Here was something Gerald knew about – the East. At last he was able to burst into voluble and excited talk.


The afternoon ended with Hope discoursing on mathematical logic – not Gerald’s strongest subject – and saying how he wanted to see something of all the world except Australia. Gerald was to be with him alone only twice more in the next three years. But he had found his saviour.
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Gerald certainly read Borrow at Radley,10 and it is likely that, fired by Hope, he read him now. The Wilson Library did not have Lavengro or The Romany Rye. He would have read The Bible in Spain and Wild Wales.


There was a peculiarity about Gerald’s reading. If something affected him, or he thought it important, he would read the book again and again – and this for the rest of his life. Thus he was still re-reading Borrow in the late 1940s, when he made some curious discoveries about him. There was a reason for this habit, apart from sheer enjoyment, but it meant he not only got to know these books very well, they became part of the architecture of his mind. Borrow influenced South From Granada, but is detectable long before that.


Detectable also is Richard Jefferies, another writer he first read now. Jefferies’ pieces are, in effect, pantheistic poems in prose to the trees, the fields, the wheat, the winds, the clouds, the woods, the animals of his native Wiltshire. For all the elements of whimsy and idealisation (the insides of his cottages always exquisitely clean), his writing at its best equals D. H. Lawrence, who may well have copied Jefferies’ use of repetition – repetition for emphasis, to get his descriptions exact, to mirror, in the prose, the repetition of nature. He can achieve an extraordinarily sustained exaltation and identification, a sense of the self-sufficiency of such feelings. He loved the presence of history in the countryside, as Gerald was to do, and became learned in it for that reason. He loved solitude, which is necessary for all these emotions.


It is easy to see how this must have worked on Gerald, reinforcing Shelley and his own bent. He kept up his botany at Radley.‡ He also found he could escape games by joining the Natural History Society (a ‘moribund institution’, according to Gerald). By 1910, with him as secretary, the school magazine says it is ‘flourishing’. This entailed huge expeditions, Gerald on his three-speed Rudge-Whitworth, often as far as the Berkshire downs, where there was a pub that sold delicious cream teas. He was often accompanied by the one master who’d befriended him – quiet, precise, ‘natty’ Mr Wilson-Green. He was too wet to be a powerful influence (‘Garden City Socialism’), but he took English literature and French, at both of which Gerald was very good, and admired and encouraged him.


Virtually the only other congenial figure he mentions is Gerard Thornton (he calls him Morton).§ He was a scientist, and together they went looking for snails and fossils.


But it was on his long, already very long, walks – in the solitude that Jefferies told him was essential – that he now had more and more frequently the nature experiences that sustained him.


He describes one that took place one summer at school camp, just after the school had broken up. It is probably significant that it occurred after a long, hot and painful route march, which had ended at Silbury Hill. Gerald, leaving the other boys sprawled about the canteen, climbed to the top. The sun was setting over Salisbury Plain: ‘Its long horizontal rays, a little blurred by the dust and heat, fell lazily and with a striking accent upon the great expanse of turf that stretched below and seemed to turn it into a lake.’ This tranquil scene struck Gerald into a state of the most violent turbulence. He wanted to hurl himself into nature, to force his way out to become the earth, the plain. At the same time, he felt himself invaded, possessed. It was not an oceanic emotion, but a Dionysiac one, and plunging down that precipitous slope he ‘ran shouting and gesticulating across the turf’.
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Once again, associated synapses seem to fire in the autobiographer’s brain. Gerald’s next topic, another of dionysiac turbulence, is masturbation.


This was fraught with terrible difficulties. For one thing, Gerald at fifteen and sixteen was extremely prudish. Like Dowden’s Shelley, he shrank from any ‘coarse and awkward jest’. Public schools, then as now, were deafening with coarse and awkward jests.


But principally the difficulty was the Edwardian attitude to this pleasant and harmless activity. The obsession with masturbation throughout this period seems, today, fantastic. Sermons were devoted to it, boys and masters prayed earnestly to be free from it, boys were taken aside and compelled to confess to it. And the battle began early with frightful warnings from prep school masters. Cyril Connolly describes in Enemies of Promise how he was told (about 1916) the world was full of appalling temptation, particularly for Etonians. He was to report anyone who tried to get into bed with him, and urged to avoid anyone older: ‘Above all, not to “play with ourselves”. There was an old boy from St Wulfric’s who became so self-intoxicated that when he got to Oxford he had put, in a fit of remorse, his head under a train. That miserable youth, I afterwards learnt, had attended all the private schools in England.’ The point was that, carried to extremes, masturbation was fatal: ‘… self-indulgence’, wrote Dr Acton, ‘long pursued, tends ultimately … to early death or self-destruction’.11 So terrified were doctors that there were cases in America (England was not alone in this madness) where they resorted to ‘heroic’ surgery, and persistent masturbators were castrated.12


The intense anxiety, often terror, induced in whole generations of public-schoolboys by such pressures hardly needs pointing up. There were, however, solutions. Doctors agreed it was possible to sublimate sex. Games could take the place of sex. So could art. But this had a corollary. If art and games could, as it were, shunt sexual energies into ‘higher’ channels, then sex could drain those energies away. There is absolutely no evidence that any of this redirecting can take place. In fact, all the evidence is that it can’t and doesn’t.12 But in this context, particularly that of art, it doesn’t really matter what the truth is but what you think. If you think sexual activity will weaken your ability to paint or write or act then the likelihood is it will do that. And this idea was very common during this period. Henry James always believed passion threatened his art. So did Cyril Connolly.¶


Radley was in the mainstream of Edwardian sexual lunacy. Lectures were given on the perils of masturbation. The school circulated a pamphlet, purportedly written by a doctor, promising insanity and, with deliberate and menacing vagueness, ‘disease’. It would be odd if Gerald had not been affected by all this. In fact, he was affected profoundly. We have already seen one instance both of his anxiety and his (entirely typical) ignorance: his belief at fifteen that his father had had him castrated when he was six. In the spring of 1910 he had to go to the sanatorium with ’flu. To his horror, his urine turned red. Excessive masturbation! The pamphlet was right – syphilis!|| Soon, predictably, he found that masturbation seemed to dull his reaction to nature and to poetry; striking, that is, at his nascent emergence as a poet. This, and his guilt and fear, led to frantic efforts at control. When he was sixty-seven he told Loïs Morgan, a young girl he was attracted to, that guilt about masturbation had made him unable ‘to lay hands on himself’. All his life he had had to use pillows and other objects.13


A well-attested reaction to the conflict generated when something is both intensely desired and pleasurable, and also forbidden and made a source of guilt, is for it to become an obsession.14 This quality was sometimes pronounced in Gerald’s attitude to sex in later life and its roots almost certainly lie here.


The same sort of thing took place over homosexuality. Passionate but chaste romantic homosexual love was universal at public schools; there were also, much more rare, various forms of active homosexuality. Radley, in the guarded words of its historian, had at this time a low ‘moral tone’. This means homosexuality was – another favourite word – ‘rife’, a fact borne out by the old Radleian Lt-Colonel Morkill. Gerald doesn’t mention it once. Yet it seems unlikely that someone like Gerald – so susceptible to physical beauty, so romantic – did not fall in love, however secretly and chastely. That he did, and was then torn by more guilt, is suggested by the quite excessive reaction he had afterwards to the mildest hint of homosexual advance. When he was thirty-two he black-balled someone from Bunny Garnett’s dining club simply because he was ‘an old pet’ – i.e. homosexual.’15 Not until his late sixties could he bring himself to ask what exactly it was homosexuals did together.16


In fact, it seems more likely that not just his later adult obsessions, but all Gerald’s sexual inhibitions and difficulties, which were to distort his character and whose effects were to ramify out into his life and his writing, should be located here, among the confusions inculcated by Radley; rather than, as Gerald would have it, in the contrasts observed by the bright-eyed little boy, fascinated observer, looking and listening at the servants’ quarters in Larchfield.
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‘I dreamed of tall blocks of flats or skyscrapers in which the floors were rented according to the intellectual energy of the occupants, the most intelligent being on the top. I myself lived in the lift.’


Thoughts in a Dry Season





Virtually nothing remains of Gerald amidst the thick dust of Radley’s archives: only an announcement of his promotion to lance-corporal in the Corps. But patchy scholastic records do exist. By the end of his first year – summer 1909 – he had won the form prize, the Divinity Prize, come second in science and maths, first in English and French. He was at once moved into the top form on the army side. There were several boys of eighteen; the average age was 17.2; Gerald was about to be sixteen. By Easter 1911 he was second in English and fourth in French. He won the Scott Essay prize every single year, the Divinity Prize again in 1912, and also shared the Old Radleian French Prize. Geography and history were both very well taught, according to the school inspectors in 1911 (as was French); he would have done well there too.17


His considerable academic achievements at Radley were almost ignored by Gerald. When, in A Life …, he reluctantly details his academic success at Winton House, he adds hastily that of course any idea that he was intelligent is quite wrong. ‘I was moderately bright sometimes and dull at others. Such intelligence as I possess has always been of an intuitive kind, short-winded, easily confused, hampered by a bad memory and in no way to be relied on.’


Throughout his life, in his books, letters and conversation, Gerald insisted, despite a great deal of clear, indeed overwhelming evidence to the contrary, that his mind was really muddled. He was almost stupid. A familiar image was the Malaga telephone exchange – girls gossiping and smoking, forgetting to plug in connections or plugging them in wrong. Partly, of course, this was straightforward imitation of his adored mother. He saw her as muddled and forgetful; therefore he was too. (And here is one explanation of why he felt he had to continually re-read important works.)


It was also modesty. His father regarded modesty as extremely important. His method of instilling it was frequently to remind Gerald that he was worth nothing.18 Mother-induced consciousness of his powers was to alternate with father-induced worthlessness all his life. But extreme modesty is a middle-class English virtue. You do not often find it in Americans, for example, or Spaniards or Italians. This is because in the close-meshed, enclosed, over-crowded world of the public school, boasting is intolerable. It is therefore crushed. Radley exaggerated Gerald’s modesty until, while in personal terms one of his most charming qualities, it can seem, constantly reiterated in print, not just baffling but irritating.


It was made more complicated by a further mother-father split in his view of himself. He was, in fact, not just highly intelligent, but was eventually to develop the application, the care, the appetite for knowledge of a scholar, and one furnished with the fruits of enormous reading held in a powerful memory. Yet – and here lay his distinction – this side was often illuminated by shafts of brilliance, sudden flashes of original perception. Gerald always admired the things that came to him intuitively – the similes, the rush of extraordinary ideas, the poetry. He associated that side of himself, not only with his mother, but also with his Nana and his silent grandmother, and he saw his cleverness and memory deriving from his father. He therefore came not only secretly to despise the scholar side but also – perhaps in echo of his parent’s rows – to feel it was in some way inimical to his poetic intuitive side.


But Gerald also ignored his scholarly achievement because in fact to do well, even very well, on the Army side was not considered particularly distinguished. The consciousness that he was being wasted must, by the time he was seventeen, have been considerably augmented every time he saw Hope.
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From a letter almost certainly dated July 1911 one can deduce Gerald’s eagerness to see Hope and their growing intimacy. ‘Dear Brenan’, wrote Hope, a form of address which at that time was itself a move to informality. He asked him to tea, but added, ‘It probably wouldn’t do to come back the very day you return.’19


Hope’s regular visits to Waterlane caused a tremendous stir in the neighbourhood. He was entertaining, in the rather mannered, anecdotal style fashionable at the time. Compton Mackenzie thought he was, along with Norman Douglas, the most enjoyable conversationalist he had ever met.20 When excited by an audience of two or three, he would quote Oscar Wilde: ‘As Oscar said …’ Wilde was still simply not mentionable in polite society. As a result, many men thought Hope was homosexual. He was not, or not entirely, though he was susceptible to strong romantic attachments to young men under twenty. According to Gerald, he really liked young girls. But he was impotent. In later years he would put his hands timidly on the thighs of girls of thirteen. Then their mothers would hear of it and he would be banned from the house.9


But his basic quality was his passion for self-education. He seemed to know everything – literature, history, science, painting, geology, botany; he was Mr Earee multiplied by a thousand. In particular, he loved odd, out-of-the-way bits of information. Augustus John said he was a walking encyclopaedia. And he was a born teacher, expounding his huge and fascinating knowledge to the exhilarated seventeen-year-old calmly, lucidly, without any assumption of superiority. Not just to Gerald. He describes his mother listening with furrowed brow to Hope discoursing on fourth-dimensional geometry. But it was Gerald who caught fire. Hope’s fanatic self-education, his retention of peculiar, esoteric detail, was his most important legacy to Gerald.


There were others. The décor at Miserden was a jam-packed mixture of Edwardian clutter and chintz and the Far East – Benares trays, brass frogs and lizards, hollow elephant’s feet.21 During the last few years a new ‘Cotswold’ movement had come to the area, an anti-Victorian, Ruskin/Morris inspired cult of craftsmanship and simplicity. A key figure was Edward Gimson the architect, whom Gerald had met, through the MacMeekans. Gimson, as far as Gerald went, held a revolutionary doctrine: death to the drawing room – bare stone walls, plain tables, an oak cupboard, a silk hanging. Gerald thought it absolutely beautiful. Now he saw the same with Hope; simplicity, bareness, a few but, despite his extreme poverty, perfect objects – a polychrome Delft bowl with a blue peacock on it, white and gold Worcestershire teacups.


Even then, Gerald noticed flaws, demonstrating a percipience about people at eighteen which showed him Hope’s lack of it. He had a glossy impermeability, some inner blindness or deadness which made it difficult for him to understand people. He preferred ideas.


And Hope was totally subversive – Gide-like. Despising money, needing to exploit the rich, he was the enemy of the family; work, marriage, politics were all quite ridiculous. All that mattered was knowledge, to travel, and to study ‘the arts and sciences and to cultivate one’s higher faculties’.


Gerald’s rebellion had begun some time before. During the masturbation crisis, panic had led him to prayer. Miraculously, you might think, his urine had lost its lurid tinge and his ’flu cleared up. But a boy in the next room had died of meningitis. Gerald took this as a condemnation of prayer and, he says, never prayed again. This was sealed a year later, in the summer of 1911. Under the influence of his reading, Gerald used to take his books at Radley and lie beside a pond. One day, after, as it were, a slug of Shelley, he suddenly stood up and said loudly, ‘I do not believe in God.’ He awaited a cataclysm, but nothing happened. Still he waited. Still nothing. He had destroyed the baleful Victorian ‘God who has made so many atheists, the crude and repressive Father Deity who had cast over the world the image of his frown’.


Yet Gerald never became an atheist himself. He retained a feeling for religion all his life, sometimes seeming to flirt closer than the edges. But he was, now, in effect, creating from his reading, from Hope, from himself, his own religion.


To the young, all books are manuals. He had been reading William Morris and H. G. Wells; but the book that had prompted his outburst – and also presumably the pond – was Henry Thoreau’s Walden, ironically enough a copy belonging to his mother.


The whole of Walden is a sustained attack on the materialistic world, and a fierce argument to escape into self-sufficiency and self-exploration. A man had to respond to his inner nature, not get stuck in the ‘deep ruts of tradition and conformity’. The vast majority of people were quite simply fast asleep all the time – they did not feel, did not ‘inwardly explore … [their] own higher latitudes’. Only one thing he could not respond to – the book is Thoreau’s account of two years beside Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts – there was no travelling. Gerald was not yet ready to sit beside a pond.


For the rest, he felt he might have written the last pages of it himself. It had as great an influence on him as Shelley, and this down to the minutest particulars. Thoreau, a transcendentalist, stressed the importance of dreams. Throughout his life, Gerald had the most extraordinary dreams, which he sometimes wrote down. They are both delightful and witty. There can be few people who dream publishable dreams, as Gerald did.


But principally he looked with Thoreau’s eyes along the clogged length of his parents’ deep ruts of conformity – and was appalled. So far from self-sufficiency, the place swarmed with servants: gardener/chauffeur and a handyman outside; cook, housemaid, parlour-maid inside. The house was too hot (central heating was still quite new then); the food was over-plentiful and largely, somehow obtrusively, for carnivorous appetites. The meat, for instance, was often high.22 Glowering in the dark dining room, eating high beef or chunks of pig (the Miserden butcher did all his own slaughtering), the words of Walden must have rung in his ears: ‘I eat at a table where were rich food and wine in abundance, and obsequious attendance, but sincerity and truth were not.’


Gerald’s life now became, over the years of seventeen and eighteen, more and more ascetic. He gave up lunch, then reduced breakfast to a snack. He forced himself from bed at five o’clock and went for long walks. This was not a simple reaction against gorging. His parents were asleep, dead. Gerald wanted life, to live every day, every hour as intensely as possible. Food clogged the mind, impeding and coarsening exploration, vision.


To this end, drawing on Culpeper’s Herbal and his reading about the East, and actively advised and assisted by Hope, he began to experiment with drugs and other exotic substances. Hope gave him the name of a chemist in London, Lowe. Gerald sent for, and obtained, a startling list: ‘storax, olibanium, galbanum, laudanum, frankincense, liquid amber, benzoin, acorus calamus, Balsam of Tola, Balsam of Copaiba, Balm of Gilead, ginseng, galingale, ylang-ylang, ambergris, attar of roses’. He wrote for ‘some gambir, the produce of the Nanchia or Unicaria gambir from the East Indies: it is taken by the Malays to chew …’ Mr Lowe, apparently shrinking from this (Gerald kept the letter), sent instead a ‘big, blackish-green lump of Cannabis indica, or hashish, and a bottle of Anhalonium Lewinii, the active principal of mescal’.


Gerald’s room, too, was now transformed. The large cupboard next to the fire was cleared of his collection of fossils and flowers and birds’ eggs (the very stuff of a solitary boy) and replaced by hashish, ylang-ylang and the rest. Then: ‘Fresh herbs were strewn on the floor in place of a carpet and bundles of roots and dried herbs hung from the walls. The letters Om Mani Padine Hom were written in charcoal over the bed and on the opposite wall was a piece of cardboard inscribed Aum Shivaya Vashi. From the ceiling hung a revolving incense burner of my own invention that sent out three different sorts of incense smoke at the same time, while the window recess contained a colour plate of Buddha sitting under a Bo tree, which I regarded as a good subject for contemplation.’


Gerald now adds drily an observation that has for some time been gathering in the reader’s mind. ‘Not exactly,’ he writes, ‘the sort of room, my parents must have felt, for a youth who would shortly be applying for a commission in His Majesty’s Forces.’


Clearly, Gerald’s parents had lost control. His mother, somewhat in advance of her time, had a neurotic fear of drugs. This was so great she would not even have aspirin in the house. Her son had now openly installed such a cache as would, today, get him either instantly clapped into gaol or given a large fine. Her reaction was to pretend that nothing was happening, though she did begin to tease Gerald, which maddened him. And, fearful that her own youthful eccentricities had returned much magnified, she redoubled her support for the Army. Gerald, according to his niece Ann Cary, never forgave his mother for supporting his father in such matters. One might think he could hardly have expected anything else. Yet psychologically he was right, for she had prepared the ground.


All this was to become much more difficult when Gerald’s rebellion became open. But he was still too frightened. To the outside world, his father was a fussy, insignificant little man, made irritable by deafness, who bullied his wife. To Gerald he was terrifying – and remained so for many years (in imagination perhaps for ever – he was still having nightmares about him in his mid-seventies).23 The cunning thing about his behaviour in 1912 was that it was within family bounds – just. There was a tradition that he could do what he liked in his room, and that he could miss meals provided he gave notice. His father had a fetish about dress (they changed for dinner every night, for instance – though this was still fairly common). Gerald grew his hair as long as he dared, as Dowden told him Shelley had done. But he was very careful sartorially, never taking off his collar and tie until out of sight of the house. His father had no idea of the explosion that was building; and a sign of this – and also of a certain sensitivity on Hugh Brenan’s part – is that Gerald was allowed to give up shooting about now, something he had always disliked.23 His father, since Radley had clearly failed, also put his trust in the Army. When Wilson-Green wrote saying he didn’t think Gerald was really suitable for it, Hugh Brenan wrote a furious letter back. How dare he suggest such a thing!


But in private, his parents were extremely worried. His mother asked Hope if he thought Gerald was ‘quite mad’. One night he overheard them talking about him. He heard the words ‘mad’, ‘cracked’; even, he thought, asylum and reformatory. They were clearly considering having him shut up.


When the tides of rebellion have passed, the rocks of childhood and youth are found to remain. Gerald was later to feel he’d half-loved the stagnation, the conventionality, the deep dead sleep of English upper-class country life. It gave him a special sense for the great boredom of Spain – the infinite boredom of a pueblo at midday beneath the hammer of the summer sun, its timeless quality, when not even the flies can move. In a flight, he even imagined it underpinned his ambition to write the timeless sentence, to prefer artists who arrest the flow – Cézanne to Rubens, Flaubert before Balzac, Gogol to Dostoevsky.2 Above all, he might have added, Proust.


But now his contempt and disgust spread out to encompass all their friends, ‘elderly, wooden and philistine’, with their bridge, their hunting and shooting. Mrs Chrissie James, with ‘a profusion of reddish-purplish veins that spread like the map of a river system over her cheeks’, or Mrs Hewitt with Chippendale chairs too precious to sit on. Harmless figures, if dull, to whom they went for tea and invited back, about whom his mother gossiped, but who now, in the heat of Gerald’s reading, were like people seen through the quivering air above a bonfire, distorted and loathsome.


His ideas coalesced like this, in a series of jumps and discoveries, from observations made in rage, from books, from his own experiences. By 1911 he had joined his disgust at material possessions and his hatred of Radley to the old fantasies of travel. A paper preserved from this time set it out. Happiness came from freedom, no one could be free with material possessions, therefore: the nomadic life.24 The great problem was – how to organise it?


The nomadic life could also be expected to provide something else: privation, discomfort and pain. Gerald had noticed that starvation, the arduous walks at dawn, had produced the intensity of feeling that he sought. In 1911 or 1912 he had a revelation about this. It took place at the dentist. There were no local anaesthetics then and visits were often painful. He went dutifully to Mr Peake twice a year. One visit, he noticed that ‘some clouds were scudding by and as I watched them, so far away, so remote from the scene of my pain, I became aware of their peculiar beauty … like a paradise I was forbidden to enter …’


His nature experiences had often had this element of a path leading somewhere – the passage through the reeds in India, the moon on the sea. Suddenly, he had found the gate – pain. And these exalted, intense experiences were necessary for poetry. Shelley had said this – but Shelley had said ecstasy came haphazardly. Gerald did not agree. You could induce it. The more he induced it, the better his poetry (which was very bad) would become.


And there was another side, which we have touched on; one he did not explore, was perhaps not even aware of. Sexual pleasure is also one of the most intense experiences. Gerald was at his potential height at this time, but also violently repressing himself. These exalted experiences had, hovering over them, an invisible sexual element. That this was painful was due to that masochistic streak he had noticed in his mother and which he shared.


At the beginning of 1912, the nomadic problem was partly solved. While he was browsing in a Stroud bookshop (for years he’d spent all his pocket money on books),** the young girl assistant suggested he read W. H. Davies’ The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp. She might, says Gerald, as well have handed him a bomb. But the bomb was already in place – it was a lit fuse.


It only, however, moved the problem further on. The nomadic life could be lived as a tramp – but how would he support himself? He cannot have felt he was really cut out for any of the occupations Davies suggested: artificial flower maker, hymn-singer, street musician. And it was now becoming urgent. He took his exam to Sandhurst in July. As he ended his time at school, Gerald quailed with horror at the prospect ahead.
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It is difficult to exaggerate the effects that Radley and Winton House together had on Gerald’s character. In the first place, he was given the grounding of a good secondary education. Gerald often writes as if he were virtually self-educated, which was true as regards anything more than this. But Radley had taught him a full range of subjects up to the equivalent of today’s A-levels.


As far as more profound effects go, Gerald himself cites only two: extreme diffidence and shyness, and a dread of aggression. A certain diffidence, with strangers, was lifelong; with a corollary that the relief of it vanishing, as it instantly did with anyone congenial, often led to over-excitement. His horror of aggression lasted many years. Frances Partridge can remember how in his late thirties he would still rush from the room at Ham Spray if any fierce, logical argument developed. ‘There is nothing under different circumstances I might not be capable of except cruelty, my horror of which is the deepest thing in me.’25


Like Shelley, what he had suffered led him to identify with all suffering; his compassion expanded to cover humanity. His feeling for the poor derived from this; as did his extraordinary sweetness all his life to those in trouble.


His experience of group life – the mob in the swimming pool, the swaggering ‘bloods’ – expanded likewise into a deep distrust of all groups and cliques. This was behind his criticism of Bloomsbury. If there was any danger of his being incorporated, he would walk away – onto the streets, out to Spain. Loving company, he now almost equally loved solitude – source of bliss, but also of sadness. Walking away gives a sense of power and of despair. He made a note on a dream he had in 1970 while writing Personal Record. ‘That’s me all over. Wanting to escape and hide. Wanting to be left out. Put that in your autobiography for that’s the essence of you. Not all those stupid things you’re writing down.’24


He was never at ease with dominant men, yet the closest male friendship of his life was with someone, himself complex, in whom dominance was certainly one characteristic. Gerald’s relationship with Ralph Partridge was constantly stirred by, among much else, his feeling that he had to face this challenge.


Another reaction to his father and the schools was that he seemed to have decided at some buried level that he would never again do what was expected – or what other people expected. Gerald’s perversity was often extreme. He would disagree automatically. Perfectly good, badly needed offers would arrive from publishers or universities – ‘Naturally, I refused immediately.’


‘Naturally.’ Here we begin to approach the heart of what seems to have happened to him.


To do the opposite of what people expect, or to advance views opposite to what you think, is partly a form of disguise, of hiding what you actually think or wish to do. The frank little boy had now totally changed. ‘I grew up in a bitterly hostile world – my school and to a certain extent my home – and I learnt to protect myself. There were … incidents of misplaced frankness and deep humiliation and they cured me of ever wanting to tell the truth to other people.’26 ‘What does it matter how many people are taken in,’ he once wrote to Bunny Garnett, ‘if one does not take in oneself?’††27


The rows between his parents, their opposing temperaments, might have set up conflicts in his own character. Gerald resolved this rather neatly. He simply allowed them to sink in unchanged, and let each operate as the occasion dictated. Frequently throughout his life, he noted when he wrote it, he could explain his behaviour by one or other of them surfacing in this way.


But now, under the onslaughts of Radley and Winton House, a much more general burying had taken place. The boarding-school experience is a long, endlessly repeated lesson in loss. The constant returns to home, to mother, only to be ripped away each term, starting at the age of eight or nine, don’t mitigate this pain; they reinforce it. In Gerald’s case they came as a double reinforcement to the devastating loss of his beloved Nana. And prep and public schools then did not tolerate the expression of strong personal feelings; they therefore became buried.


Many prep and public schoolboys of Gerald’s generation, not allowed to show or admit to feelings, eventually ceased to have them. This did not happen to Gerald; on the contrary. But he was to have difficulty with emotions and feelings all his life. His sudden reserve, the way he sometimes seemed able to control his feelings, to become detached, could shock people.


He was, of course, aware of this – to an extent. ‘But I do have a heart,’ he once wrote to Frances Partridge, ‘though it only comes out in emergencies. I have often envied the loyalty of your nature. It is your finest quality. I am disloyal in tongue and sometimes in feeling. I need crises to bring out the best in me, to tell me where I stand and what I really feel. All the rest is a stream of surface impressions, for I have the most mobile and disorientated mind in the world.’25


If you bury feelings, a great many other things get sucked down too. Not just emotion, but whole processes of thought, ideas, creativity. Once it is understood that something of this sort had happened to Gerald, much that might seem contradictory or odd in his life ahead becomes clearer. It was noticeable quite early. As a youth and young man he could be extraordinarily vague and absent-minded. His friends were genuinely worried that he might step in front of buses or walk over a cliff.


By the 1930s, when V. S. Pritchett met him, there was a sense, sometimes, of something impersonal about him, ‘as if he came from another world’.28 It was an inner world, intense, active, full of contradictions, often quite bizarre; Gerald used various metaphors to try and describe it and its genesis.


‘I was brought up to think that people more often dislike me than like me, and though experience shows me that this is not always true, still every time I experience coldness or enmity where I did not expect it, I return into myself – to the island which I alone inhabit and whose protection I feel I ought never to have left.’29 Potent as the island image was for him, he hit on a more telling one on the single occasion when he made an extraordinary descent into that hidden territory and returned to write, in one feverish week, an equally extraordinary account which he called The Lord of the Castle.


The idea of an interior castle contains both a sense of defence, and of a place from which to launch an attack. And castles can have hundreds of rooms – libraries, bedchambers, kitchens, towers from which to survey the surrounding countryside, dungeons for criminals or the mad; and the people in one set of rooms might be astounded or deeply shocked if they knew about some of the things going on in another.


The schools also intensified a final facet of Gerald’s character that was about to make its first explosive appearance. Solitary, already living much of his time in books, in poetry, and the rest in his imagination, it was probably inevitable that he would have been a romantic. But prep and public schools involve separation from family and parents, who are therefore missed and nostalgically and romantically dreamt of. The same is true of sex. Girls are fantasised about and glorified. Fantasy and unreality in such fundamental areas twist the whole personality; romanticism becomes inherent.


Gerald went to considerable lengths both to reveal (almost boast about) the romantic cast to his life, and to deny any trace of it. In the same way, in his letters and conversation truth was one of the things he was most concerned about – and the least. The contradictions and complexities arising from the distortions of his character consequent on Radley and Winton House, their evolution, his efforts to escape them or come to terms with them, were to occupy him for his remaining seventy-five years. They may not have made him a writer, but they made him the sort of writer he became. The contest fascinated him, sometimes obsessed him; it was often difficult. ‘I was like a man engaged in a motorcycle race whose engine gave him so much trouble that he was compelled to give more attention to it than to the course.’30
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It is probably to understate the urgency and seriousness of Gerald’s dilemma in the spring and summer of 1912 to call his reaction merely an explosion of the romantic temperament.


His father had never yet been openly defied with any determination by anyone in the household. He had a strong will. He was adamant that Gerald should go into the Army. Gerald was planning to fail the entrance exam into Sandhurst. But even if he did that, he now believed his parents would send him to a reformatory.


A glimmer of a solution came during the spring holidays of 1912. The family went to Dinard, and Gerald was allowed to go on a two-week bicycling holiday alone into the interior of Brittany. As he rode inland, the air filled with the scent of hawthorns, the blazing gorse, he felt as if he was returning to the seventeenth century. The peasants, astonishingly, still wore traditional costume: the women in a woven and starched coif, the men in a short jacket or blouse and broad-brimmed hat, with two ribbons down the shoulders. Stepping off the ferry at Bénodet, Gerald noticed an old man under a tree with a beard and a donkey pulling a curious vehicle like a barrel organ. He was an itinerant knife-grinder. He had travelled all over Europe, to Russia, the Balkans, Turkey, even, Gerald thought – was he dreaming? – to the Caucasus and Anatolia. There were knives everywhere. ‘And the further East one went, the more knives there were and the sharper they had to be.’


So the last piece of puzzle fell into place. If the time ever came when he needed to be a tramp, this was how he’d support himself.


On his return to Radley that summer, his mind concentrated by the approaching exams, he realised the time had come already. Flight was the only solution. And, lying in the sanatorium with bronchitis, he saw other advantages. Dependent on his skills as a knife-grinder, he would of necessity be poor – itself an aim. Poverty would produce pain and suffering which in turn would lead to those states of exultation that, good in themselves, would also improve his poetry.


No sooner had he decided, than he became intensely nervous. It might be easier, and more pleasant, to have a companion. Who better than his mentor Hope? He wrote a letter from his bed. He was setting off in August, plus a knife-grinding machine, for Asia. He’d probably settle east of the Pamirs, among the tents of the Kirghizi. Why didn’t Hope join him?


Gerald waited three agonising weeks and them came the reply: Yes.


Writing years later, he says he found the reply, in retrospect, astonishing. Here was a man nearly thirty, agreeing to set out on a crackpot, near impossible journey with an over-intense, over-talkative eighteen-year-old he hardly knew. This is true, but Hope was in difficulties too. Augustus John was bored of him. He kept on finding his drawings and books disappearing and suspected Hope (rightly) of stealing them. Without his job, Hope was penniless – and his solution on these occasions was to take to the road. Besides, as their instigator, he approved of Gerald’s aims.


The Sandhurst exam was in June. Gerald passed. It was virtually impossible then, if you were upper class and from a public school, to be too stupid to hold a commission in the Army.


Thus the die was cast. Gerald returned to Miserden seething with suppressed excitement. The next seven months were to produce events both of heroism and high farce, a combination not infrequent in Gerald’s life from now on.




Notes


1 The History of Radley College 1847–1947 by A. K. Boyd, Oxford 1948.


2 ALOOO unpub MS.


3 G to R, April 1921.


4 Thoughts.


5 Radley College school records.


6 Family papers.


7 Life of Shelley by Edward Dowden, London 1909.


8 Caspar John by Rebecca John, London 1987; The Seventh Child by Romilly John, London 1932; Poppet Pol to author, 16 March 1988.


9 G to Michael Holroyd, 24 Dec 1970.


10 FOS.


11 Quoted in The Other Victorians by Steven Marcus, London 1966.


12 Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male by Alfred C. Kinsey, London 1948; The Public School Phenomenon by author, London 1979.


13 Int Loïs Bucher (née Morgan).


14 Child Development, op.cit.


15 G to B, n.d. but Jan/April 1929.


16 Author’s journal.


17 Radley College school records.


18 G to VSP, 6 June 1946.


19 Hope to G, 1910 or 1911 (probably 1911).


20 My Life and Times 1915–23, Octave 5 by Compton Mackenzie, London 1966.


21 Int Lady Cary.


22 Lydia Piper to author, 11 Oct 1988.


23 Int Lynda.


24 MF.


25 G to F, 13 Jan 1968.


26 G to C, 20 Sept 1920.


27 G to B, 19 Oct 1929.


28 Int VSP.


29 G to C, 14 June 1923 (unsent).


30 G to Gamel, n.d., MSS, Tex.







* Like many writers, though for his own reasons, Gerald concealed the intensity of his desire to write, both early and late. In particular he concealed the part poetry played in this desire. He hardly referred to his poetry (which he invariably called ‘verse’) in his autobiographies till he reached his thirties. It is perfectly clear that he wrote a great deal of poetry long before 1920. Notes on the back of a 1917 diary (MSS, MF (Here and elsewhere MF refers to the Brenan archive held at Mecina-Fondales.)) refer to ten parcels of early literary work left at home. There was enough pre-1914 poetry (and possibly some prose) to fill two volumes. These have been destroyed, but judging by those that remain they were substantial – certainly requiring contributions from Radley days. And in fact, a letter to Carrington dated 14 January 1921 says quite clearly that he began to write after reading Shelley. The tenacity of his idea of himself as a poet is the easier explained the earlier it began.


† Gerald sets this momentous meeting a year later, in the summer of 1910, when he was sixteen. But the list of significant dates (MSS, MF) which he had by him when he wrote A Life …, and which he elsewhere adhered to, clearly shows 1909. One can only speculate why he should have changed it. He may have amalgamated two meetings in the interests of impact – an artistic adjustment to biographical truth he would have regarded as perfectly justified.


‡ In a passage cut from A Life …, Gerald describes how powerfully the scents of flowers moved him at this time. Escaping from the madness of Radley – one has an image of Ferdinand the Bull – he would drink in ‘their drenching, penetrating perfumes’. He planned to organise smells like colours and bought a book by Piesse, a French scent manufacturer.


§ Sir Gerard Thornton, FRS. Quiet and modest, he discovered the species of Plesiosaur named after him and was knighted in 1968 for work among soil microbes.


¶ Barbara Skelton told one of her lovers, Mark Culme-Seymour, that Connolly would often only make love to her once a month in order to improve his artistic output (Mark Culme-Seymour, in conversation with the author).


|| In fact this was almost certainly acute glomerulonephritis, an inflammation of the kidneys caused by a streptococcal infection deriving from a sore throat. It had nothing to do with masturbation.


** For some years Gerald augmented his pocket money by stealing from his mother. He justified this by the nobility of his aims compared to hers.


†† ‘If’ is the key word here. His vulnerability to self-deception never struck Gerald, and he was often taking himself in. This attitude to the truth persisted and can make his letters tricky to evaluate.
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