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ONE





There I stood, looking at the letter.


I don’t believe I ever before in my life felt quite the same. I cannot describe my state. The postmark shook my very heart with confused emotions. It was ‘Helston, Cornwall: 11.30 a.m., 15th December, 1942’.


[One has to give the history of an emotion: but not in any fashionable way. It’s a question of what one wants to do, and there I fail, in a sense. I can’t say in words what my object is, but that is not to say I don’t know. I know precisely, in the sense that I reject the wrong impressions when I record the past: but I don’t know what makes them wrong. A sense of falseness—‘that’s not it.’


Begin as you mean to go on.


What I want to convey is just truth: reality. Not the effect which results from truth, encountered by surprise on a gravestone, or on the wall of a public lavatory: but the simple bulk reality of events. I don’t feel that any new technique is demanded, but I know myself: I know how delicate my balance must be if I’m not to be swayed to one side by the Sense of the Dramatic, or to another by the savour of words: or another by outrageous indignation, or another by its converse, humility resulting from fear. So for me at any rate there is the question of a sober, strong attitude to my writing, yet a sensitiveness: I must beat out my own way to the truth which lies behind my eyes and no others. There are as many truths as men, but there are so many reasons for not telling them. And above all this, is the fact that I shall be paid by the page, so to speak, for this, and I need the money. And yet I will honestly try.


So I don’t want the running commentary of Hemingway, indeed I’m scared to fall into that style, because it’s so near to what I do want to do, and yet it will betray my purpose completely. I don’t want to leave you out as a spectator of my picaresque adventures, and yet I don’t want to take you with me on an odyssey in the manner of Stevenson: I’m sorry to be so incoherent, but if you think, you’ll see that neither way gives complete truth: there’s something missing in both, perhaps it’s the undertone of all my reflections, reactions, associations. Once that play of shadow is thrown in, the story will stand forth, as if you’d put on stereoscopic glasses, in its living truth. In a sense it’s the immediacy of William Saroyan that must be in with the story. But not quite the same personality, which after all is stagey in its simplicity—the Chaplin naiveté.


When I sit back from writing, and seriously consider what task I am setting out to do, I am afraid, I have the panicky fluttering of the heart that a portrait-painter has when he has put in the main lines of his subject, and, having done, say, the detail of an eye, sees that eye peering out at him from the paper with a cryptic, unanalysable beauty and resemblance to the model, as if the likeness is there, latent in the lines; and the artist catches his breath, afraid—can he bring that out, the speaking likeness? He trembles, feeling inside himself potentialities both for success and failure. He trembles on a narrow line; immense achievement is there, waiting on the stretch of his fingers, and the balance of all his being, if he can poise so nicely. And so I am afraid, because I know how readily I can fail, but the success, if I can achieve it, will be beyond the earth and life. I am a portrait painter: let me draw Truth, so that every grown man, who sees the picture, sees it with blinding recognition: that is Truth!


Here, before I begin, is my prayer for steadiness, and poise not to slip into the facile or the dramatic, not to laugh cheaply: whatever powers affect human accomplishment, make me constant throughout all the pages I am to cover: first, from literary falsenesses, from the temptation to slickness and meretricious lures in the opening pages, to entice the choosing reader at the station bookstall: from false sentiment which may develop in the middle section of my story: and from spurious rages and bitterness, and even worse, false pathos, in the conclusion,


O deliver me.


From false humility and the abdication of my own judgment, which are really due to fear, so that I should bow before authorities whom I did not in my heart acknowledge,


O deliver me.


From rhetoric and the deliberate writing of purple prose, with all their corollaries of false morals and lack of honesty with the reader,


O deliver me.


From all those various obstacles of vision and sobriety which intervene between the truth and the various schools of present-day writers,


O deliver me.


Make me myself alone: let me not echo the words of others, lest I also echo their thoughts in the belief that I am expressing my own.


This prayer is not addressed to God, since I do not believe in him, nor to any other Powers of the Air. If it were addressed to anything precise, I daresay it would be addressed to my Unconscious. But I haven’t said so, because the notion of a man saying a prayer to his Unconscious seems ridiculous to me. Anyway, the Unconscious, like God, is deaf. Most people are really praying to their Unconscious when they think they’re praying to God. But it makes no odds, there’s never any answer.


Is it possible for a man to see what is before his eyes? Does he always see what is behind them? This is not obscurantism: I can put certain disconnected lines on paper, and you will see them as letters of the alphabet: your eye will fill in the gaps. But the material your eye puts in—isn’t there. Your reading of the lines is a demonstration that you are seeing more than is before your eyes. You are reading—in a metaphysical sense—between the lines. Similarly, at Helston, which I propose to describe as objectively as I can, Lord Tennyson visited the Loe Pool, and, according to his published works, saw there ‘an arm, clothed in white samite, mystic, wonderful’. Lord Tennyson also observed about the Loe Pool a landscape of jutting crags and iron cliffs. In fact, as can be verified by any metropolitan who cares to take a ticket on the Cornish Riviera Limited, these features observed by Lord Tennyson are not there. His description of Helston is highly dramatic, but he has eliminated much that is, to replace it with much that is not. Not that I’m saying his description is less accurate than mine. It is to his purpose, and his purpose included King Arthur and Bedivere, etc. My purpose is different, but I’ve no doubt at all that it will distort my vision. Emotional Relativity.


This is how I see Helston (and all those who have seen the town, passed through it, visited it for the Furry Dance, stayed in it, and last of all, those who live there, please add your own comments between the lines—you will in any case).


It is a small agricultural and market town in South-West Cornwall, within two and a half miles of the sea: the people there all speak in the most beautiful of English dialects, a low-pitched resonant burr which has the musical sonority of American without its nasal bleat; a manly accent, like Paul Robeson’s in a way: they also transpose nominatives and accusatives with a freedom I find fascinating—‘Us be after ’ee’.


Helston is in a valley, so that if you want to leave the town, you have to climb: all the roads climb out of Helston, except one which winds out by the Loe Pool, under the hill, to Penrose, and eventually to Porthleven: but as I remember it, that road is closed, you can’t go further than Penrose. You have to go by the main Porthleven road, over the hill.


The Loe Pool is very charming: a smooth shallow sheet of water. Tennyson said:—




‘And lo! the level lake, and the long glories of the winter moon.’





It is really the estuary of the river, silted up till it is divided from the sea by the Loe Bar. In the Valley, by the Loe Pool, I have often heard the quiet sighing of the sea on the Bar, a mile or so away.


You see, you can be quiet in Helston. God forgive me if I should talk of a ‘sleepy old Cornish town’: it isn’t that. There is a quietness, I admit, which is proper to an organism that’s half asleep, or half dead, but there’s also the quiet of a man who is more interested in hearing and seeing than in being heard or seen. That is the kind of quiet I found there. One could be at ease: not stealthy, but peacefully aware of the metabolism of existence. One had time to hear the sea and see the sky.


Nothing in that part of Cornwall makes a bid for your attention. Thank God for that. Thank God for unambitious things. Because frankly I’ve been brought to such a rawness of nerves by now, that the mere thought that Cornwall still is there, that the road slopes up out of Porthleven as it did when I walked there—those thoughts alone hurt me in a way that I don’t care to encourage. I want to look at some solid Cornish cliff, and square stone houses for a time, till I get back my emotional balance.


It’s grey and featureless when it rains, but when I look up at the unbroken blue above me now, how I long for the hissing rain of a September afternoon at Helston to be trickling behind my ears and under my collar again, while the town soaks in its basin of dark hills, and the dark sky streams down on it.


All this flood of recollections for a postmark.


Here is one more. The scene is not Helston, but Polpryn, more or less midway between Helston and Falmouth. I am in a drawingroom which now does not exist, anywhere in the universe—no, I’m not dreaming, merely writing the sober fact—and Elizabeth is playing the piano: I see the music sheet on the rest, ‘Sonntag’ by Brahms (and the English word ‘Sunday’ above it), and I see Elizabeth’s confident, quick fingers on the keys: we are both singing:






‘The Sun gleamed from the golden skies


And Heaven was bright within her eyes.


How I long, how I long to be there by her side,


How I long, how I long to be there by her side’.]*








There was a time when I wore barathea, brown shoes, a Sam Browne, peaked felt cap, and kid gloves, and carried a cane in the manner prescribed by my commanding officer. That was when I first came to West Cornwall. I got out of the train at Helston station, which is high up on the edge of the town. I had my respirator over my shoulder, and carried a big suitcase in one hand: with the other hand I dragged from the luggage van my valise, carefully, because my typewriter was inside it.


There was a popular phrase about England, right through the war—‘You wouldn’t know there was a war on’. But if you were in uniform, you carried the war about with you.


The road down from the station—typically wet, since in Cornwall either the rain has just stopped or is just about to start—was metalled with small stones in a tessellated pattern, which I later found very treacherous for nailed military boots. Down the side, between the narrow pavement and the road, ran what Elizabeth and all the Cornish people called a ‘kennel’. In the north, where I was born, we should call it a ‘gutter’ I think, but if ‘kennel’ derives from ‘channel’, it is a better word. It was a stone channel, probably a foot wide and a foot deep; every so often it was bridged by paving-stones which connected the pavement and the road.


And down this channel ran water from the hills that stand all round Helston. It was gurgling in the kennels when I first saw the town, and it was the last sound I heard when I pedalled David’s cycle for the last time up Coinagehall Street. Even in the driest weeks of August there is an inch of water, ribbing in the sunshine the bottom of the clean channel: once I saw a dog, panting from the heat, lie down on its belly in the kennel, facing upstream, breasting the water. In the rainy weather, the kennel confines a torrent of clear, hurrying, gurgling water which rises almost to the road. The sound of running water is to Helston what the sough of the wind is to Haworth. Even in August and September, after the brown dry corn has been taken in from the fields, you hear the brisk water at every corner where the kennels meet. In April it fairly raves along the kennel. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Tennyson borrowed—so to speak—the water from the kennel at Helston to put it in the land of the lotus—‘A land of streams….’


Coinagehall Street is the backbone of Helston. It drops steadily to the South-West, through the centre of the town, till suddenly it is halted by the gates of the bowling-green. The gates are square across the road: a newcomer, as I was, has the impression that, as a result of civic miscalculation, the main road has come to a dead end, and life is vain. But this is to blame unjustly. It happens that the hill down which Coinagehall Street runs, grows ever steeper, and finally breaks down to the market square in a precipice fifty feet down: so that the abrupt gates of the bowling-green have the purpose of preventing you from throwing yourself into perdition and a cow-pen. Nor does the road stop there, after all: investigation shows that it branches to the right and to the left, like a letter T, and here may I warn you to take the left fork, since the right is narrow and drops steeply. Both will lead you to Penzance, anyway.


On either side of Coinagehall Street are large and prosperous inns. One time or another I have been in most of them. The Blue Anchor brews its own beer, which is famous. Just now, though, I think with special tenderness of the Alpha: it is not licensed: coffee and tea there have sometimes been very good, and food is fresh, home-made and liberal. Such is memory, I can almost smell that coffee, and see the sunlight reflected on a window over the way.


If on foot, you may go through the gates of the bowling-green, on, and down the slippery stone steps which span the cliff-face. It was here that I first looked over the little park and the swings, the tennis-courts and the boating lake. Half to the left lay the valley where the Loe Pool lies, under the hump of Castle Wary: to the front rose another green hill, with a tree-hidden lane climbing its flank. I went down the steps, finding at the bottom a further confirmation of the civic prudence which I had already noticed,—a cast-iron urinal, painted an unobtrusive green, so sited that it may be perpetually flushed by the descending waters, suitably confined in pipes, at no cost to the citizens. I utilized this amenity, and went on towards the park: but you need come with me neither here nor there.






* The passage between square brackets was crossed out in the original

























TWO





The first time I entered Elizabeth’s home, I was excited, as if I were finding an extension of her personality. It was a singular home, but the precise nature of its singularity cannot be put into a few words. You will understand it later, when you know Elizabeth and David and their parents. At any rate, when I first went in, and Bonzo had finished licking me, I felt a delightful recognition, that this was in fact the only possible background for Elizabeth.


Damn it—enthusiastic: that is a word that helps in describing the Pascoe house. It was the house of a family that worked hard for a living, and valued every aspect of its home. There was no money in it, but the home was a conscious work of art: the planners had enjoyed the planning, and their home life was a happy savouring of the result.


By the thumping of my heart, and the heady elation and tide of emotions that went with it when I first went into her home, I was assured that in growing up one does not discard one’s childhood, one merely adds to it. For I had known it all before. My breast, at nine years old, had shaken to very similar impulses. Oh yes. I had known them all already, known them all. It was but the repeating of a situation natural to my life, only this time with a clearer recognition that this was what I was born for.


When I was nine or ten, I fell in love with a little brown-haired girl in a blue dress, who lived in the next street but one. My love for her was a ravishing ache in my heart, never remitting. I know that I thought principally of her all the time I was awake, and I know that I wanted to dream of her, and sometimes I did. This is not phenomenal memory-work on my part, I am a man who remembers his childhood. For a long time every night, in bed, before I went to sleep, I thought of her—thought is too mild a word, I concentrated  all my being upon her: for those delicious fantasies I used actually to hurry off early to bed—it amazed my father: my mother was dead then. My fantasies were like this: I would lead a band of boys from our street to make war upon the street she lived in. She, a Boadicea, would command the opposing force, and great hand to hand fighting would occur, broomhandles, bottles, half-bricks and wooden swords figuring. Finally my men would break and fly, and I, fighting desperately, but gashed across the forehead with a brick, would be made prisoner by the soldiers of the girl in blue. They, and she, would torture me, and I would faint: and, as I lay semi-conscious, she would bend over and stroke my forehead, and her lips would be near mine—after this my fantasy became vague, I had in my breast a labouring sense that a mighty satisfaction lay somewhere hid there, what it might be I could not realize: and my fantasies continually returned to this point and yearned there, with an unquenchable thirst.


I don’t know that it’s important to say it—perhaps it is: in actual warlike games, as a boy, I was not ever in the lead. My part was vatic: I stood in the rear and shouted my comrades on to victory. A misgiving still haunts me, that such is my nature still; in fact, I know it is.


I next fell in love when I was thirteen, with the boy who shared my desk at school. His name was Joey (I must not give his surname, and don’t care to invent a name for him). Again this was an absorbing emotion. One of the great epochs of my life. He had very fair hair, clear blue eyes, a broad forehead, and was very good and kind. I remember plenty about my love for Joey, but it would not seem much in the writing, and anyway I have an inward reluctance to drag out details which probably wouldn’t be understood, and wouldn’t seem significant even to me if I put them in black and white. As an example, once during the hot weather, when Joey and I were walking home from school, he put his arm round my shoulders. It was a common enough gesture with him, in fact most schoolboys do it, without thinking: but I have remembered to this day the leaping of my heart, and all that incident is printed on my mind so that it will be clear when I’m an old man. Well, I said you wouldn’t understand.


Joey died of tuberculosis when he was twenty. I happened to hear of it, but without grief, for I had not seen him since we were fourteen. I think the part he had to play in my life was completed and permanent. Something of him lives with me, and always will, arbitrating all I know of love and beauty and kindness.


It occurred to me not long ago to consider what had happened to the four of us who were boys together in Beaky’s class. This was how it worked out: Fred was drowned in the North Sea seven years ago, which was three years after he left school: George went into the mines, and was killed in an explosion before he was twenty: and Joey was the last to die. I find it a queer, inscrutable thought that out of those four boys who played together, so short a time ago, I alone remain to represent us to the world. What sort of differences would it have made, if we had known how the future was arranged, and that those three boys were never to be much more than boys? Would I have felt, as I swapped cigarette-cards or rolled marbles with them, that I was playing with ghosts, boys with no future? Would Beaky have treated them with less cane and more kindness?


Having concluded the last two paragraphs with the same word, I had better return unobtrusively to Polpryn.


They did not, at any rate, stick me in a corner with the family photograph album on my lap, and talk to me over its pages, about Royalty or the weather. In fact, I did not find the photograph album till long after: it was a generous, stout book which Elizabeth had made herself, as an exercise in book-binding, but had never quite finished. Typical of her, the essential work was done, but the straw-boards were uncovered. Whereas the tidy, completed, gummed-cornered and indexed products of more systematic minds are not necessarily better. People who have tidiness and system often have little else.






‘They use the snaffle and the curb all right,


But where’s the bloody horse?’








Some of the photographs were fixed neatly in position according to a scheme of David’s, but the gum supply or David’s application having failed, this series lasted only three pages. There were also some put in by Elizabeth, with some attempt at dating, but most of the pictures were identified by remarkable allusions—‘The Hag’ showed Mrs. Pascoe looking eldritch through the celluloid windscreen of a sidecar. Another was described in a way which recalled to me an auctioneer’s catalogue—‘Picture showing Mam and Dad on the A.J.S. the day the sidecar came away from the bike near Bodmin’.


Not affixed to a page, but loose in the book, was a small picture which drew me more than later ones. It was one of those oval pictures which were fashionable years ago, and showed John and Marion Pascoe at the time of their marriage. The date when it was taken, and the name of the photographer, were written on the back in ink which had aged to an unhappy brown as if in sympathy with the ageing of the hand that wrote it.


Which is the reality, the young photo, or the ageing exemplar? Behind his new wrinkles the young creature still stands, with increasing fetters and bonds, a great prince in prison. It might be worth while to cultivate that eye of discernment that can see through the crinkling, opaque flesh, to that truth which, by the evidence of the camera, once was, and therefore still is and ever shall be.


Dad (I called Elizabeth’s parents Mam and Dad) had then only the incipient shade of those three horizontal furrows which now barred his forehead—merely the fine shades of reflection and a trace of perplexity suggested on the smooth unscarred face of a boy. His hair then was crisp and curly, as indeed it remained, but in the photo it had a self-conscious length, and pride, even vanity, in the way it waved back from his forehead. On his face was the young man’s pleasure and shyness in being well groomed for this occasion: the eyes looked out, perhaps just a little doubtfully, on a life that was in the future. Young eyes are lit with the future, old eyes shadowed by the past. The thing that goes deepest to our hearts is to see old eyes that sometimes still shine, like children’s, with projects for the future. But the eyes of Dad were in other respects the same, those dear, honest, kind blue eyes, hopeful, but a trifle unsure. The face was fuller, the cheek smooth, the smile nervous because of the camera.


‘Mam’ too was different. The photograph was of a girl changing to womanhood, a daughter, not a wife, a sister, not a mother. There was great beauty in her picture, but not so much an individual beauty, as the beauty of all girls who are growing to full life, the tender, innocent, kind beauty of an adolescent girl. Her thick black hair, worn very long, was parted in the middle and drawn down over her ears, to tie at the back of her neck, an old-fashioned but quite beautiful style. She wore a white silk blouse with a lace frill at the neck and down the front. There was little expression on her face, except the camera-smile and a certain air of questioning: of wanting to know what came next—yet I thought, looking hard at the beautiful girl-face, a tremulous confidence that whatever came would be good. Her teeth were white, and showed well in the smiling picture. She was very like Elizabeth at that time, but thinner in face, and rather older in expression. Yet somehow I thought I found an indefinable innocence or ignorance in the expression, perhaps emphasized by the arm which was linked under that of her future husband. She felt unsure about life I suppose, but she confidently hoped to find out, if she went on seeking. Meanwhile John would understand and look after things.


But did she ever really find the answer to that hopeful question on the face of years ago? From the picture I turned to the person, and looked at her as she cleared the table, now, more than twenty-five years after: I thought not; and a sense of sadness came to me. I promised myself very gravely that Elizabeth should not come to any disappointment or lack in life or love, and that to all her unconscious hopes and questions I would find a full and satisfactory answer. I prayed and promised that she should not wait all her life for intangible gladness that did not come.


There are three treacherous sisters whom I do not trust as far as I can see them, and their names are Faith, Hope, and Charity. Faith keeps doubtful company, and is often found in houses of iniquity: Hope takes it on herself to fob man off with promises which have no basis in reality: and Charity sells cheap salves for sore consciences.


Our civilization is a triumphant success, and no doubt a luminous epoch in the history of Man, but one can’t help wondering if ever before in our earthly story we have done so much Wishing that things were not as they are, or so much Hoping they would change. Is it too unkind to see our civilization, at its present prime, as an endless procession of couples like the Pascoes, who come onto the stage with an uncertain hope in their eyes, expecting they don’t know quite what, but at any rate a certain satisfaction, the answer to a certain hunger: who turn sometimes to the footlights on their busy way across the stage, and still have that unease and perplexity in their eyes; and who finally pass from the stage into darkness, eternal darkness, still with that question, that tantalized, perplexed hope, never again to have the opportunity of satisfactions, not knowing what they sought, not knowing what was amiss, not knowing where peace might have lain, neither knowing the question of their lives nor its answer, but knowing this clearly at least—that life failed them. The plant of the spirit did not flower: the body, waiting and wondering, died unblessed and unfulfilled.


How hard it is to say what I mean. The blight and failure is the common stuff of today: because it is in every face, we cannot see it in any. Invert the Evangelist’s motto, and you get the statement itself—‘There are millions now dying who have never lived’, but the rot is so deep in us, it reaches the bottom of our souls. Centuries after us, saner men will see the dreadful sterility stamped on our pictured faces, but we will not see it: we are too surrounded by emptiness ever to conceive of fullness. But our eyes. They will reveal our blight to the future—Unfulfilled Hope. Eternal Hope. Unrealized Hope. We only live in Hope: in hope that tomorrow will give us that unknown satisfaction which, yesterday, Hope expected today.


Since they, Marion and John Pascoe, walked into the studio twenty-five years ago to sit for that picture, what changes. The faithful picture still showed the image it had caught, a second’s glance across a July day now gone for ever: a boy and a girl planning marriage, and going to the photographer to fix the impression of their state. And now that instant of time, frozen and unchanging by the magic of the camera, lived its own separate existence, while they had continued on their changing way. I could almost see her, patting her hair before a big, dusty, gilt-framed mirror: and then the photographer fixed, in black and white, something which had ceased to be true even while his shutter clicked. Two people had gone into the studio, four came out, two to live in everlasting youth and love like the figures on the Grecian urn:






‘Oh happy love! Thrice happy, happy love,


For ever warm and still to be enjoyed.’








And two to wear away down the unsatisfactory years, till they were at last worn out with waiting for an unknown answer to an unformulated question, waiting for the spark from Heaven to fall. On the photograph, only a little fading or shadow into light, and the rusting of ink: on the flesh, what prints of change: what storms, what panics, what triumphs and what blows, what struggles, agonies, what ambitions crushed by the soft accumulation of days and years, what dear wishes unfulfilled, what dear hopes slaughtered, what tears, what joy, what grief—above and through all, what change, both in themselves and in the world around them: but after it all there remained one thing in common to the picture and the flesh: the eyes still looking for the fulfilment of a promise, that could not understand that life had broken the promise.



















THREE





Once, long ago, when our fathers and mothers were young, and making endless plans, and life stretched before them like a land of dreams, so various, so beautiful and new: when they were the New Generation, the wave-crest sweeping upon the beach, and not the wrinkled, ebbing water sucked back with a long, withdrawing breath under the wave that follows after, when the greater part of life was before them as it now is before us—for they too once ran forward and laid hold on life with just the same resolution and the same anxiety as we do now—there was a young Cornishman whose family, for reasons beyond this book, had moved to the industrial North of England, and lived in a town whose name need not be written.


At the age of fourteen, this young man had gone out to earn his bread, a matter which demands early and long attention in this world of ours, and apparently occupying a more important place now than ever before: for whereas at one time it was possible for a younger son to ponder such alternatives as literature, adventure, alchemy or divine philosophy, or even to throw in his lot with an itinerant Nazarene, he now, in a world whose productivity has increased more than a thousandfold, finds himself so stoutly harnessed to the Industrial Turntable, that he never for one moment faces any situation than the bridle and the bit; and to obtain a very poor living he must give away his life, toiling from boyhood to old age, in the wealthiest civilization in the world, to earn very little bread and less butter.


That was the situation of John Pascoe when he was fourteen, a young member of the slave class, or working class, which is another way of saying the same thing. In his last month at school he did not plan his future career, or analyse himself to find which way his inclinations lay: the working-class do not take this approach to life, except in a spirit of imaginative recreation, which therefore isn’t an approach to life, but an escape from it. They are too closely in contact with bread and butter reality; the world has already planned their careers in the most fundamental way possible, and their progress through the world will be dictated by the immediate necessity of filling their bellies. Nice notions of honour and propriety, fastidious tastes, are luxuries beyond working-class purses. I write, oh Posterity (should you read these lines) in the middle of the twentieth century, and I write with a bitterness which will not die till I do.


Literature has made the working class a convention—literature, which needs leisure, and therefore has been written for the leisured classes, with always—irrespective of the merits of the author—a standpoint above five hundred a year. Or nearly always. One hardly knows how to write simply and straightforwardly, now, about the normal circumstances of ninety per cent of humanity. God, what a decadence!


It used to be the fashion to see the working class always from a little distance—if not through bars, at least through an impervious psychological screen, so that their actions and emotions were as irrelevant to the gentle Writer and the gentle Reader as those of flatfish on the floor of their aquarium, on the other side of their thick glass and in their own bottle-green element. Seen thus, as it were, from the pleasant islands where Real Human Beings lived (such as the Gentle W. and the Gentle R.), from the windows of Rugby Chapel or Eton, from Oxford or from Park Lane, or from the saddle of one’s hunter, riding to hounds, the working-class, those droll, non-literary, non-ablutionary, non-intelligent, non-creative masses, made a pleasant background of racy, smelly, ludicrous movement for the activities of the normal non-working world. Seen thus from the back windows of Pall Mall and Piccadilly, the working class was an aggregate of smeary individuals who apparently carried their sustenance with them in spotted red handkerchiefs and billy-cans; the female of which might sometimes be encountered by the observer whose business took him into its haunts, wearing a flat masculine cap, padding (or ‘shuffling’) along gas-lit streets, carrying a jug of stout in one hand, and with a paper of fish and chips rolled up in her apron. And what fun, what delicious fun to read about the quaint activities of these creatures, and the odd things they said; what guffaws of hearty Christian laughter at those of our human brothers and sisters who were so debased and sullied and fouled by a lifetime’s starvation and waiting at our offal-tubs that the mere conception of them was irresistibly comic! These singular beings might from time to time be introduced into serious literature, usually as ‘comic relief’, but sometimes with the stern salutary aim of contrasting their humble worthiness with the frivolity of some of their betters—as examples of Humble Worth, the working class at one time challenged the dog: and when this is described in literature, it was important that the working class be drawn with as ignorant and clumsy a pen as might be, for obviously the Gentle Writer—being a Real Person, resident not far from Park Lane—would not be expected to have real knowledge of this sub-human species. A Few Bold Strokes would suggest them.


That convention is now practically dead: only Dorothy Sayers, with her Lord Peter Wimsey:—


‘His primrose-coloured hair was so exquisite a work of art that to eclipse it with its glossy hat, was like shutting up the sun in a shrine of polished jet: his spats, light trousers, and exquisitely-polished shoes formed a tone-symphony in monochrome.’


—oh Attie! ‘exquisite’! Only Dorothy, whose mark of a man is that he can tell a wine by its taste; Dorothy, whose quotes of Quarles, Vaughan and Donne prove her Artistic Integrity and Nobility of Aim; Dorothy who, with the classic perception elevated by her profound Oxford meditations, handles modern art-conceptions with a sensitive certainty of touch—‘a tone-symphony in monochrome’—Dorothy who has made art articulate—‘… however much an artist will put up with in the ordinary way, he is bound to be sincere with his art. That’s the only thing a genuine artist won’t muck about with’—only Dorothy among us yet remains faithful to the old attitudes. How her Lord compromises within himself the delicate wit, the erudition, the calm, the intelligence and all the rest of the virtues natural to the non-working world! How skilfully and with how few words, he corrects the Common Persons he meets in ’bus, train or street! How the vulgar, ‘flashy’, ‘horsey’, persons of the Lower Orders, the bobbies, the sergeants, the plumbers, the butchers and the bellringers become the hilarious laughing-stocks of Lord Peter’s, and Dorothy’s, wit—that wit so subtle and so sensitive, so delicate and so adroit. (That I may not be misunderstood, my epithets are used in an ironic sense only. I do not find Dorothy Sayers’ wit to be possessed of any of these qualities).


But Dorothy is in that respect a relic from a different age: there came one day to Park Lane and the world of Dinner-at-Eight an astonishing discovery, the discovery that it was outnumbered by the sub-human working-class in the ratio of nine to one—that, in fact, Park Lane wasn’t the real world at all, but only a most unrepresentative corner of it: that Reality was nine tenths the Black Country. And furthermore, if Piccadilly was looking out of its ivory tower, Wigan was looking in. A new attitude to the working class seemed to be necessary, their importance must be acknowledged. So long as no increase in wage rates was contemplated, there was no reason at all why the Upper Classes shouldn’t go completely Proletarian: it was cheap, thrilling, and awfully good for the Ego. So the Intelligence, Good Taste, and Social Conscience of the Upper Classes formed itself into groups for the study of the Communist Manifesto (‘unexpurgated, my dear: so devastating’): investigated the contents of the red spotted handkerchief; sipped at the stout in the old woman’s jug: ate fish-and-chips from papers in Hebrew fish saloons; and wore red ties. Nor did they stop there: the pluto-plebeians, hypnotized by the violence of their own Oedipus complex, which set them psychologically in opposition to their own class—I’m speaking of a rising generation—persuaded themselves that this rebellion gave them identity of interest with the working-class, believed they had actually become working-class by sheer force of will—unaware, completely, that the thing which divides the Working Class from the Upper Class is, quite simply, not a difference of ideals but a difference of income. They poured out the Soul of the Masses in odes, paintings and symphonic poems which were, they swore, made up entirely of authentic proletarian yearnings—the throb of beautiful machinery, the knocking-off whistle, the beer off-shop at the corner, the fish and chips, the smoking chimneys, the garbage, the dust bins, the dead cats, the snotty-nosed kids, the flies around the empty salmon tin, the Pit Head, the blast-furnace, and the Red Flag. There; no break in the chain from Galsworthy to Auden, and you can roll in a great deal of pictorial and musical make-believe as well; they may look down their noses at each other, talk contemptuously of the Liberal-bourgeois, but they’re all twisted twigs from the old tree, they all belong between Piccadilly and Park Lane, they’re none of them working-class, they can run how they like but they won’t get far. Proletarian Art? There it was, on the Arty-Crafty walls, proletarian Art, all produced by the younger sons and daughters of the world that dines at eight. Naturally the whole world, everybody who was anybody, came to see it, this new, this daring, this Progressive, this Functional, this Futuristic, this Realist Proletarian Art—everybody, that is to say, except the Proletariat, which had not heard the news of its emancipation, and imagined it was still outside the Real World of Park Lane and so on.


Oh yes, yes, yes, yes! I know I’m holding up the story, and I don’t care a damn. I’ve wanted to say this for years. Rancorous? By God I’m Rancorous. I’d be ashamed to the very depths of my soul if I could write about my class without heat.


But I weaken my argument, you say, by my class-prejudice and bitterness. Very good then, I weaken my argument, and what does that matter, since I haven’t the least desire on earth to convince my enemies of the justice of my case? I don’t value their agreement, and I don’t believe I could gain it though I spake with tongues of men and angels. I am Working Class. I was born of workers amongst workers, and therefore I am a native of their country. I know how they order their lives, because my own has always been ordered in the same way. I know what their prime secular ambition is, because it is also mine—not to be compelled to work by the threat of starvation. I am not thrilled by the rhythmic clank of pistons: to me it is worse than a bloody noise—it is a bloody noise in which some poor devils must spend half their waking lives in order to feed themselves and those they love. When Proletarian Art sets out the beauty of Labour, I begin to consider it’s high time the Proletarian Artist did some. Bluntly, I happen to know that the Working Class is by far the greater part of humanity, and by far the better part. All that part of our society which I have labelled Park Lane is to me a vulgar tower of insincerities, an unreal world which, the higher the ideals it professes, the more it reveals that its one overwhelming law is that of self-preservation—an ivory tower which I shall help to pull down, I hope. I don’t know how to address a Peer: I don’t propose to learn: I don’t know Veuve Clicquot from Amontillado, Dorothy! I’ve never tasted caviare or venison, I don’t understand the Stock Exchange; and the mentality of a business man going into the City by the ten o’clock and lunching out at the Savoy is to me a profound mystery, interesting because inscrutable.


If in this book I should chance to deal at length with the detailed life of the wealthy, read then in high excitement: anything might happen: you are reading Romance.


If you had asked John Pascoe, when he was eighteen or so, and dissatisfied with his apprentice’s pay, and his long hours of work, what sort of man he was, and if he had spoken his most intimate thoughts, he would have said something like this:—‘I am not a mug. I am well-read, self-educated, broadminded and intelligent. As a working man, I believe in Trades Unions and Socialism. I like to read history, and popular science, and I am a good debater. Unlike many of my fellow-workers, I am a realist. I am not to be taken in by propaganda. I am fair-minded, and am the master of my fate. I take life to be a very exciting business, and propose to live it in the conviction that I shall not pass this way again. My realism extends as far as the moral certainty that there is no God, and no life after death. All things considered, I think I know myself, and I approve.’


Now all that just shows how little a man knows himself. His self-portrait would be so far from correspondence with objective measurements as to be unrecognizable. Those things he plumed himself on, his reading, his acuteness and his self-education, were the least outstanding of his qualities. For his reading, he only knew Shakespeare by the chunks of blank verse he had been compelled to learn at school—Mark Antony’s oration, the Quality of Mercy is not strained, etc. He had never seen a page of Chaucer, Spenser, Marlowe, Milton, Jonson, Richardson, Bunyan, or Fielding: he had only the slightest familiarity with Wordsworth, Keats, Browning, or even Paine, Rousseau, Darwin, who might be supposed to be in his line. True, he had read The way of all flesh. He knows of only two poems, in the whole of English Verse, which meant anything to him—Gray’s Elegy, and Omar Khayyam, and in his opinion, his firm and stubborn opinion, these two poems represented the zenith of the world’s poetic achievement. As for his self-education, his awareness of Man as a unit in the cosmographic scheme—he could throw about words like Neolithic, Paleozoic, Protozoic, Paleolithic, to impress himself and his listeners in Trades Union discussions, but in his heart, he was hazy about which came first: and though he liked to bolster up his arguments with the Theory of Natural Selection, he couldn’t have put that theory into words—in any exact sense he didn’t know what it was. But he wasn’t a bluffer: he honestly thought he knew something, he honestly believed that the difference, which he sensed well enough, between him and his fellows was one of superior knowledge: but in fact, it wasn’t so at all: the difference was, that he actually valued and sought such attitudes and thoughts, that he was, in type, the poet, daydreamer and philosopher, and though he was such only in embryo, yet there was a difference in kind, which both he and his companions sensed. ‘John’s got a rare head on his shoulders’, was how they put it. But he deceived himself nowhere so much as about his acuteness, since he hadn’t any at all, so far as the quality can be estimated in terms of cash return. As a lad, if he and his friends were trespassing, and one of them was caught—that one was John Pascoe. At work, if anyone was unpopular with foreman or manager, through speaking too plainly, it was John, and he would be the first in bad times, to be dismissed. If there was a rush for anything free, or unexpected, he would always be at the wrong end of the queue, and if he contrived by mere tenaciousness to get his share, he would as like as not lose it, be swindled out of it, or give it away. In short, he hadn’t at all enough of the quality which, if we are to survive and prosper, we must be born with—self-interest. He didn’t grab: he was more interested in the rights of man than in his daily bread, which might be taken from under his nose, without his noticing, or not noticing in time. His character was this, that everyone was his friend: but friendship is a hobby beyond a poor man’s means, on that scale at any rate. John Pascoe had too much heart and not enough stomach: he used his mouth for talking, while others couldn’t talk with their mouths full. I reckon all the same that he got the best of life’s bargain, though he never earned four pounds a week in his life, and never once, from birth to death, had money enough and to spare: yet he kept one thing the blind mouths lost—his childhood’s eyes, his naïve generosity, his volubility, his external identification of himself with his fellow-workers (who let him down day after day, but he never believed it), his belief in good, a belief which he didn’t know he had: he kept his kind, sincere foolish soul, and by God there he won, though he lost the whole world, for what shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world, if he lose his own soul?


That being his character, I won’t take up time with his early history: we all had mothers and fathers, and most of us left school when we were fourteen, and grabbed some blind-alley job for a few shillings a week. We have a rough idea, according to our own personal experience, of the roads by which a lad gets ‘the nonsense knocked out of him’, learns to smoke and drink and swear, and copulate in passages after the cinema or a dance; wears overalls, leaves work at half-past five each night, quarrels more often with his father than he likes to remember afterwards—and so on.


When he was twenty he was an apprentice pattern-maker: he was engaged to Marion Shaw, a north-country girl. During the war of 1914–18 he broke his apprenticeship and ran away to sea, ostensibly for better money. It was the first and last revolt of the poet and vagabond in him, the last assertion of the boy who could not grow up: he played truant from his apprenticeship and his girl and his life, and ran like a trapped deer for the open sea. There he found himself, and there finally he lost himself. There, like the Scholar Gipsy, he understood the prime secret of life, and that it is one alone, and evermore shall be so: but unlike the Scholar Gipsy he returned after a few years to the world of men. He was a junior engineer. He studied a little, but he was at once too wise and too foolish to lay down his life for advancement. Without knowing it, he had eyes that could read in books not made with paper and ink.


Marion couldn’t entirely understand her lover. She admired, and even worshipped his intelligence, his political awareness, his magnificent phrase-making, his God’s eye view of history and humanity: she was touched by his tenderness: she was exasperated and humiliated by his coarse jokes and language, yet often had to laugh in spite of herself. She sensed a certain bigness, generosity, in him: yet she couldn’t help noticing that he had no tact, that he was often slow-witted, that he never made the best worldly use of opportunities, that his generosity ran to thriftlessness, that while he was enlarging on his own smartness he would never notice anybody stealing his watch: spiritually his eyes were never off himself, he was always planning to shine and show off, and be a peacock, and he often told the same stories twice to the same people. ‘He’ll never get on’ she sometimes thought with apprehension. He assumed without question that he was the brains of the partnership, and for years Marion believed it. But she herself had an instinct for living, for winning her way, for getting her share, for soft-soaping the right people, for pulling a home together, which he completely lacked. Both of them were impressed, over-impressed, by money and pretensions. John, for all his revolutionary hot air, felt an inward sinking when he came in contact with bosses, or people with cars, expensive fountain-pens, and solid gold watches. Before pompous, gilded monkeys, he abased himself as before God. Marion, all her life, feared and venerated doctors, who were to her a species above human. A rooted inferiority complex was in them both.


The engagement, though John had gone to sea, was not broken, but the war broke up all other plans. John, in the merchant navy, was swept all over the surface of the earth. Marion followed his course in the shipping information which she was able to pick up from time to time from local sources. She never had much more knowledge of his whereabouts than an intelligent guess. He was home for three weeks in 1917, during the summer: the war had a catalytic effect on their emotions, they married in the first week and honeymooned (at Marion’s home, and without money) in the remaining two; fourteen days after the wedding, John rejoined his ship and put to sea. They had consummated the wedding, Marion was pregnant.


These two human beings who had united their lives were very different from each other: perhaps they had little more in common than the tender passion which makes youth the loveliest of all things the heart can know, and the ability to see each other as they were not. Marion had, as you and I have, two lives, an external, real one, and an interior life of dreams and wishes. But she was not a sentimentalist, at least not after John’s naïve style. Her real life now was a transitional stage between girlhood and wifehood. It was an affair of changing relationships with her parents, in whose house she conceived and bore her first child: it was an affair of scheming to do more than money allowed, of watching the windows of second-hand shops. It was a matter of the household tasks she had done from her girlhood, washing and drying crockery, cleaning brasses, till her pregnancy became too advanced for these. Meanwhile her wish-life was very closely related to this reality; she saw herself and John happy in a ‘small, comfortable modern house’, with electric light and hot and cold water. John should earn five, or even six pounds a week. There would be a garden, with a patch of lawn, and a lilac tree, and there would be a front room, very nicely furnished, where guests could be taken to play the piano and sing or talk or play cards. There would be no brasswork in the house, but there should be very good china, and cutlery. In summer they would have salads in a cut glass bowl she had seen in Shillitoe’s window, or one very like it. She, Marion, would wear pleasant, neat dresses, dark because she looked slight and graceful in a dark dress. John must be taught to comb his hair straight back, and not to pick his nose. When they could afford it, they would buy a little car, or at least a motor-cycle and sidecar. And the children would go to a good school. She would stand at the gate each morning and wave to them as they went off on their way to school. (And so she did, but it was not all as she had imagined.)


Her child was a girl, born in the spring of 1918, when the Germans launched their last great, confident offensive: no one realized then that all the misery would be over before the end of the year, except for tears that none could wipe away. John, away in Chinese waters, wondered if somewhere in that unreal island on the other side of the world a new life had flowered, sprung from his youth. It was a very difficult and painful birth; Marion suffered shocking agonies, worse than she had ever dreamed of. A trained nurse had to be engaged. Marion’s family helped, so far as they could, to meet the cost, the remainder came out of the tiny sum which John had banked in both their names, for the future home. John’s own family kept their distance at this time, which afforded an initial reason for the rift which later developed, and lasted a lifetime, between Marion and her husband’s people. Marion, in the years that came, forced John on to her side, though his sympathies were always divided: the children too, in the future, only saw Marion’s side of the question.


John also had his two lives, corresponding more closely to the conventional division of body and soul. His body entered into the normal relations with reality, worked for a living, etc., drank, and slept, and committed itself to marriage and all the interlocking social contracts that tie an individual in the repressive structure of civilization. His soul was doubtful, and watched this progress anxiously. It seemed a soul that had not entirely shed its wings: wild impulses of escape throbbed in it as it watched the fetters accumulate. John had long day-dreams about a different, freer sort of life altogether; he dreamed of being a carefree, moneyless vagabond, taking his way gladly and easily through life and through the world, wandering in hot, beautiful countries beyond Gibraltar, beyond Singapore. He longed to brush away on one side all the petty claims of civilization, even the claims of love, and be just himself, alone, no doubt,—hungry, probably—but undomesticated, unbroken, still keeping his happy wonder at the novelty and beauty of life, obeying no laws because he had no impulse to disobey—to wander till he died, having gladly and deliberately given up much comfort, in return for which he had had life. His eyes were always about him, whether on the round blue sea or on the tropical ports whose stink did not make them any less celestial and brilliant. His soul lived avidly, its lips were thirsty for free living: his soul would even have forgone love for freedom. Sometimes when his ship touched port he went ashore with the other engineers and got drunk with them: but in the overture to drunkenness, though he laughed and was as obscene as any, and told the best story of the night, his soul sat somewhat doubtfully on the outside edge of things, wondering. And often that dubious soul took him ashore alone, and led him, wondering, through fantastic, vivid tropical streets, turned his eyes to the rickshaw-boys, and the strange mementoes of old ways very different from those of the West; and he wandered, fascinated, teased out of thought by the marvel of these different lives, and longed to live them all, to be the smart native policeman, the cadging shoe-black, the old wrinkled woman selling pomegranates, and even the lean yellow dog stretched sleeping in the sun. Odd lines of Kipling’s remained unforgettably in his mind.


On board ship, he delighted in the smartness of his cabin, a little world all his own; it was the cleanest, brightest, most ship-shape cabin on board. He made also a one-stringed fiddle, and taught himself to play, usually sentimental tunes of the late nineteenth century—but sometimes an impulse to creation blazed up in his heart, and his nervous fingers fumbling, improvising, along the string—some tune that should be the very voice of his heart, he knew not what, would come forth—only it never did. That heart was not articulate. It never contrived to put its urgent message into music, and the improvisation died away or lost itself in some clumsy pastiche of tunes he knew.


But he was glad to get home: Kitty, his little daughter, was nearly a year old when he first saw her. She had been weaned, and had several teeth.


When their dreams were reduced to reality, there were discrepancies, Marion’s ‘comfortable modern home’ was what they called a ‘sham four’. You know the term: a kitchen and a scullery downstairs, and two small bedrooms upstairs. The ceilings were stained with damp, or faulty plaster. Elizabeth told me that one of the great mysteries of her young life was connected with stains on the ceiling—she had heard Mother surmise that the stains on the downstairs ceilings might have been caused by the previous tenants upsetting their chamber pots: but Elizabeth did not fully grasp the theory, thought it referred to the bedroom ceilings, and used to ponder, night after night as she lay in bed looking at the ceiling, how the stuff got up there: she imagined wild acrobatic frenzies.


And in the sham-four was neither electric light nor hot water.


The world after the war was not kind to John’s inferiority complex. Wherever he went, there seemed to be people with a better right than he to be there. He had forfeited his priority at his trade, by breaking his apprenticeship, and there was nothing else he knew. He would even have gone back to the sea (in spite of Marion’s opposition) but there was no ship for him. The local engineering shops were filled with men who had stuck to their jobs throughout the war. Further, among his competitors for jobs were men who had joined the Army, and had been through Ypres, Mons, Vimy and Passchendaele: if society felt any obligation at all (one doubts it) it was to these. Finally, for all his considerable aptitude, John was not so good at any particular job as the man who had stuck steadily to it. His father told him once that Jack of All Trades was master of none: which everybody knows, but it doesn’t help much.


So all the time the little household of John, Marion and Kitty Pascoe flourished as a flower flourishes whose roots are in sawdust. It was a lean, stringy, pale household, where it was hard merely to find pennies for the gas-meter. Their furniture, little as they had, was to the last degree cheap and shoddy, and even so, it wasn’t paid for. No need to dwell on it, as it is the common case of half the population of England. Fifty per cent of us can’t really afford to live nowadays: with every breath we are living beyond our means. And, trapped down there in the cellar of civilization, dog eats dog and rat eats rat.


I mean, for example, that the benevolent people who supplied the Pascoes with furniture on a system of deferred payments, were waiting every week for their money. These philanthropists—one doesn’t blame them, they had to live, no doubt—seeing in John and Marion two inexperienced seafarers steering their flimsy craft over the ocean of life, had hastened to show them what tackle was necessary, and to supply it, asking no more than two or three times its value for their services, and the privilege of paying weekly. There was a high chair and a pram for fair-haired little Kitty, and of course a tiny wooden chair with a hole in the seat—indispensable where there are babies, Mrs. Pascoe. And while Marion still thrilled to be Mrs. Pascoe instead of Miss Shaw, the tradesman added ten per cent for luck. His luck. There was a carpet which the salesman persuaded Marion was just what she had always wanted, and when she got it home—carried the damned thing herself—she did not dare to admit to herself that it was shoddy, and the flowered pattern hideous: to her, till it wore right out, it had to be the ‘lovely carpet’ which the counter-rat had called it. However, it wasn’t long wearing out. Paying for it took much more time. The bed (one only), the table and chairs, the curtains, which all had to be the cheapest in the shop because the couple were so poor, were shoddy and flashy and frail: and yet, before the paying was done they had cost far more than good articles. But there was no alternative.


Work grew scarcer. John got odd days here and there, labouring, and one day went to a wealthy landowner’s estate trimming overgrown trees. Odd catchwork with nothing permanent about it. Every day the Pascoes sank deeper into extreme poverty.


At last, in sheer desperation, John walked—he could not afford ’bus fares—from one town to another, between Bradford, Leeds, Keighley, Doncaster, Thorne and Goole, seeking work. Where he was lucky enough to get a few days’ work, he sent the money home to Marion, who bought necessities for Kitty and nothing for herself—but paid the rent. While John was away, the philanthropist who had supplied the high chair came and took it back, there having been no payment on it for five weeks: and he swore at the defaulting customer, for her breach of faith, and for the wear and tear which Kitty had inflicted on it. He had already had something like twice the value of the chair, which might have eased his pain. When John returned home again, Marion told him the story with even more colour than life, for even so early she had a tendency to pep up the truth. (‘Mam doesn’t romance: she improves the facts’ John used to say, long after: Marion hated the phrase). John, driven beyond control by the cruelty and injustice of it, and that Marion had been molested behind his back, called on the philanthropist, and knocked him down in the front of his shop. The police took notice of the incident, but the philanthropist was not anxious for that kind of advertisement, and would not proceed with the case.


John next persuaded the local greengrocer to give him a couple of bacon-boxes, ostensibly for fuel, and he made Kitty a high chair himself. This was the first bit of bacon-box furniture the Pascoes possessed. Later they had much more, and John developed special technique for tea-chests. He considered it a failure on his part if he had to buy wood, but if this must be done—for ornamental furniture—he loved to buy mahogany, or to disguise deal as mahogany with permanganate of potash). Kitty’s bacon-box chair was better than the one the philanthropist had reclaimed. In style, if anything, it was Baroque, perhaps with the intention of disguising the origin of the material. There was a deal of elaborate, flamboyant detail. John believed firmly, to the end of his life, that beauty was synonymous with ornament.


Her name was inlaid in letters of sycamore on the tray which was to support her food: no-one would have dreamed that the whole contraption was a bacon-box. The lettering was the most ornate John could devise, but was really not beautiful—
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or something of the kind, I forget the individual flourishes. But she never read it.


Shortly after Christmas (they bought a Christmas-tree for ninepence, a lopsided thing with about four branches: it was for Kitty. No presents on it, but some slightly tarnished ornaments from Marion’s home, where they were kept in a cracker-box all the year round) John heard of a ship leaving Grimsby, with an old acquaintance of his as Chief Engineer. He went there immediately, was signed on as fourth engineer, wired goodbye to Marion, and sailed the same night.


A week later, Kitty took diphtheria, and died in the local sanatorium. Marion was thus, very suddenly, alone in the house. John’s chair, and the high-chair, were both vacant when she sat down at table to eat. However, she did this rarely. She spent her time between her mother’s home and her own, which she would not give up for all the urging. When she came back in the evening to her own empty house, she used to stand for a long time touching the high-chair which had been made by John for Kitty. In that way, amongst others, Marion Shaw became Mrs. Pascoe.


All her life she never lost the vivid memory of her first child. Kitty was the pattern with which she compared her later children. At all their baby actions her mind flew back to Kitty. Years after, when David was a baby, she used to lean over his cradle and call John’s attention—‘Look how he’s screwing his little eyes up at me, just like Kitty used to do’. John forgot his first child, but Marion never did. She had always three children, not two. Though Kitty had only visited them, as it were, for two-and-a-half years, her mother never forgot. Kitty grew no older, but could never die. Hence Elizabeth ate her baby food, her milk and rusks, sitting in a high chair with the name ‘Kitty’ inlaid in the tray.



















FOUR





At the time of Kitty’s death, Marion was already pregnant, though she did not know it till a week after the funeral. Elizabeth was born in July 1921, on one of the hottest days of the year. Dr. Mackridge delivered the child, and warned John, who was home again, that it would be dangerous for Marion to have any more children, at any rate for a long time. During her pregnancy Marion had not been well fed, so that from that time onward her teeth became carious. Elizabeth’s teeth also suffered: though they were not malformed, they needed constant attention when she grew up, as they were readily subject to decay.


From Elizabeth’s birth, John never went to sea again. He was harnessed for life. But the sea, where he had passed his young, free, happy days, stayed in his mind. His body might be standing, years after, in the kitchen at Polpryn, washing the dishes—his soul (and this was why the dish water grew cold) was stepping off the gangway at Durban, or Cape Town, or visiting Civita Vecchia, Archangel, San Francisco, Alexandria, Bombay, Le Havre, or Suez. He had seen them all, and many, many more—Hong Kong, Sydney, Freetown, Calcutta, but he never saw them again. He went no more a-roving.


For a long time Marion was too weak to leave her bed, or to nurse Elizabeth. John’s life became domestic, when he was in the house. He took any work he could get, bill-posting, chimney-sweeping, occasional gardening, but still was out of work more than half the time. Elizabeth could remember the time when John and two or three collaborators scraped up money enough to start a small joiner’s and cabinet-maker’s shop, and John took her to see the lathe and the fine machinery, and smell the sawdust and shavings. John talked cheerfully about being one’s own master. But that failed, like most other things. There seemed years of failure, from Elizabeth’s birth till she was nine or ten.


In the house John was always busy, particularly after Elizabeth’s birth. At sea he always had a book ready for his leisure, but now he had no leisure, not even to read his daily paper. Perhaps he was cooking over the gas-ring, or mixing Elizabeth’s baby-food; if not that, washing dishes, or repairing his boots with odd bits of leather bought ‘cheap-like’; or at his bacon-orange-box, tea-chest joinery, planing up a bit of wood to be set aside as part of a cot for Elizabeth.


Days of poverty and hunger were not as dark as they sound. The home was, at any rate, a little universe, self-complete. There was a hearth and a fire, there was a door to close against the wind and the world: there was a baby, and its mother and father. Even the most ostentatious establishments don’t amount to much more.


Marion’s mother visited them every day. She thought the world of John, because he was like herself, honest, kind, and the, sort of man ‘who would never get on’. She looked after the baby—not to Marion’s satisfaction—instructions continually flowed from the bedroom. She was very fond of beer, and used to bring a drink in every night for John and herself. She also brought potatoes, eggs, butter, etc., when she could get them. Two dainties which appealed to her particularly were a cowheel, and a pig’s nose. Sounds curious, but true.


‘Marion’, John used to say, ‘your Ma’s been an angel to us’; Marion would wince, because she hated the sound of ‘Ma’.


When John got home in the evening, generally his mother-in-law had something on the table for him to eat, and a glass of beer to go with it: and she would be by the fire, with little Elizabeth on her knees, dusting the baby’s bottom with Fuller’s Earth. There were a few things to be done, the table to clear after the evening meal, and the crockery to wash. These done, and Elizabeth given her bottle, the two would sit by the fire, enjoying the warmth, peace, and relaxation, the room lit only by the firelight. Usually, John went to the cupboard, some time during the evening, and took down from the top shelf a long, narrow bag, laced at one end, and made of strong green cloth which had once been a port hole curtain.


Opening the laces, he would slide from the bag his home-made one-string fiddle, which came forth, box end first, like a cobra sloughing its skin. In the bag was also a bow, and a lump of resin.


It’s no use saying the tone of the thing was pleasant, except to a trained ear. The fiddle had none of the sonority of a violin: it had, in fact, a thin, piping wail. To John’s ear it was rich, plaintive and evocative. After a stroke or so of the bow, to savour the tone, he would begin to play, his left hand sliding and quivering the whole length of the finger-board. He gripped the box-apparatus between his knees, rested the head of the shaft on his shoulder, and bowed it like a ’cello. The voice of the fiddle was unutterably, unbearably sad—sadder, the gayer the tune. It was so damned thin and keening. It was a comment on the aspect of life. It was like that Banjo of Kipling’s:—






‘And the tunes that mean so much to you alone


Common tunes that make you choke and blow your nose,


Vulgar tunes that bring the laugh that brings the groan,


I can rip your very heartstrings out with those.’








He used to play quietly, so as not to wake Elizabeth: that thin, heartbreaking little voice would sing through the four rooms, sometimes loud enough to call Marion’s attention to her husband’s skill, and please her with the music. John could not hear the worlds of sadness in the voice of the thing. His mother-in-law sat opposite him, in the uncertain firelight which gleamed on the rim of her glasses, gazing at him with supreme content as he played. Her wrinkled hands were folded in her lap.


And the fiddle, whether he knew it or not, told the story of his heart: all the long-forgotten childhood yearnings, the hopes that died of disappointment, the griefs that wept themselves to sleep, the tears that were not wiped away, the important questions that simply were not answered. His eyes on the fire, and an absorbed frown on his face, with sometimes a fake note, and generally a slur, with the quivering throb which he later loved in a Wurlitzer organ, John the Rover ceased from roving, played himself over the sea and over the years. Not sad tunes, but often songs which had been popular, and which he and Marion had sung in their earlier days:


‘Down in Virginia’, ‘Beautiful Ohio’, ‘Asleep in the Deep’, ‘Golden Dreamboat’, ‘By the Blue Lagoon’, ‘Little Dolly Daydream’, ‘Bedouin Love Song’, ‘Thy Sentinel am I’, ‘The Bandolero’, ‘The Star of Bethlehem’, ‘Daddy’, ‘Lily of Laguna’, ‘Barcarolle’ (Hoffmann). And then he put away his fiddle in its green bag, shared with his mother-in-law whatever beer was left in the bottle, and went with her ‘as far as the ’bus stop’. She wore a little black coat which she seemed to have had all her life, and a black hat with a spray of cherries in the band—she pinned it to her thick white hair with a dangerous hatpin. Happy those early days, no matter that food and money and coal were scarce.


The cot where Elizabeth slept was intended to rock, or swing on two pivots, and thus lull her to sleep; but every time it rocked, it squeaked loudly, so finally it had to be fixed so that it couldn’t swing. John was short of material when he made it, and this scarcity imposed an austerity on his design which was entirely good. But in one respect he would not be denied; he soaked it with Permanganate of Potash, and disguised it as mahogany. The cot stood beside the parents’ bed for some months, till Marion had completely recovered, and then—with misgivings, but Dr. Mackridge advised it—was moved into the empty bedroom. Elizabeth, from the first, gave evidence of having inherited her father’s wanderlust; from little more than two years of age she was very migratory, particularly when she had been put to bed; at any time up to midnight she was more or less ubiquitous. To restrain this tendency John devised a net of stout cords, which was fastened down over the cot and tied down at the corners every night. It was certainly one way of dealing with the problem, but I doubt if it was the best. Because of the unspeakable distress which Elizabeth expressed each night when John thus reticulated her, the net was known as the ‘Howling Net’. But after some experiment, Elizabeth found that nature had anticipated the emergency, and she could eat her way out by biting the net: she celebrated the discovery by appearing nocturnally on the darkling landing at the top of the stairs (wearing her nightgown and her mother’s hat) suggesting a ‘ta-ta’.


At her best (John used to say) Elizabeth was capable of biting through any existing cord-net within seven-and-a-half minutes. The logical answer, I suppose, would have been wire netting: Elizabeth and I agree it would be as well if parents were always clear about whether they want to keep children or chickens.


A black box used to stand by the cot. Elizabeth, after biting a hole large enough for her body, rolled out of the cot onto the box, and thence to the floor. The only sounds involved in the manoeuvre were two decisive thumps. Marion learned to detect these sounds above chatter, music, or any noise that might be going on downstairs.


During her long illness, Marion had formulated some standards of the home she wanted, differing entirely from the one she had got. To her, the most complete means of self-expression was in the making of a home: she had the building instinct of a beaver.


Both she and John were a little inhibited sexually, and kept their ecstasies for night and the bedroom. They didn’t base their lives on their orgasms, as I would, and were not entirely in sympathy by day. They didn’t trust their love far enough. By day, John day-dreamed of Trinidad or Honolulu, Marion of willow-pattern plates. Which brings me back to what I meant to say two paragraphs ago.


*


Marion’s creed was something like this:




There shall be no brass in my house: it takes too much cleaning.


My furniture shall be solid: if too heavy to move, it shall be such as can be swept under.


There shall be no crevices, mouldings, or embossings to collect dust.


Carpets and wallpapers shall have a small pattern or no pattern at all.


Everything shall be simple, solid, plain and clean.


Useless articles shall not (because they may look pretty) be tolerated.





Unfortunately, by the time Marion had reached these conclusions, John and her mother, shaping the home while she lay in bed, had developed it in the opposite direction. For example, John had found in a lumber room in his parents’ home an old clock, more than a century old: it had brass weights and pendulum, brass chain and hands, and a yellowed vellum face. He dismantled and cleaned it, and made it go, and when Marion came downstairs it was tick-tocking on the wall, the reflected sunlight dancing from the pendulum-bob. He had also found some brasswork for the hearth, and on the mantelpiece he had set a remarkably ornate brass candlestick which, one bibulous night years ago, he had stolen from a cabaret in Marseilles. And he had made a mahogany (genuine mahogany) table, a tiny, slight thing with slender arched legs, and on this table stood a healthy aspidistra. Marion’s resolutions were checked. Even apart from hurting John’s feelings, you couldn’t throw everything out into the yard, the house would be as bare as a barn—or a cupboard, rather, considering its scale.


Work became better. Till Elizabeth was six or seven, John followed his trade, working fairly regularly for about two pounds ten a week. The Pascoes did not feel poor: Elizabeth had no unwelcome recollections of that period. Marion’s mother, who never could give them enough, sent them her piano; a stack of tattered music accumulated, all at a certain level of taste: ‘Le Poète Mourant’, ‘Rustle of Spring’, ‘The Robin’s Return’, ‘Narcissus’, ‘Warblings of Eve’, ‘Sobre Las Olas’, and ‘Blaze Away’. While Marion played these, John felt his way into the tune and played the melody earnestly on his one-string fiddle. He never got the time quite right, or else it was Marion who didn’t accord—from time to time they would stop to contest this point, but no improvement ever occurred. Elizabeth, having been trained to this sort of thing, had an instinctive faculty of accommodation adjustment, and in fact, felt it to be natural for fiddle and piano to be slightly at odds.


The fiddle was heard less and less as she grew older, till at last it became just a childhood memory, associated with a grown-up world which she didn’t understand, and with many often-played tunes whose names she didn’t know. The thought of the fiddle, when she was grown-up, brought back also the vibrations of the piano, dulled by the intervening ceiling and the pillow on which her ear was pressed. It brought back also that adult world which went on long after bed time, and was still bright, warm and cheerful when she, Elizabeth, had been asleep for hours. Creeping disobediently out of bed, she had on several occasions glimpsed that adult world, from the foot of the stairs, and once even been brought up, in her nightgown, to the supper table; so she knew just what the living room looked like when Mam and Dad ‘had friends in’, and there was tobacco-smoke, a bright fire, a clean table-cloth, music, talk, deep voices, laughter, and the scrape of chairs being pulled up to the table.


When Elizabeth was six or seven, the Pascoes left the North and went back to John’s own country, West Cornwall, where John had obtained work as a ’bus conductor in West Cornwall Services. They took a small house at Polpryn, and the furniture followed them at intervals across England, according to how much carriage they could pay. It took the piano two years to make the distance.
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