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Chapter One


Shirley





THE part of Derbyshire which centres round the Peak is like the boss of a shield. Dovedale must be included in the circumference of this Omphalos of England; and with some largess of extension, like the elaborate margin of a Homeric shield, the little pastoral villages around the country-town of Ashbourne might be regarded as coming into this formidable circle.


Swift and furious are the waters of the Dove; and rough and wild are the rocks and shallows, the rapids and the falls over which its rain-swollen torrents run. The steep and very often cavernous precipices that mount up on both sides of this swift stream, a stream that might be compared to a falcon in dove’s feathers, arrive at a greater measure of the tremendous and the awe-inspiring than the comparatively confined limits of this particular stretch of scenery might at first glance have seemed to imply.


At any rate to the eyes of a small child the rocky valley of the Dove was nothing short of a Tremendum Mysterium. One of my earliest memories was the dim feeling of immensity produced by that grassy hill—to my mind now, for I have not seen it for more than fifty years, resembling a conical tumulus—which rose, and I presume rises still, in the neighbourhood of Dovedale. How magically sagacious is childhood in its power of arriving at boundless effects through insignificant means! For though this eminence—and its name was Mount Cloud—can certainly have been no towering Alp it will always remain to me synonymous with sublimity. Many aspects of children’s days are silly enough; but how often the whole course of our subsequent history becomes an attempt to regain this sorcery, this power of finding the infinitely great in the materially small!


Since the overwhelmingly larger number of the things that come back to me from those early years are shameful, destructive, and grotesque, I am inclined to make the utmost of the one solitary constructive activity I can remember, which was a passion for erecting, at the edge of the shrubbery by the drive, numerous replicas of “Mount Cloud,” composed of damp earth-mould covered over with moss.


It is a criminal blunder of our maturer years that we so tamely, and without frantic and habitual struggles to retain it, allow the ecstasy of the unbounded to slip away out of our lives. Another idolatrous fetish that became a medium for an oceanic in-pouring of this “unbounded” and has left an even greater dent in my mind than the construction of all those microcosmic “Mount Clouds” was a wooden axe made for me by my father out of the trunk of an ancient laurel-bush. Well do I remember the cutting of those laurels from which this enchanter’s weapon fell into my hands. I had been absorbed all the morning in the most wicked pleasure then known to me, although not the wickedest possible to me, of transferring tadpoles from the pond in the field to the puddles left by the rain at the side of the drive. Now my father always followed, in all moral and casuistical problems, certain primitive rules that had descended to him from his father: such as, for instance, when you took birds’ eggs out of a nest, to add to your collection, always to leave two; or when you caught a fish with a hook never to let it remain flapping and gasping on the bank, but always to put it out of its misery.


But that an offspring of his should derive God knows what perverse satisfaction from taking the inhabitants—luckily tadpoles were all the little boy could catch—of a dark, cool, deep pond and placing them in shallow puddles, was something so outside his experience that he had no mandate on the matter. It was therefore the merest coincidence that by noon that day, when he had so strewn the paths of the little spinney at the end of the garden with cloven laurel-boughs that a sweet savour of aromatic wood, in this cruel hewing and wounding, was carried across the lawn, my father should have been moved by a natural desire that his son should behold these deeds of devastation and glory in his begetter’s skill and strength.


Thus the tall figure of the Vicar of Shirley, in black trousers and grey flannel shirt-sleeves, might have been seen that day dragging his protesting son away from his puddle-colonies and conveying him by force to his own devastated spinney. Oh, how hard it is to live in Arcadia and not meddle with some species or other of autochthonous aboriginals! But aye! that axe of laurel, whose blade and handle were both of the same sweet-smelling wood, and from whose whole entity emanated such a glamour of fairy-story enchantment, that long after, when I was a boy with catapult, butterfly-net and fishing-rod, it often used to come over me that I had lost—for ever and for ever lost—a mystery that would have guarded me all my days. To get back that laurel-axe from that garden spinney at Shirley would now be to get back the full magic power of that timeless fetish-worship by the strength of which the quaintest, most ordinary object—a tree-stump, a pile of stones, a pool by the roadside, an ancient chimney-stack—can become an Ark of the Covenant, evocative of the music of the spheres!


The country immediately round Shirley was pastoral and undulating, not wild or terrific like that Vale of the Dove. At the same time it was as far removed from any influence of town or city as if it had been “among the furthest Hebrides.” The little village of Shirley was reached by a narrow lane leading due East, if I am not mistaken, out of the broad highway that ran between Ashbourne and Derby, and it lay, so I have always imagined, just about the point where Charles Stuart’s army of picturesque rebels turned back to Scotland, back to their lamentable defeat at Culloden, in place of advancing boldly upon London.


Between the Derby Road and the Vicarage drive-gate, for our house was the first human dwelling reached by this lane, grew a tall pine-tree, one of the sort which my father was in the habit of teaching us to call “Scotch Firs.” Near this tree, which offered an appropriate objective to many a nursery walk, was a small stile, leading by a short-cut across the fields to the historic highway, as it swept on, where the Highlanders had relucted to follow it, towards the valley-built town of Ash bourne.


Our house itself, as I recall it now, was a square whitish-yellow building surrounded by shrubberies and closely-mown grass. It was comfortable, rather than pretentious, but in the light of later acquired feelings about such contrasts, it was an absurdly big place to house a man in, even a man who was the father, as he became before we left, of five children—considering that the village, of which he was the parish priest, never in his time exceeded two hundred souls.


Since I was born here, and lived here till I was seven, it is singular that I have absolutely no recollection of the parish church. As far as my memory goes my father might have been a tall, powerful man in black clothes who did nothing but trim laurel-bushes, traverse hills, valleys, woods, lanes, spinneys, copses, at an incredible speed, and tell my two brothers and me, as we sat beside him after tea on the dining-room sofa, an interminable story about two mythic personages called Giant Grumble and Fairy Sprightly. All I can remember now of this never-completed tale was that its villain, the devil of the piece, was always a scientific pedant, called by the narrator “the Professor,” whose sinister activities required all the arts of both Giant and Fairy to circumvent and neutralize.


But although my father’s labours as a parish priest and indeed every image connected with the little grey church in the midst of the village about half a mile away have been completely obliterated by time, the lineaments of the man himself come back to me as vividly from that early time as they do from all the later periods of my life. Enormous emotional and magnetic explosiveness, held rigidly under an almost military control, was the most characteristic thing that emanated from Charles Francis Powys. Born at Stalbridge Rectory in Dorset he had imbibed from his Wessex childhood certain West Country words and intonations which he would occasionally make use of, not so much in moments of excitement as upon occasions when solemn or poetical issues were involved. The greatness of my father as a personality was first manifested to me not as a priest, not even as a trimmer of laurels, but as the possessor of boots with enormously thick soles. If I could capture now the real significance of the soles of my father’s boots I should be master of one of the great clues to the secret of the cosmos. Was it purely a matter of the wonder of contrasted size—the difference between the thickness of my boots and those of my father—that so enraptured me? No, there was something else! Those great boot-soles as I saw them in a row in a little back room near the kitchen must, I really believe, have become significant to me, in that mysterious way in which all through my life certain inanimate objects have become significant, by gathering into themselves that element in life that might be called inscrutable ecstasy.


Even when I think of my father’s boot-soles in these days, when I am nearly thirty years older than he was then, I am conscious of some wonderful secret of happiness. This secret I have clutched at again and again, but always just missed it. Is it some very ancient magical formula that revives in me? Is it some subconscious awareness of all the Derbyshire mud and Derbyshire moss and grass and rubble that those thick soles had trodden upon? No! The stimulus that my imagination drew from my father’s boot-soles, the thrill of psychic release and mysterious joy that I experience even now when I think of them in a certain way, have nothing in the least to do with what the man stepped on as he walked over hill and dale. They have to do, these feelings, with that under-tide of life-reaction which by degrees reveals, to a mind that learns to watch for its revelations, a secret of awareness which cannot be overrated. The fact that they were boot-soles, and their raison d’être the pressure of the earth under the legs of a man of my father’s volcanic intensity of earth-feeling, is doubtless a significant symbol, but it by no means explains this singular childish emotion nor the yet more mysterious sense of something “far more deeply interfused” which still tantalizes me in regard to it.


My earliest impulses of a morbid or anti-social kind must belong to my third year of life upon this freak-bearing planet. I recollect very clearly the panic I felt when, playing the role of a hangman with the great bell-rope—I suppose it originally was used to summon people from garden or stable—that hung in the passage at the top of the stairs, I remarked that my brother Littleton’s face had suddenly assumed a swollen and purple aspect. My screams brought assistance quickly enough and no doubt I was soundly slapped; but it is the terror of having gone too far in a life-and-death game that remained in my mind. The punishment left no memory.


My father must have been totally devoid of the least trace of sadism—that aberration of which I was doomed as I grew older to become so fatally familiar—for the only way he ever punished us, me and my two brothers, was by suddenly and without a second’s warning, giving us one single rather violent box on the ear, the kind of blow that the Dorset labourers in his own childhood would have described as “a clip over the ear-hole.”


That there is a vast chaotic element in life must be admitted, and that one of the most powerful among the Immortals who preside over our fortunes is the great Goddess Chance cannot be denied, but there is also a curious pressure among the experiences that befall us, experiences that our character moulds in their occasion, which, for all this play of Chance, has an underlying tendency, a verifiable direction, a motion, a drive, through all the twists and turns of accident, towards some implied fulfilment in accordance with some deeply-involved entelechy.


In the light of what I am now at sixty, taking this ambiguous “what I am” as an entirely subjective vision—for who with all his efforts can see himself objectively—such a destined direction, steered by the interior life-urge in its moulding of circumstance, takes the form of a half-conscious self-creation. And what shape, as I regard myself now, myself and what I have come to call my life-illusion, does this character-destiny assume? Unless all my self-analysis is superficial it assumes the shape of a compound, less self-contradictory than it used to be, but not even yet entirely harmonized, of five rather discordant elements. I will name them in the order in which, at the present moment, I feel them to be more or less dominant. They resolve themselves into—a desire to enjoy the Cosmos, a desire to appease my Conscience, a desire to play the part of a Magician, a desire to play the part of a Helper, and finally a desire to satisfy my Viciousness.


Now it is clear that among the other four only the Magician-wish really lent itself, and that not altogether, to an enjoyment, half-mystical and half-sensual, of this bewildering Universe. For by degrees I discovered that the kind of enjoyment of life I wanted was what might be called an imaginative sensuality, a sensuality that required for its satisfaction a fluctuating margin of vague memory, of memory that, as I was dimly aware of it, seemed to recede, if I may say so, into the human lives that went before me, lives that had experienced the same feelings I was experiencing, only in an unrealizable past. Now it will be clear, I think, that the desire to be a Magician, that is to say to exercise a certain supernatural control over my destiny and that of others, did not completely coincide with the pure, unadulterated enjoyment of sensuous feelings surrounded by an aura of obscure memories. Sometimes it coincided with the cult of such feelings; but sometimes, especially in hard times, it derived an independent pleasure of its own from a certain attitude of formidable and stoical endurance. And if the rôle of a Magician—with its implication of personal pride—did not always harmonize with the imaginative sensuality that was my dominant urge, the remaining elements fell often into disturbing conflict with it.


Conscience for instance! I cannot remember a time when Conscience was not a trouble to me, ordering me to do what I didn’t want to do and to refrain from doing what I wanted to do. In fact it may be said at once that the grand struggle of my life has been between my Conscience and my impulse to live a life made up solely and entirely of sensual-mystical sensations.


I indicate my desire to play the part of a Helper as something distinct from Conscience, not only because it has often happened that this desire has conflicted with the more humdrum mandates of Conscience, but because it would undoubtedly have been strongly operative in me—by reason of those imaginative nerves which compel us to identify our own feelings with those of an alien existence, human or otherwise—even had I no Conscience at all.


Clearest of all, I fancy, to understand is the difficulty I have had in harmonizing my Viciousness with a life of sensuous contemplation. It is unfortunately evident enough that any sort of Viciousness, by the mere fact of its insatiable exclusiveness and savage intensity, militates against any subtler, more continuous, more comprehensive form of happiness.


Without any question, from earliest childhood up to the present hour, my dominant vice has been the most dangerous of all vices. I refer to Sadism. I cannot remember a time—so early did this tendency show itself—when sadistic thoughts and images did not disturb and intoxicate me. One of my picture-books, when I could not have been more than three years old, contained a picture of an eagle seizing upon a lamb; and from the age of three, that is to say from the year —for I was born in —till about the year , when I was fifty, this deadly vice transported and obsessed me. As a boy and as a young man it had greediness for its rival, and much longer than that it had a more normal, though never altogether normal, attraction to young women as its companion-vice; but it was not till I was fifty; and that date remains very clear in my mind, that I entirely overcame it. By “overcoming” it I mean never allowing myself to derive pleasure even for a moment in those sadistic thoughts which were my bosom-houris, the attendants at my pillow, for nearly half a century!


For the last ten years my Conscience—finding no doubt the temptation more within its power to resist—has been so rigid with me that it has compelled me even to skip those passages in modern books, and they are many, which play upon the sadistic nerve. I doubt if there is any reader of books in England or America with a more infallible wand than I for detecting the various degrees of sadism in a writer. I could name authors who deliberately indulge themselves in it—and I can catch the precise quiver of the evil nerve as they do so—whereas in Dostoievsky to whom it was obviously a temptation but who, as obviously, completely conquered it, every single trace of it in his books—not excluding “Stavrogin’s Confession,” deleted from The Possessed—has been sublimated and purified by the power of the spirit.


Whatever tricks I may play with my Conscience in other matters, in this matter—just because it is my dominant temptation—I am as honest as the most exacting and super-subtle casuist. I am more than moral in my avoidance of the thing. Even the faintest projection of sadistic pleasure in reading or in writing—not to speak of thinking—is nipped, and nipped rigidly in the bud. In fact it is nipped in its embryo protoplasm, much earlier than any bud! My Conscience in this particular has indeed become so powerful that it has habituated my consciousness to act automatically, until all sadistic situations—that is to say where the practise of cruelty has any “ricochet” of voluptuousness—are mentally expurgated, so to speak, in advance! This does not—any more than with Dostoievsky—mean that I am not “allowed” to write of sadists. What I am not “allowed,” is to write of sadists in such a way as to give to myself, and to other sadists this ambiguous thrill.


There is not one flicker, for instance, of this ambiguous thrill to be derived from A Glastonbury Romance; and yet in this book I describe in detail the pathology of a well-nigh hopeless sadist. But I achieve this—and with infinite care—without once striking the sensitive responsive chord. So inflexible is my Conscience in this matter that I would ten thousand times sooner spoil the “art” of a book by keeping this deadly shiver out of it altogether than run the risk of providing fuel for this sinister flame. In this point I am in complete agreement—and I think Dostoievsky would be too—with the old ladies of the lending-libraries who think that certain modern books come straight from the Devil. The old ladies are not in error. That is precisely whence they come! But except for Dante—where I do detect it—how few of the really great writers have the remotest trace of it! None in Homer, in Aristophanes, in Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides. None in Rabelais, in Montaigne, in Shakespeare, in Cervantes, in Goethe. But the truth of the matter is the general public can be fed with this sweet poison, and enjoy it too, without having the remotest idea as to the devil’s-dam-dugs from which the sweetness comes.


One curious and interesting thing about my moral history is this, that throughout all the fifty years I gave myself up to the pleasure of sadistic thoughts I was intermittently struggling against perfectly legitimate and perfectly commendable sensuality. Since I grew to be fifty I have totally emancipated myself from the unfortunate notion that sensual pleasure as such, or sex pleasure as such, is wrong and I think that if in my youth I had had more completely free love affairs this peculiar viciousness would have had far less influence over me. I don’t say it would not have always been a tendency of mine, for it is quite clearly an inalienable fatality of my nature, but I have always found that by far the best alleviation of my kind of cerebral sadism was to absorb myself in more normal sensuality.


It is therefore a curious thing that while my Conscience—in this matter I think in complete error—forced me to struggle against all sex-pleasure as essentially evil, I was constantly indulging in sadistic thoughts; whereas, when I stopped allowing myself the least flicker of a sadistic thought, I became convinced that every kind of sensual thrill that did not imply cruelty was wholly and entirely justifiable. And that is where I stand to-day. It is not that I ever practised—no! not in the smallest degree—the sadistic actions that I was always thinking about and telling myself stories about. I shall have occasion presently to confess in detail practically every one of my sadistic acts; for they all occurred in my boyhood and they could all be counted on the fingers of my two hands, possibly on those of one hand. No, it is in my thoughts that I have devoured—to dark ecstasy after dark ecstasy—this sweet, abominable Dead-Sea fruit.


“But to whom does that do any harm?”


I will tell you, my cynical friend. You may, if you please, be as uncompromising a believer in destruction and futility as you like, you must nevertheless admit that from any intense and concentrated cult continued night after night and year after year with intense absorption over a long period of time there must emanate magnetic vibrations of some sort permeating the surrounding air and leaving an evil impress that only gradually dies away. Thoughts, as Paracelsus taught, when they are visualized and brooded on for a long while, tend to become entities.


A person with a severe Conscience like mine, and a mind like mine, far too sceptical to be fooled by the dogmas of modern science, naturally relucts at the idea of creating elementals of cruelty and letting them loose on the air.


It is strange to me that I should have lived at Shirley till I was seven, and yet can retain so few recollections of my life during that time. I remember there was some sort of a summer-house in the garden in our day and I recall how once I made a hell-broth in a rusty iron cauldron in this secluded place, mixing in among other ingredients—none of which were as sinister as those mentioned in Macbeth—a little of the urine of both of us. If the most disgusting thing I ever did, or the most resembling the arts of Black Magic, was to mingle my urine in a cauldron with that of my brother Littleton, I have not incurred any very heavy retribution from “the spirits that tend on mortal thoughts”; but it is evident to me that though pushed on to break the routine of decency by mixing my urine with my brother’s I had a reaction against the whole episode; for as it comes back to me now I am conscious of a sort of queer puckering in my mouth and a movement of saliva from one part of it to another which is a sign of a faint “rising of the gorge.”


Our uncle Littleton, my father’s elder brother who was a captain in the army, came to stay with us at Shirley, a dignified, bearded man, with a square forehead. Our notion was that being a soldier he was necessarily braver than other men—braver for instance than Heber Dale, the postman, who was a hydrocephalic dwarf, braver even than “Stephen,” the gardener, who with my father’s help cut and carried the heavy Derbyshire hay in the glebe-field. I recollect well the vicious pleasure I got when seated on his knee in the evening, he permitted me to pound his bearded face with my fists to test the courage of this officer of the Queen.


No, I can remember nothing of the church at the foot of the hill; but of the narrow lane between high hedges leading down to the church I recall to this day, and it is one of my vividest memories, the exultation that poured through me like quicksilver, when walking once a little ahead of the perambulator, which carried my brother Littleton, I turned to the nurse-maid who was pushing it and announced triumphantly that I was “the Lord of Hosts.” A still earlier articulate speech of mine, uttered before I experienced what it felt like to be “the Lord of Hosts,” fell from my lips in our day-nursery, as I sat in my high chair with my brother opposite me and Theodore—the baby then—on the nurse’s lap, had to do with the respective sizes of two crumbs of bread to which I called the attention of the world, indicating that the large crumb was myself and the smaller one Littleton. Thus did the Principle of Relativity present itself to my intelligence.


It can, however, be well believed by any reader who can divine what opposite pole of emotion awaited the swing of a pendulum that could tilt as high as mine did that day in the lane, what an abyss of humiliating terror such an infant was challenging. Most children, as Dickens is always reminding us, are liable to appalling secret terrors. My whole life—yes! up to this very day, when in my hiding-place in the New York hills I recall these things!—has been one long struggle with Fear, self-created fantastical Fear. The shape which this Fear took in those Shirley days was one that has recurred, humorously enough, since I have lived in America, though from the age of seven to the age of fifty I have pretty well escaped it. I mean fear of the police. We had been taken to a private lake in the middle of Osmaston Park, a grand estate which was at that time passing into new hands; and after our picnic in this secluded spot I had flung into the water a considerable-sized dead branch! Oh! how that unfortunate branch—no more really than an old rotten stick—came to torture my mind! One of the grown-up persons of our small picnic party uttered, as foolish grown-up people will, the senseless remark that Johnny had better look out. The police would have him for throwing things into the pretty lake! Alas, poor Johnny! He not only “looked out,” but he looked round, night after night, after night, from his cot opposite Littleton’s cot, thinking to himself:


“They’ll come for me. They’ll come and take me away.”


And such is, as always, the nature of Fear—that Proteus of a million masks—that not a word durst Johnny breathe of all this to a living mortal. Does any “immortal” ear ever listen to the heart’s cry, to the wordless heart’s-pulse cry, of the human soul cherishing in its bosom a Fear it must not reveal? It requires faith to believe it! Certainly when Bishop Ken’s beautiful evening hymn … “Keep me, O keep me, King of Kings, beneath Thine own almighty wings” … was recited over my pillowed head, it brought only a temporary relief from that dark unrevealed, unspoken terror.


Well! Such is the nature of mortal life upon earth. Few of us but have, hidden away deep down in our nerves, some secret Fear which we are not “allowed” to speak of, even to our dearest. I suppose there have been cures by these ambiguous and dangerous psychoanalytical methods; but for myself I am inclined to think that it is better “to leave well,” though it is not exactly well, “alone.” It is certainly alone we are, and must ever be in the last resort; and it seems to me that it is the wisest and safest course to carry our “madness,” our hidden Fear, about with us, and allow it to change, as it will, its outward form according to the age we have reached. The great thing is to have faith in our power of forgetting, faith in that magical reservoir of Lethe which we all cherish in our being at a deeper level even than our torment. If anyone asked me what is the most precious gift that Nature has given us, I—worshipper of Memorv—would reply; “the art of forgetting!”


When I now look back over my life I would certainly never say that my childhood, from birth to seven years, was a happy one. If it was, I certainly do not remember it as being so, and if that accursed stick, flung into that water, was the first shape that this Fear-Proteus took it must be remembered that the divine art of forgetting takes long to develop. May it be developed completely before I drink the cold, all-obliterating forgetfulness of the grave!


One thing those seven years at Shirley did. They bound my life with the life of my brother Littleton in so fast a knot that death alone—and perhaps not even that—can ever loosen it. Oh, my old, old friend, whose hair at this late day is so much whiter than your despotic Johnny’s, how have I ever managed to withstand the buffets of Time and Chance since Fate swept us so far from each other? Far in space but not in heart or understanding! For though I no longer strangle you with bell-ropes, or hang you by your belt out of windows, that childish urine that we mingled in our youthful witches’ cauldron has mixed more than the chemistry of natures.


When I summon up my rather scanty memories of my Derbyshire birthplace, it comes over me as a singular thing what a difference there is between the more superficial alarms of life. Some of these, as I now think of them, carry a delicious shiver, a sweet imaginative tremor with them. But others, though equally external to the deeper motions of my soul, seem steeped in a bitter, harsh, acrid, evil juice.


There was a pond near Shirley, in some farmer’s field, that we used to hear tales about, and that several times I was taken to gaze upon from the bank and wonder at. Once—and the priceless holy terror of that occasion is with me still—I beheld a great circle of ripples rise and expand in the centre of those mud-obscured depths. For months afterwards I kept working myself into self-hugging paroxysms of sweet dismay over that circle of mysterious ripples. It must have been some kind of a fish—probably a perch—but that circle of ripples grew and grew, until to my infant imagination, fed by a desperate desire for disturbing marvels, they became a manifestation of some huge pike, of preternatural dimensions, that had lived there in solitary grandeur for half a century!


My earliest impressions of my father never changed: nor did he change. He was a man who derived more thrilling pleasure—a deep, massive, volcanic pleasure—from little natural things than anyone I have ever known. My father’s personal pride was stupendous, but it was nourished upon a simplicity that was equally majestic. As I think of him now it seems to me that he was more childlike than any of his eleven children. And we were all childlike to an unparalleled degree; and have ever remained so! Yes, it is clear to me now—and how well his children came to understand him!—that he used to derive a proud, emotional glory from the simple fact of being able to walk at all, with long steady strides, over the face of the round earth. But this touching pride of his, rising up from the atavistic depths of his broad homo sapiens chest, gleaming from beneath his corrugated brows, making his long shaven upper lip quiver and protrude, causing him to rub his bony hands together in silent ecstasies, always culminated when in his walks he found a rare flower or caught sight of a rare bird or butterfly. He was in no sense a scientific naturalist, you must understand. Few and far between were the botanical or entomological names he knew; but he was able to give the common English name, and I dare say it was often some primitive Dorset nickname, to these specimens of Derbyshire life, while Littleton and I watched with wonder how he came back with his discovery from the bottom of a ditch or the top of a bank. Seldom did he return home from his walks without a small bunch of wild-flowers in his hand; but his grand pride was his collection of birds’ eggs, a really formidable collection, the remnants of which, sadly diminished by accidents in moving-vans, my brother Llewelyn still retains in his Dorset cottage. How proudly he used to talk—they were among some of his happiest moments—about his dangerous climbs, up trees, up walls of ruined castles, up sea-cliffs, down the sides of quarries, among precipitous rocks. Stories, too, of great rowing adventures, he would relate with flashing eyes, for he was an unwearied oarsman; and long before I had seen anything of the Weymouth coast except the wet and dry sand by the bathing machines, all the well-known sea-marks there, Redcliff Bay, the White Nose, Sandsfoot Castle, were imprinted on my imagination through a mythological haze of enchanted wonder.


For our life at Shirley was varied by yearly visits, by way of Derby and Bristol, to Brunswick Terrace at Weymouth, from whose sands and sea-banks he was always increasing his collection of shells. How few visitors to seaside resorts make any attempt to know the names of the shells that strew our stormy shores! But my father’s volcanic pride, sustained by an inaccessible reticence, communicated to his offspring from their earliest years an abysmal contempt for worldly frivolity as compared with a certain grave, majestic, simple passion for natural history. But even this passion, the moment it took a more recondite scientific form became to him in a curious way absurd and ridiculous! It began to border upon the foolishness of that imaginary bête noir of his, “the Professor” who was always the villain in his never-ended fairy story.


He was followed as a matter of fact, in his position as Vicar of Shirley, when we left in my seventh year, by Mr. Linton, a nephew of his by marriage, who was a scientific botanist; but whenever science entered the field of his amateur natural history my father retreated into volcanic depths of contempt. The truth was, his interest in Nature was part of his passionate—but totally subjective—romance of life. Never have I known, and never shall know, a man with a more childlike sense of the incredible romance of his own existence upon earth. In this he was Homeric rather than Biblical. Every person of his life, every place he had ever lived in, took on for him the importance of something tremendous and mythological! His pride and his egoism in this ultimate matter were absolute. He had only to link up any human being, any place, with the experiences of his own life, and that person and that place assumed a curious fairy-like quality, beyond normal reality.


The man’s force of character was so deep, so formidable, so majestic—and incidentally so restrained—that in a thousand little things which touched his life he was liable to burst out with an intensity of emotion that was terrifying. That he did not more often “burst out”—it is the only way such a mountainous explosion can be characterized—was due to his really astounding self-control. Never once—no! not once—have I known him to indulge in physical violence. He never struck us when he was angry. That boxing of our ears—which he gave up when we left Shirley—was done “for our good,” quite judicially, and in cold blood. I doubt if Theodore can recall it. Probably Littleton can. But I am not sure even of that.


Our periodic journeys from Shirley to Weymouth were, as may be imagined, great events for me. And yet such a bad memory have I—the result, I fancy, of my imaginative sensuality which at once devoured and forgot!—that I can recall very little of these momentous excursions. The colour of the railway engines was one thing that transported me with excitement. That the Great Northern engines should be green, and the Great Western engines a different shade of green; that the Midland engines should be of a muddy purplish tint, so it seems to me now, while the Great Eastern engines were black—these things thrilled me through and through. And again with the railway stations! The length of the station at Bristol, for instance, was a phenomenon that fascinated me. But it was in the actual movement of these trains that the particular thing obsessed my mind that has returned to me since sans cesse in travelling, and never without giving me the same curious and complicated sensation. I refer to the manner in which if you fix your eyes on the telegraph wires that accompany the railway-line you will notice them rising and rising and rising—till they are brought down with a jerk by the next telegraph-post. Wires mounting up and being jerked down, only to mount up again! And with the jerk that brought them down there occurred—I record the exact nature of my sensation—a curious kind of whirring sound like the throwing of a spear, combined with a humming and drumming in my ears, as if the spear had transfixed me. Was it the monotony and simplicity of our life at home that filled these rising and falling telegraph-wires with some ineffable secret? Or was it that the mere movement up, up, up, up—and then down, with a vertiginous shriek—was in some subtle way so significant of the whole secret of life that it cried aloud to some kindred, tragic, and perhaps equally resigned rhythm in my human pulses?


I think the thoughts and prejudices of our family have been profoundly influenced by what they ate and drank in childhood. My father never touched alcohol except as a priest at the altar, and he ate only the smallest quantities of meat and fish. He never even—to our astonishment as we grew into boyhood—had more than one egg at a meal! His chief food was bread and butter, varied by bread and treacle, for he never mingled these luxuries, or by bread and Dundee marmalade. His sole drink except water, which he did not enjoy, was tea. All eleven of us, while I was at Cambridge, and all ten of us to-day are still regarded by our friends as peasant-like and even cattle-like, in the delight with which we willingly devour slice after slice of thick-cut bread, enriched by jam, honey, or marmalade. The aged relative, to whose house at the end of Brunswick Terrace we used to go when those Posts of Destiny between Derby and Weymouth had fulfilled their appointed toll of dragged down wires, was in the habit of relating that the first infant lips that came to greet her from Shirley did so in the unexpected and not very polite fashion by uttering the imperious words: “Make tea!” Such was certainly not the refreshment indicated in Rabelais as proper for philosophical travellers; but no Pantagruelist has ever got a richer ecstasy, even from drinking of that Sibylline Fount which uttered the word “Trinc,” than we have got, as a family, from drinking tea.


But Penn House, Brunswick Terrace, brings back to me many sensations besides tea-drinking. The bow windows of the drawing-room opened straight on the Esplanade—which was very narrow just there—and on the pebbled bank of the sea, across whose surface to the West you saw Portland, and to the East the White Nose and St. Alban’s Head, but it was not these grander features of the view that I remember from those early visits. It was the contents of a curious room that you entered through folding doors from the drawing-room. This room might have been a studied and carefully selected exhibit of Early Victorian bric-a-brac, and its peculiar smell—where no lively tea-drinking disturbed the wistful Sylphs who hover over mother-of-pearl boxes and inlaid lacquer-work trays—that pathetic and beautiful smell of old fragrant carved wood—was wont to mingle with the smells of seaweed and fish and sun-warmed pebbles that came in through those large bow windows. This little room was really an ante-room; but it was an ante-room that was behind, instead of in front of, the room to which it was attached.


In those early visits to Brunswick Terrace it was a considerable event to be taken as far as the “dry” sand, where the donkey-stand was, and it was a gala-day to be allowed to play in the “wet” sand, out by the bathing-machines. For it must be understood—such is the variety of marine phenomena at Weymouth—that the seashore opposite Brunswick Terrace was entirely composed of shelving banks of pebbles, and it was here, because the water grew so quickly deep, that the fishermen drew in their nets and it was here—beyond “the red post” that later made such an impression on my brother Llewelyn’s mind—that men were allowed to bathe without bathing-clothes.


It must have been in one of these visits, when I was five and Littleton four, that my father first took us across the ferry near the mouth of the old harbour. I cannot describe to you, and you would find it difficult to believe it if you had not seen it, the primordial pride—like a Neanderthal parent guiding his progeny along untraversed shores—with which my father would help us down the slippery stone steps covered with green slime into the rocking boat below! The whole occasion was an exciting one, for you had to select your ferryman from quite a number of boat-owners, and I can remember well the peculiar sense of somewhat ambiguous power I derived, in begging my father to choose this one and reject that one. Ayel but how he would expatiate on the art of “feathering” when we had ascended the steps on the Nothe shore and were sufficiently out of distance of the boatman! I can see him now in his long black coat, sitting by Littleton’s side, with the massive gold seals hanging from his watch-chain and a little streak of green slime on his sleeve. When he was happy and at peace he had a peculiarly strong resemblance to one of the larger carnivores; a resemblance that was not only due to the squareness of his face but to his low forehead and his long, quivering upper lip.


I expect before I was seven he had conveyed me by boat—himself using a pair of skulls without assistance—as far as Redcliff Bay; and without doubt before we left Derbyshire he had taken Littleton and me across the ferry, round the Nothe Fort, as far as Sandsfoot Castle. Here in the rock pools he made us acquainted with sea anemones.


“They are very sensitive creatures, Johnny,” he would say, as at the approach of my hand their tendrils closed up.


He would show us cowry-shells too, holding them with exquisite care in one of his broad palms and saying with intense pride: “My brother tells me they use cowries as money in India.” It was one of my father’s Homeric peculiarities—those grave ritualistic ways of his that did so much to enhance for us the whole dignity of life—never to say “Uncle Littleton,” when he spoke to us of the Captain, but always, with a respect in which awe seemed to swallow up familiarity, “my brother.”


Oh, how can I describe the peculiar smell that used to intoxicate my childish senses, unconsciously at first, but gradually quite consciously, when after any sort of an outing the inner door of Penn House porch was opened—the outer door, blistered by long hours of morning sunshine was never closed—of the interior of the little passage that was then revealed to us! Whether it smelt like that all the year round I cannot say; but the dominant element in it, though mingled with a vague sense of curios, larger than cowry-shells, brought home in his furloughs by “my brother” from India, was undoubtedly our own buckets and spades that stood there together with trailing riband-seaweeds hanging from the wall. To my childish senses there was a constant interpenetration between the whole seashore and the interior of this house; the spray and the foam and the jelly-fish and the starfish floating in and floating out all the while, and carrying my consciousness backwards and forwards with them between objects of art from India and the enchanted sands beyond the donkey-stand.


But we had other relatives to visit, during my seven years at Shirley, who lived in a very different part of the country from Weymouth. My maternal grandfather was at that time the Rector of Yaxham in Norfolk; and upon my simple and sensuous, if not passionate nature, another and very different landscape imprinted itself. In this country, lying almost at sea-level, and where nothing but poplars and alders and willows obstruct the rising and sinking of the sun, I remember at an age when my stature made it hard for me to see over the tops of the ears of full-grown wheat-fields, being transported with delight in a road near the railway-line by the feeling of absolute and unbounded power I got from grasping a stick by the middle so that the two ends protruded in front and at back pretending to be one of those Great Eastern Railway engines that in their black colour interested me so profoundly, after the green Great Western ones.


Many men when they come to be sixty can, I take it, recall the pleasure they derived from playing trains. Can they recall as I do, with the most vivid clearness, the precise feelings that accounted for the pleasure they got? I mean the sense that Johnny Powys, staying with his grandfather at Yaxham, was really occupied with some transaction of a vaguely grandiose character that placed him in a position where others watched him, clung to him, depended on him, awaited his will, submitted to his caprices, and wondered at his wayward and mysterious purpose.


Of all mortal creatures one of the most desirable and enviable is the eft, or water-lizard, or newt, especially the black-backed orange-bellied newt; and I know that the intense ecstasy I derived from “playing trains” on that road near the Yaxham railway bridge, was balanced by the miserable disappointment I had when I found that the village pond at Yaxham—a pond in the meadows not far from the Norwich and East Dereham Railway—contained no newts, contained at the time I fished in it not even a tadpole. Theodore must have been three years old, Littleton four, and myself five at the epoch of our later visits to Yaxham. For I remember it was for the benefit of, but not in concurrence with, these younger ones, that I transformed myself, by a subjective metempsychosis, into a black locomotive; and in my rage when my net brought up from that muddy water nothing but a peculiar species of large water-snail—I can see the things now! They were in their right world at the bottom of a pond; but as a substitute for an orange-bellied newt, floating, floating, its feet outstretched, as it sinks voluptuously down, without a movement of its tail. they were decidedly unappealing—I cannot recall that my feeling was comprehended by my fellow-infants.


I have already named as one of my dominant life characteristics a desire to be a magician. But along with this desire appears a much less commendable one, a desire to be recognized as the possessor of noble sentiments! A pitiable example of this latter tendency, which I am afraid must be sternly differentiated from a desire to feel noble sentiments, occurred when the news reached us, while we were staying at Yaxham, of the sudden death from cholera, of my father’s brother Littleton, the soldier, whose face I had so perversely enjoyed striking with my fists. I can remember the exact look of the rain, making little pyramids of water as it fell in the puddles by the side of the avenue that led to my grandfather’s house, while my heart expanded with pride while I explained to my relatives how impossible it was for either Littleton aged four, or Theodore aged three, to feel this event in the manner in which I felt it.


But to return to our life at Shirley. Here too, as at Penn House, there was an ante-room connected with the drawing-room, but this ante-room had to be traversed before the drawing-room could be entered. Rooms in a house where a child spends its infancy take sometimes their lasting character from the most curious accidents. This ante-room at Shirley remains in my mind to-day as a place of execution! I had overheard my father retail aloud from his reading of The Standard, the conservative daily paper by which he regulated his very simple political ideas, an account of the execution of some unlucky member of our uncle’s military profession. With a lurid interest I had followed every detail of this tragedy: how the unfortunate man had been compelled to dig his own grave into which he finally fell backwards under the bullets of the firing-squad. On this occasion both Littleton and Theodore were dragooned by their elder brother into assisting at a court martial in the ante-room. Who it was who fired the volley, who it was who fell into the grave I have forgotten; but among all the games we must have played together in those days the only one I can remember with any distinctness was this of “the Traitor’s Execution” carried through with such realistic verisimilitude in that colourless apartment.


The life-long detestation of what is called “Society”—the ingrained anti-social tendency in me—was clearly manifested on one occasion at Shirley which even now gives me a little shiver of revolt when I recall it. It was, if I am not mistaken, when some of our kin from Norfolk were staying with us, that I was taken, Littleton and Theodore being too young to participate in such an event, to a large garden party at Osmaston Park. I fancy this must have been one of the first entertainments given by new owners of this old estate and I dare say there was an atmosphere of new-fangled ways about it all, very different from what we would have found in the domain, for instance, of old Mr. Oakover of Oakover, another squire of the neighbourhood, whose ancestors without a break went back to Saxon times.


We were all assembled in the pleasant June weather on the sloping lawns of the big house, and the scene must have assumed that particular look of an English Fête Champêtre so dear to Henry James, when some brisk fantastical pedant—an embodiment no doubt of all the qualities of my father’s detested “Professor”—skipped up to us with the request for a party of children to hunt about for some rare specimens of feathered grasses, then in their hey-day of flowering, which he was anxious—or made out he was—to add to his “Herborium.” Our hosts insisted that little Johnny Powys—sulky, miserable, rebellious, distracted—should join this accursed botanical fashionable search-party; and I now recall the helpless misanthropy with which I made my lugubrious way through those feathery growths, too cowardly to leave my companions in a desperate retreat, but resolute not to pick a single grass blade in the interests of science.


Precisely the same sort of situation arose long after—on what was called “Flower Sunday” at Sherborne School, when all the boys in their tall silk hats were sent forth in gregarious charity to pick flowers for a hospital—and Powys Major once again neither joined in, nor heroically absconded.


How often in my life there have come such moments when I have turned away in sullen apathy from the tribal activity into which I have been flung! I can recall the feelings so well with which at such times I have hunted round in my recalcitrant mind for a fellow-Ishmael, or Ishmaeless, and found none. I can remember once ever so much later—when we lived at Montacute—feeling aggrieved with every member of our large family—and walking alone up the lane, beyond Mr. Marsh’s farm, in the direction of Thorn Cross, searching for this unknown fellow-outcast.


I never found out the trick of reading to myself till after we had left Shirley, when I was seven years old. This I know for a certainty; though seven seems a very late epoch in a person’s life for such a momentous discovery. But as a family we were all extremely slow in mental development and such achievements as we subsequently arrived at were the achievements of invincible childishness prolonged into mature days. Yes, I know for a certainty that when we left Shirley, in my seventh year, I had not yet learnt the trick of reading to myself. Let me anticipate a little to make this point clear. It was just after we were settled in Rothesay House, Dorchester, that I spent the whole of one very wet afternoon reading to myself in my father’s study. My father was absent, visiting the poor in this ancient town, for he had become curate then to Mr. Knipe of St. Peter’s Church; and seated in his high-backed arm-chair—I forget which of us possesses that chair now, but it was the object against which we all used to kneel by his side in preparation for every important crisis in our lives—I read with intense, prolonged, and spell-bound absorption Alice Through the Looking Glass. Equally with Alice in Wonderland which must have been read aloud to me, this book was at once completely metamorphosed to the purposes of the Powys family. We treated the facetious, the jocular aspects of it as if they did not exist. We took the literal words of it; and solemnly proceeded to render them grave, serious, realistic, and mythological! And as I did this with the creations of this fantastical-brained mathematician I did it with the whole of life.


As I have insisted from the start, my dominant life-illusion was that I was, or at least would eventually be, a magician; and what is a magician if not one who converts God’s “reality” into his own “reality,” God’s world into his own world, and God’s nature into his own nature?


But what impression, if any, had I received of the magic of literature before we left Derbyshire for Wessex? I will tell you; for this is as clearly remembered by me as was that first occasion at Rothesay House when I read Alice Through the Looking Glass. It happened in the dining-room at Shirley, where often, instead of in the drawing-room, we used to gather round the mahogany table after tea. The whereabouts of this table at the present hour I believe I do know. I think it has crossed the East African jungle from Mobasa to Nunyuki, and now occupies the sheepman’s house of my youngest brother Willy. It was at this table, then, under the lamp, and I fancy it was in winter, for the great green curtains with red-embroidered tassels covered the windows, that my father read to Littleton and me—Theodore being asleep in his crib upstairs—a warlike poem called “The Passage of the Rhine.” He chose this poem, for reasons of his own, out of a big illustrated quarto we had of Aytoun’s Scottish Cavaliers. The German river was crossed on that occasion by exiled Highlanders, in the service—I suppose, of the King of France. Whether he read any of the much more thrilling poems in that volume I cannot say, such as “Dundee” and “Flodden,” but the important point—at least to me—is that I received my first impression of the enchantment of literature in connection with exiles, and with exiles whose own cause seemed irretrievably lost.


It was however the illustrations of Aytoun’s book that influenced me most. Take it all in all, no book—no, not any!—has had an effect upon me equal to this one. Aytoun’s verses did a lot, but the illustrator of this grand edition did much more, to turn me once and for all into an obstinate, incurable romanticist. Nor did the influence of this book stop there. It was not towards any merely vague romantic world that it set my heart groping and fumbling. Aytoun’s Scottish Cavaliers stirred up, down deep in the central pit of my stomach where the umbilical cord must have been, that peculiar Celtic emotion—Matthew Arnold describes it beautifully, nor is it important whether he describes it correctly—which, like the spirit of Wales itself, is always returning, like water seeking its level, to its own proud, evasive, ingrown, interior being.


My father’s eyes used to burn with a fire that was at once secretive and blazing, like the fire in the eyes of long discrowned king, when he told us how we were descended from the ancient Welsh Princes of Powysland. From an old Welsh family long ago established in the town of Ludlow in Shropshire in what were formerly called the Welsh “Marches” we undoubtedly did—Princes or no Princes—as the genealogies put it, “deduce our lineage”; and I am inclined to think that there has seldom been a mortal soul—certainly no modern one—more obstinately Cymric than my own. I am quite prepared to admit that the Cymric tribes were not the aboriginals of Wales. But whatever they were, even though they made use of legends and traditions belonging to the conquered, who in their turn probably made use of the yet earlier legends of the men who carried out of Wales the “foreign” stones wherewith to build Stonehenge, they seem to have been, to use Jung’s phrase, the most “introverted” of all races. Possibly the men before them in that remote and mountainous principality were “introverts” too! Probably the oldest wisdom in Wales was that wisest and most ancient of all human wisdom; namely that it is within the power of the will and the imagination to destroy and recreate the world. Yes, it was perhaps more the illustrations of this particular edition that stirred up this old Welsh temper in me than the verses themselves; and yet I soon came to know one of these verses, “The Burial of Dundee” so literally by heart that the emotion it contains, mingling with what I inherited from my father of secret, furtive, reticent pride, and mingling with the general “aura” of these romantic illustrations, has affected deeper than I could possibly make you believe, the actual feelings I have when I catch sight of certain rocks and stones and trees and rivers and wooded hills.


It was at this same dining-room table one winter evening that Littleton and Theodore and I were shown a very queer book—but I am certain that they have both forgotten it—which takes its place for me side by side with that laurel-wood axe in its supernatural importance. People do not understand how imaginative a child’s life is. When we grow up we ourselves forget. So it comes about that whole symbolic worlds, full of the strangest marvels, vanish into an annihilation so deep that it is hard to conceive it. This book in appearance was as big as a folio but it was a new book and not an old one, and it was as thin as a wraith. It was a real book, some kind of an illustrated fairy-story—in fact it is conceivable that it was one of the more fantastic of Shakespeare’s fairy-plays. Even as I write I see it under the lamp on that bare mahogany table—and, mark you, reader! I have never, as well be the case again and again in this present work, breathed a word to a living soul about this incident—but it had that same effect on me that the laurel-axe had. It seemed to be something more than ordinary, natural enjoyment! It was as though in that wooden axe and in this enormous book, so large, and at the same time so thin and frail that I feel now as if it had only a paper binding. I touched some incredible secret of happiness; some of the sort of happiness that elementals know, or beings who are exempt from the infirmities of human flesh.


Where children have the grand advantage over grown-up people is in their freedom from the weight of authority and tradition. They are forced to behave properly at meals and lessons and never to make themselves a nuisance; but in their play-time, which is of course the bulk of their time, the majority of children, even only children, are left to invent their own “games” as they are called. Now this use of the word “games” for the great purposes of children’s life is extremely misleading. Older boys and girls play games of course; and as they play them they accept them as games; and the younger children are often cajoled or bullied into learning the arbitrary rules of these pastimes. But the passionately intense inner life of children, that imaginative existence which is to them the whole purpose and vital interest of their days is not a game. It seems a game to the grown-up people around them. But so far from envying the grown-up reality of these older person’s life, or admiring it, or thinking how to imitate, children have a permanent underlying contempt for it as lacking in the one thing important.


This one thing important is magic. Children are unable to explain this! They do not know what the word means. I confess I am not perfectly clear about that myself. But whatever it is, it implies two things. It implies the feeling of a living power over matter and over nature. And it implies a great gap in space, a pure clear void in this whole system of things, where absolutely new reactions to life rise, like fairy bubbles, and go floating off into the unknown! It implies a lot else besides. But the great point is that the most thrilling moments of happiness with a child are secret and magical and come from a level of reality which is completely different from the level of reality of grown-up people. Children do not play ordinary conventional games unless they are encouraged to do so by the older boys and girls. Children’s “games,” strictly speaking, are not games at all. They are the child’s inmost reality! They are the child’s life-illusion. They turn back to them with a sigh of relief from the impertinent intrusive activities of grown-up people.


The truth is, children are not half-men and half-women, or half-boys and half-girls. They are a race sui generis. They are a race of beings to themselves. And it is in the power of this curious race of beings to plunge into the secret of life more deeply than all other mortals. More deeply? Ah! The whole problem of the blunder of our Western civilization is implicit here; for it concerns the nature of what we call reality.


Real reality is entirely of the mind. It is partly good and partly evil. But it holds the lower reality—that mere plastic agglomeration of matter and material force—in subjection. It creates and it destroys this lower reality at its wilful and arbitrary pleasure. This is why it is only vulgar and ill-bred people who give their children expensive toys. To a real child anything will serve as a toy. Cheap toys do no harm; and they give these unique beings incalculable pleasure. But it is always their old toys, however cheap, that children cling to. Why? Because they are no longer simply toys. They have become the mediums, the bridges, the ladders, the trap-doors, the magic carpets, by which they enter the kingdom of heaven; enter, in other words, the rainbow-land of their own imagination!


Fumbling about, as my imperfect memory is doing now, among the scanty impressions of those Shirley days I ask myself what dominant urges of my after-life can be traced as far back as this and what cannot. The desire to be a magician is there without any question! When I was suddenly transported with rapture in that little lane going down the hill to the village, as I stumbled along the muddy ruts in front of Littleton’s perambulator, pretending to be “The Lord of Hosts,” it was a desire for some obscure magical power that inspired me.


What I cannot find in my memory, do all I can to find it, is the faintest evidence of that conscious embracing of Nature with a psychic-sensuous ecstasy in which I came to experience later my deepest sense of the purpose of life. I am convinced that many people looking back on their childhood before the age of seven can recall moments in which they cried aloud with entrancement: “Oh, I am so happy! Oh, I am so happy!” simply and solely from their conscious awareness of what Wordsworth calls “the pleasure which there is in life itself.”


Such moments I can remember well in other places and later in my life. For instance at Penn House in Weymouth, when I must have been about fifteen an ecstasy came to me, morning after morning, as I saw the sun glittering on the sea. The glitter of the sun upon water has since that time become one of my recurrent symbols of the enchantment with which the self can fling itself upon the not-self in a spasm of mystical sensuality. But not a single one of such moments can I remember at Shirley Vicarage! I will tell you the nearest approach to such a thing that I can recall; but I regard this memory as entirely different from those glimpses of the sun on Weymouth Bay because it was not accompanied by any conscious awareness of its relation to the happiness of life, an awareness that could be disentangled, if you cared to make the distinction, from the particular phenomenon that called it up at the moment. The experience I am now thinking about might be called a purely æsthetic one, though it had to do with Nature.


We always had prayers at eight in the morning, and breakfast afterwards; and on winter mornings, although if I am not in error our dining-room looked East, my father had to read the Bible by candlelight. One morning, between prayers and breakfast, I recollect perfectly well being thrilled by seeing the sky assume a greenish tint. I must have seen many a red sky during that winter and during earlier winters—for I take it that I was six when this occurred—but I had never seen this peculiar tinge of green covering the whole expanse of the Eastern sky, and it made a tremendous impression on me. I suppose the near approach of the cottage loaf of brown bread and the enormous pat of butter from which my father loved to dole out every helping we had, enhanced my pleasure in this green sky, but as I think of it now it was the marvellousness of the sky being green that made such an impression upon me. It is certain that I have retained, ever since that day, a curious lust for that green colour in the sky, and a delight in it that has remained what I am inclined to call a purely æsthetic pleasure. Other effects of sunrise or sunset—for instance the more usual one of bars of massy gold, or of blood-red streaks against a watery-gold background—have often filled me with that vague spiritual nostalgia which seems one of our universal human feelings; but the feeling that a green sky gives me is quite different. It has no mysticism of any sort about it. The surprise of there being a green colour at all up there in the sky seems to preclude mystical emotions; and with me at any rate that peculiar green tint is so intensely, so physically satisfying that like the cottage loaf and the home-made butter, it is complete in itself and has no margin for afterthoughts.


There was another natural phenomenon at Shirley that made an indelible impression on my mind, but, like the green sky, an æsthetic rather than a mystical one, and that was a widely spreading Pirus Japonica that clambered up the front of the house. This oddly enough is the only garden flower I can recall from those days; and I never see a specimen of this beautiful shrub without thinking of my infancy. It too, I think, like the unusual sky, has something about it that surprises the mind. A person does not—at least I did not—expect a fruit-tree to bear blossoms so extremely red! The only wild-flower that I can remember at Shirley—except when cowslips were made into “cowslip-tea” or into a “cowslip-ball”—had an effect upon me, and still has, totally different from the green sky or the red fruit-blossoms. I am speaking of cuckoo flowers. It comes over me now as I think of these unequalled growths and summon back the tall dewy grasses in the midst of which their lavender-coloured, light-blowing petals waved, that they are by far the most poetical of all our English wild plants. Yes, from the very earliest dawn of my consciousness of Nature I think of cuckoo flowers as fleeting and fitful, appearing shyly for a while, when the grasses, mosses, fern-fronds, are still full of new, fresh sap, fading all too soon, but while they last always growing where the dews are heaviest and where the streams are over-brimming their banks. Born of chilly dawns in wild wet places cuckoo flowers are the coldest, chastest, least luxurious, most hyperborean, most pale, most Gothic, most Ophelia-like of all our island flowers. Once and once only have I fancied I’ve caught sight of some of these “cold maids” in my adopted America. It was once when I was “on the road” with Padraic Colum, and he too thought that what we saw were cuckoo flowers—but I don’t know! I doubt it; and with the malicious home-sickness of the psalmist in Babylon I am tempted to wish that they grew nowhere else than in our grey rainy England.


I think it must have been the tone with which my father always spoke of cuckoo flowers, rather than anything he said in praise of them, that made these pale growths the very epitome of romantic poetry for me. He must have spoken of his native Stour and how they grew by its banks in such a tone that, as a dog understands things by the inflexion of the voice, so I must have understood that there was a fleeting magic about those particular flowers that made all others—those richly blue wild forget-me-nots, for instance, that grew by the banks of the Dove—seem arrogant and even fashionable! Pride, pride, pride! Yes, it was by a thousand slight touches, and sideway thrusts, and casual hints, and inarticulate indirections, that my father, in the manner of an exiled wolf or imprisoned fox, would indicate the absolute inferiority—a thing to be felt and known rather than argued about—of Derbyshire ways, scenery, people, customs, dialect, flora and fauna, to those of his native Wessex.


It was this fierce, inarticulate, irrational loyalty to his own, to all the old things, the old ways, the old people, the old battle-cries, the old causes, the old customs, that my father had the power of communicating to me without direct speech of any kind. A savage intensity of emotion, rising up perhaps—who can tell?—from some submerged level of Cymric pride in defeat that flowed down to him, from “battles long ago,” through all the numberless generations wherein his ancestors had mingled with the invader, would be often stirred up over some little negligible occasion, some occasion ridiculously slight in itself, but in connection with which it was possible to pit the old, the artless, the quiet, the natural, the dignified against the showy, the artificial, the luxurious, the scientific, the modern!


In all matters connected with domestic economy, in all matters connected with domestic furniture, in all matters connected with the management of his garden, just as much as with regard to religion and morality, my father’s strongest word of reprobation was “new-fangled,” his strongest word of praise “old-fashioned.” His egoism as I have hinted projected itself over its own past with such imaginative tenacity that without his making the least effort to do so he endowed everything in the least connected with the old Dorsetshire ways, with a superiority so infallible that to challenge it was to betray yourself as vulgar and new-fangled.


It must, I presume, have become known to my father at a very early epoch of my Shirley life that I was in the habit night by night of making my little cot shake with the feverish intensity of my infantile eroticism. I recollect well that I would be asked every morning if I had been “doing that”; and as I was then—as, judging from some reactions to my writings I am still—gravely and most solemnly honest in such little matters, I always answered with pathetic truthfulness; and since it invariably happened that I had “done that” I was accordingly punished, and had the fever of my childish viciousness cooled, by having ice-cold water poured over me. So strong was my tendency to premature perversity however, that when the night came the discomforting thought of this ice-cold water to be endured in the morning was as nothing to the dark, secret immediate satisfaction of my forbidden indulgence. And these intense orgies that—in my excited mind—shook not only my guilty bed, but all the pillars of my whole small cosmos, were without exception free from every sort of sensuality except pure sadism! Sadistic imaginations, and these alone, from my first awakenings of consciousness till I must have been about seventeen were able really to excite my abnormal eroticism.


I can well remember when we were driving one day into Ashbourne—my father had a tall dog-cart in those days and he would drive into the cobbled court-yard of the “Saracen’s Head” with the gravest punctiliousness and order I-don’t-know-what for his horse’s comfort before he went out to do his business in the town—as we passed a little stuccoed cottage—ah! how long a memory our vices have!—that stood alone on the left hand of the great hill that goes down into Ashbourne, I caught sight of an old woman through the window holding a young woman—as it seemed to me—by the throat. The young woman’s head was leaning back in a position that looked extremely unnatural, and the blood rushed to my head—but my father drove on, and the vision left this world. But though leaving this world it was not annihilated. On the contrary it transferred itself to that invisible “Book of Perdition” the nightly turning of whose pages condemned me, though without their self-imposed impulse of penitence, to the freezing cure for such temptations welcomed by the ancient Saints of the Thebaid.


Yes, below all the great systems of philosophic thought, behind all the great systems of mystical redemption, stir these ultimate personal reactions to the terrible urge of sex. It has been a wonder to me in later life, as I have listened to the wholesale attacks upon normal sex-delight made by puritan fanatics and to the wholesale defence of such pleasures made by sweet-natured sun-born pagans like my brother Llewelyn, how little, aye! how little, either of these indignant crusaders realize the maniacal intensity of the force they are quarrelling about. To my brother Llewelyn the word “sex” seems always to mean lovely poetic dalliance with warm-blooded friendly wenches under hay-smelling hedges. To the puritan it seems to mean a hatred of bare limbs, flushed cheeks, shining eyes and dancing feet. But to my less normal moon-struck nature it means a desperate insane obsession, completely abstracted from the poetry of the elements and having no connection at all with the æsthetic beauty of bare limbs, bright eyes, warm breasts and floating hair.


My own subjective definition of the power of sex would always be vice, that is to say an abstract impersonal sterile lust, entirely divorced from what is called “love” and selecting the objects of its desire without regard for either beauty or mental sympathy. Nothing has ever seemed to me so irrelevant as the championship of sex as something under the godlike auspices of earth and sun, a beautiful creative force full of life and joy. To me it has—until by infinite cunning I have steered it, purged it, sublimated it, narrowed it, concentrated it, diffused it—been always a world of intense absorption, a world of maniacal exclusiveness, of delirious exaction, of insane pursuit, a world existing parallel to the ordinary world of normal human activity, a world into which, when once you enter, and graze like a mad Nebuchadnezzar upon its fatal grass, the ordinary world appears completely dull, “stale, flat and unprofitable,” without lustre and without purpose.


There have been occasions—I can recall two such out of my American travels, one as I walked along a squalid interminable slum-street in Cleveland, and one as I sat eating buttered toast in a dingy little café in Scranton, Pennsylvania—when I have emerged through my demonic postern-gate into the world of normal reality and normal solidity to find this natural home of the human senses a place of intoxicating sweetness and charm. What I felt on those two occasions I have never forgotten. It was a unique feeling, a new birth! It was like that escape from “The Will to Live” described by Schopenhauer. Every desolate roof and forlorn mud-patch along that Cleveland road was radiant with a beckoning enchantment, every gleam on the sordid counter of that little tea-shop was a ladder leading to paradise. I had turned from my dead-sea with its apples of ashes and those terrible mirages in the unreal sands back to the sweet securities of the homely chemistry of de-sorcerized matter!


Llewelyn himself tells us how shocked he was by those symbols of pure lust on the sinister brick-red walls of the scoriac streets of ancient Pompeii; and you have only to enter one of the little Byzantine churches in the Rome we know to-day to realize what a rainy dew of cuckoo flower freshness must have fallen upon the jaded sexuality of the ancient world when—just as I did in that long street in Cleveland—it turned away from the slavery—not of the flesh, for had not the Word been made flesh?—but of the remorseless, unmitigated erotic nerve.


The word “sensuality” covers a great deal. I have now come myself to use it for a certain sort of concentrated sensuousness penetrated by something more intense, more ecstatic, than is usually associated with what we call by that name. But it has been by the path of a deliberate and concentrated sensuality that I have at last found a working substitute in our natural world for that terrible other world of purely vicious—and with me always sadistic—mirages of fatal obsession. Where the fantastical puritans make their mistake is in their abuse of these harmless words “carnal,” “fleshly,” “sensual,” and all that these represent. It isn’t the senses that lead us astray, it is the one terrible nerve. It isn’t the general amorous instincts that are at fault, it is the one solitary sex-nerve, isolated from the rest of life, and projecting a demonic insatiable fever of its own, a land of fever, whose purlieus and borders are the ghastliest of all “Terres Gastées.” This isolated sex-nerve in each of us resembles my own heretical and I dare say unphilosophical and illogical conception of the first cause. Its energy can be used to create and sustain a world, or it can be used to blight and destroy a world.


Human personality has other possibilities of cruelty. Brutality, violence, exploitation, oppression, insensitive thoughtlessness and anger and malice are not I suppose necessarily sadistic. Sometimes I seem to suspect that there may be found in all these evils a faint sadistic tincture; but I certainly do encounter plenty of malicious, brutal and cruel people whom it is very difficult to accuse of sadism. In fact much of the cruelty in the world appears to me to spring from mere thoughtlessness and a lack of imagination; whereas sadism is, in its inherent nature, aware, and imaginatively aware, of what it is doing.


Looking back over my life at Shirley then—those first seven years of my existence as a homo sapiens—I am struck, as I recall that remote past, by the complete absence of any memories implying either sensuality or sensuousness. These enchanted gateways into the mystery of life, these paradisic embracings of the elements which have done so much to mould my later days seem absolutely non-existent in those childish years. I cannot recall—I who later was so obsessed by greediness—one single instance of a thrilling moment produced by food of any kind. I cannot recall—I who have made such awareness into a religious cult—one single instance of ecstatic enjoyment of life for its own sake!


As far as my memories of these seven years at Shirley are concerned my whole psychic-sensual response to Nature appears a deliberate intellectual achievement, something into which I have willed myself, knowing it to be the true Tao, or Path of Deepest Wisdom. And yet I do not feel as if the little Johnny Powys of those seven years was not completely realized by me now and remembered by me now. He is clearly there, that little boy! I can see him; I can feel him; I am he. And yet he is so startingly different, in so many ways, from what I am now! But I know him—oh, I know him so well in the things where this little “Johnny,” and the later “Jack” too, fuse themselves with the still later “John”!


Forgive me, reader, if once more I enumerate the particular experiences in those days that I share at this very moment, as I write this, lying on my couch at the window in “Up-state” New York. As I write this I am certainly that same Johnny-Jack-John who could be made to shiver and shake by the sight of a girl with her head thrown back, if that scene were brooded upon in connection with sadistic thoughts. I am certainly the same Johnny-Jack-John who can stare entranced at a green sunset or hunt for cuckoo flowers in tall wet grass. I am, oh most certainly! the same who has to struggle day by day, week by week, year by year, to forget, to annihilate by forgetting, the presence of this or that not-to-be-revealed fear. I am the same, too, as that little boy who cried aloud to the Universe in Shirley Lane that he was “The Lord of Hosts.”


But there the likeness ends! With the little Johnny who wanted to mingle his urine with his brother’s urine, I, John, feel as though I had nothing in common. From the “Johnny” who takes tadpoles from ponds to put them into puddles I have become the not less meddling but less murderous “John” who takes fish from shallow pools to put them into deep pools. Although I no longer try to hang my brother Littleton, or “strangle him with my fingers long and lean,” or even—as I did at the “Powys Major” epoch of our life—want to roll him in a ditch, or run him down a steep hill into iron railings, I do sometimes feel an inclination, as I did one afternoon, when we were together only four years ago, on the road to Harrod’s Mill at Northwold, to dig my horny, antiquated chin into him, and burst out into a totally uncalled for Defence of Immorality!


There is one tragic thing about all these childish memories that I note however. If John has the advantage over Johnny in the matter of behaviour to tadpoles, Johnny has the advantage over John—and over Jack and “Powys Major” too!—in the matter of the laurel-bough axe. I still know what fetish worship is. I have a fetish worship to this day, for instance, for all three of my walking-sticks, and though I have never actually put them at the window, in my travels, so that they could share my view of the world, I do catch myself treating them as if they were demi-semi-animate. I also know what it is to be transported into a Seventh Heaven of rapture by the sight of some particular inanimate object or of some peculiar grouping of inanimate objects. I can recall a tattered purplish-bound volume of Euclid that gave me one of the most intense transports of my life. I can recall the sudden sight of my pipe—for I smoked pipes in my early days—lying upon the Poetical Works of Wordsworth. I can recall a certain fir-tree bough that always seemed to me, as I watched it from the dressing-room window which was my Montacute bedroom, to be floating upon an emanation of its own soul, which hovered like a blue vapour about it in those quiet autumn evenings, as I washed my hands with Pear’s soap before going down to tea.


Such things and many similar to them I can recall throughout my life. But I can recall nothing approaching the emotion I experienced over that axe of laurel which my father cut for me in the Shirley shrubbery. And it hovers in the air when I think of it—not like Macbeth’s weapon of blood—but like some magical Excalibur, brought arbitrarily from some world of enchantment and carried arbitrarily away again, out of my sight for ever. It is not merely my rapturous delight in this laurel axe that I recall. I recall the nature of that delight. In fact—mad though it may sound to say so—I feel the same kind of delight when even now, I think of that axe as I did when my father cut it and trimmed it with his knife! It may have been connected with those romantic illustrations of Aytoun. But it may—as Wordsworth hints of similar feelings in his “Intimations of Immortality”—represent something much deeper and more tremendous. The point about it that seems to me tragic—as it really did to Wordsworth, though he made the best of it in his sturdy stoical manner—is the fact that these ecstasies occur at rarer and rarer intervals as we get older. But after all this mystical advantage of childhood over manhood—of every Johnny over every John—is more than compensated for.


I, for one, would sooner have almost any continuous seven years of my life, perhaps even—grim though those were—the seven years, from ten to seventeen, of my time at school—than have my early childhood over again. I would never say I had a happy childhood. And, in this matter, nothing in heaven or earth—not even if my father had been God, or had been able to walk from Mount Cloud to Osmaston Park in Seven-League Boots—could have reassured me.


“The mind, the mind, Master Shallow!”


I should under all conceivable circumstances, being the person I am, have suffered from Fear. It might not have been Fear because of a stick thrown into a pond; but Fear of some sort it would have been; and a magician not yet seven is able to call up but few protecting spirits from “the vasty deep.”


It is all a great mystery, this passage from being a helpless neurotic Johnny to being a crafty neurotic John; but I sometimes feel as I survey my turbulent life that a human soul resembles a fountain whose native spring is choked up by every kind of rubble and constantly invaded by a tidal estuary from the salt sea. Not until the fountain has banked itself up with great stones against this dead-sea invasion, not until it has pushed the sticks and leaves and gravel and roots and funguses and mud and cattle dung out of its way, can it draw upon the deep granite wells of its predestined flow. To look back to that Shirley childhood of mine is to look back to a convulsed mudpool of Chaos. In the midst of that Chaos a wavering human soul is gradually taking shape, gathering to itself curious and conflicting signs and symbols and tokens of what its blind urge is driving it towards. From the beginning madness and fear beset us, vice enthrals us, humiliation benumbs us, pride intoxicates us. It may be hard to be a man; it is much harder to be a child; and if the Lord said: “Of theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven,” he must have said it of a childhood that one child at any rate has completely forgotten!



















Chapter Two


Weymouth and Dorchester





IT was not only to thoughts of things that without any malicious puritanism must really be called “wicked,” that I used, when left alone in my darkened bedroom in my eighth year, to close my eyes. I had found out a wonderful trick in connection with this shutting of eyes, which at a touch, and quite an innocent one this time, transported me into Elysium. I used to press my knuckles against my closed eyelids and in that manner stare entranced into the Void. And lo and behold! The Void presently gave birth to a lovely kaleidoscope of incredible patterns and colours! It is Keats who somewhere talks of the “spangly” gloom thus evoked; but my visions of these rainbow spirits, when to-day I take off my spectacles and try to call them up, do not come as they were wont to do.


In those days, however, they were much more than “spangly.” It was like some pre-cosmic panorama, imprinted on the aboriginal retina of chaos, of all the Iris-tints, of all the butterfly stains and tints and dyes, of the “dome of coloured glass” of the unborn world. It is not only that I’ve lost the trick of conjuring up out of squeezed eyelids a colour-orgy. I have no longer any wish to do it! Isn’t it a queer thing how the main urge of a person’s inmost being changes? I lack the least desire now to behold the dance of those Euclidian Rainbows! And yet, just as I did then, I live for sensation. It is strange! I suppose I have some sort of æsthetic conscience now which censors my sensations and insists that I should only make a cult of such among them as, as have got—how shall I put it?—a poetical and elemental value.


But it certainly becomes clearer and clearer to me as I ponder over these early years of my life that there is some secret, and a secret far more valuable than the revelation of that impersonal-personal Eternal Being which came to Proust, to be found in the feelings of a young boy as to the nature of the Universe. This queer expression, “having an ecstasy,” what does it really mean? What are the ingredients that compose them, the atmosphere out of which such ecstasies arise? The following is my own analysis of these precious moments. I think they always come, just as everything living does, out of duality, (out of the energizing of opposite poles of existence, poles of substance, poles of being, poles of electricity, if you prefer that scientific word. I think these moments of ecstasy are apt to come when, as you contemplate some particular scene or object, you suddenly recall some other deep cause of satisfaction in your life, but a cause totally independent of the one you are now regarding and not in the same plane of feeling.


For instance, I am looking at a patch of moss on a greenish marbly rock and I am aware of a deep sensual pleasure. But there suddenly comes into my mind the thought of a coal fire and of the light of candles, and of a chess-board, with the men all arranged for the game, and of old leather-bound Homeric Lexicon. Now either for a game of chess or for the looking out of Greek words the mind has to be active, whereas in drinking up the deliciousness of this dark wet green surface of stone, matted with moss, the mind is in a state of concentrated passivity. And my idea is that it is the sudden impact of the thought of pleasurable activity upon a mind concentrated upon pleasurable passivity that brings that tingling up-flow of exultation which is named “ecstasy.” Had the mind in contemplating this dark rain-dripping surface and these emerald-green spores been led away to think of the earth mould of a damp flower-bed strewn with rain-wet petals, there would almost certainly have been no increase in the sensual pleasure already being enjoyed. If however the mind had summoned up a spade or a fork left sticking in the border of this flower-bed it is very possible that an ecstasy of the same sort as that called up by the image of the chess-board or by the image of the Homeric Lexicon would have resulted.


It is in fact contrast, contrast first and last, that plays the major part in what we call ecstasy; and this appears natural enough to a person who has come to hold as I have that the First Cause Itself is of a dualistic nature.


Well! I must hurry on now to the end of our Shirley life. This was brought about by a rapidly conceived and rapidly executed move to Dorset. My father seems to have felt, after his only brother’s death, that it behoved him to reside within call of that bow-windowed house in Weymouth where our aged relative lived. So he accepted—a rather unworldly move in a young priest’s life—the subordinate position of a small-town curate, after having enjoyed for seven years the sweets of an authority that was practically despotic; for there was no squire in Shirley Village. My father became then the hard-worked curate of the Rector of St. Peter’s, the chief parish church, though there were others in the place, of the old Roman town of Dorchester.


With a characteristic gesture, just as when shopping in Ashbourne he had always bought good solid and surprisingly large objects, he now took, on some sort of a lease, an enormously large dwelling in an extensive garden, quite heedless of the fact that the house was still being built and the garden still being dug. This was Rothesay House, the birthplace of three more of his eleven children. It was, I think, one of the Mayors of Casterbridge, the excellent Mr. Gregory, who let Rothesay House to my father; and Mr. Knipe, the elderly rector, used to point out to his amazed friends this brick-and-mortar castle arising so near the South Walk for the lodging of a curate. Poor Mr. Knipe! He must have felt sometimes that it was his destiny—good, easy man—to be the clerical superior to a veritable “Giant Grumble” whose disturbing pretensions were only matched by his astounding and disconcerting simplicity!


While the Mayor of Casterbridge was building us this surprising house in Dorchester, we lodged in no very grand manner in Weymouth, in a lodging to the rear of Brunswick Terrace.


It was at this time that our aged relative in Penn House gave me an infinitesimal cedarwood cabinet of tiny black and gilt drawers and with a paradisic smell. This little object contained only five drawers and was really of dolls’ house proportions, but it became a fetish of mine and it makes me feel a little sad now to think how completely it has disappeared. There ought to be a “Fairy Sprightly” whose chief purpose in life is to guard from neglect and destruction the inanimate things into which human souls have been flung! There were pieces of my soul—and some of these pieces sold to the Devil too!—in every drawer of this little black and gold object. I kept in it a picture of the second little girl I ever seriously thought about. I am compelled in strict veracity to say “the second”; but the first only manifested herself like a figure in an artificial Pastoral-Picture while I sat with Littleton near my grandfather’s fish-pond at Northwold. We were like a couple of childish Machiavels then, talking about fish-hooks and fish-kettles and artificial flies, but touching lightly too upon the love of women.


Littleton in this, as in all else, far more efficient than I was, had already made a little girl-friend; and it was my rôle in these talks by the fish-pond to try to think up another one that would do for me! I can well remember—for it was not till some twenty years later that I linked any idea of women with my sadistic vice—the vague, vague, vague sense of something remotely desirable about long silky hair and a soft form. Nor was this “second” lady-love of mine much more than a proud little statue, upon whom to hang these vague, vague, vague sentiments which in those days were totally unconnected with “the brutish sting” of my vice. Once and once only when this “second” young girl was sitting on my knee, did I experience in connection with her anything approaching to a sensual feeling; and by this time I was an undergraduate at Cambridge.


But it was always a characteristic of mine—for I was not only a born actor, as they say, but what might be named an impassioned “metamorphosist”—to bring to bear upon these vague, vague, vague attractions an overwhelming and most literally creative imagination. Fetish worshipper as I was, magician as I conceived myself to be, indurated romanticist as I have proved first and last, it was my delight to pretend to be “in love” and then to buttress up this pretence with a concentrated mythological will-power that was really terrific and abnormal.


I suppose, if the truth were confessed, I got ten times more pleasure from sealing up this young woman’s countenance—I can see it now as it looked in that little picture—in about twenty paper wrappings, all carefully fastened with sealing-wax, than I ever got from converse with its original! No girl’s face has ever been wrapped up—whether living or dead—in so many cerements, and only on very ritualistic occasions did I so much as open this sacred drawer and contemplate the outside wrapping!


In another drawer of this cabinet I preserved certain scriptures of my own, very ambiguous, although extremely decent writings, dealing with various never-to-be-indulged caresses; caresses whose object was no woman, caresses that were far beyond the power of achievement by such a cowardly pilgarlick as I was, between the sun and moon!


It was a wonderful day for me when once walking with my teacher—who loved Littleton and detested Johnny—along the hot Weymouth pavement in front of that noble row of eighteenth-century houses called Belvedere, and I recollect exactly how I felt at that moment, I experienced the first conscious “ecstasy” of my life, at any rate the first conscious ecstasy that I can remember. And, mark you, this ecstasy came to me under quite unpromising conditions. I was not a persona grata with my teacher. I wanted—that goes without saying—to be down by the sea, digging in the wet sand, not advancing rapidly along Belvedere towards St. Thomas’ Street. But as I walked I skipped for joy, like the “little hills” in the Psalms of David. Such a flood of happiness raced through me that I did not scruple to invite the confidence of my teacher. No shame had I, nor any scruple. I whistled every consideration of a sense of fitness to the winds. My teacher was Littleton’s friend but not mine; therefore my enemy! Such was my psychology. And oh, what voluptuous joy—so it seems to me now, but I may be exaggerating—to cry out shamelessly to my enemy just those very aspects of my feelings which would most of all excite contempt! Then it was that I put my ecstasy into a riddle, as I dare say the Sphynx did in her childhood, and I bade my teacher guess why I felt so happy. My teacher of course—and what a priggish, incalculable, unlovable little boy I must have seemed!—murmured some reply that indicated complete indifference to whether I was happy or not. But, as Blake says, “damn” braces while “bless” only relaxes; and this rebuff, though I still can recall it, by no means stopped my mouth; and I proceeded to explain, and my feelings must have been overpowering, for I recall the very spot where I expressed them, that I was happy, first because I was, at the moment, “good,” and second because I hoped that it would shortly occur to my aged relative to present me with another black and gold cabinet, twice as large as the one I possessed!


This other cabinet I never did receive; but the original one remained in my possession, its sacred drawers packed with the proud and furtive secrets of my under-life for five years at least after I was happily married. I think it was on the occasion of my son’s birth that I buried its contents in other than Wessex soil, and my impression is that the precious cabinet itself fell to pieces. Oh, little secret chest-of-drawers, companion of a restless heart’s revolt against all that was, in the strength of all that was not, where are you now? Has the passing of half a century left not at least one tiny broken fragment of you, lying even yet perhaps—oh I know not where!—but keeping a trace, a savour, a lingering, clinging, ghostly revenant-breath, where you lie, of the bitter sweetness that was a boy’s whole fancy-world?


How many forms of stress, of strain, of tension there are in life that have no relation at all to a person’s main life-purpose! It sometimes seems as if we all move for years—sometimes for half a lifetime—through a perfectly meaningless chaos of irrelevant events, events that gather themselves together like bubbles on a stream—only they obstruct our boat more than any bubbles could—and then vanish into absolute nothingness! Man seems more subject to this tossing welter of irrelevance than anything else in Nature. What could be more beautifully fatal in the movement of its significant destiny than the life of a cow or the life of a tree? The truth is we each of us have to invent our own destiny out of the confusion and pell-mell around us, and it is because we are so long in deciding what destiny to invent that so many completely meaningless, insignificant, irrelevant episodes follow one another in our life, unconnected with any general “stream of tendency,” springing from nothing, returning to nothing. Chance, not destiny, rules us, swirling the litter and the debris into endless insignificant patterns that form and re-form, only to dissolve even as we gaze at them.


But it is not merely the person who has been lucky enough to find some main purpose for his earthly days that these silly, little, empty occurrences jolt, shake, prod and infuriate. They hurt us and tease us with their meaninglessness, long ere we have found any sort of raison d’être for our days equal to what chewing the cud is for a cow or being rained upon for a tree. Who in looking back over their early life can escape being put to shame and utterly confounded by the things that occurred, things for which you feel later nothing but a slowly fading disgust accompanied by a sort of gaping curiosity and base inquisitiveness, and a low, morbid, egotistical interest, a staring bestial interest that it was to you yourself and not another that they happened, an interest comparable to that with which infants contemplate their own excrement.


It is this element of self-love, in totally irrelevant happenings, that accounts for the indescribable tediousness of so many autobiographies and, to speak the honest truth, of so much human conversation. What excites our more intelligent interest is a story, that is to say the struggle of a soul, conscious or half conscious, with the obstacles that hinder its living growth, that obstruct the lilt of its pulse and joggle to left or right its integral continuity. The only interest in events, devoid of the negative significance of being obstacles in our path, is a symbolic one. It is possible for detached and isolated and even very unpleasant events to be pathetically significant symbols in the course of a life; but it is claiming too much to suppose that everything that happens to us is intended to be part of our particular story by an omnipotent artist. Interest, drama, meaning, purpose are qualities given to events by the individual mind. We are ourselves the gods who create the values of our life—what is essential, what is symbolic—and it is left to chance to provide the occasions for the application of these meanings and purposes.


How totally without meaning, for instance, unless along with other vices I have the destiny of a miser in my bones, is the vivid memory I have of watching, with perhaps unworthy pride and awe, my Norfolk grandfather, when he visited us on Dorset coast, take out of his trouser pockets a handful of half-crowns, florins, shillings, sixpences and threepenny bits! My father kept his money in a leather purse, as I myself have always done, doubtless esteeming it, as I still do, a sort of rapscallion insult to the preciousness of metals carrying our sovereign’s head upon them, to be rattled about against your groin, along, it may well be, with nuts and string and tobacco and dice and pocket-fluff. This can hardly have been my first acquaintance with money, but it was certainly the first time I can remember feeling an inflation of pride in being related to a man who kept several half-crowns in his trouser pocket. So profoundly did that handful of silver affect me that it threw such a memory search-light over all that surrounded it that I can recall minutely the whole occasion.


It was on the deck of the first British man-of-war—the fleet was always coming into Portland Harbour—to be built with a turret for its guns. To me who retained such an exalted memory of the stupendous length of that noble steamship, the Great Eastern, as we had seen it from the windows of Penn House, this round, squat gun-turret was completely unimpressive. My miser-like interest in all that shining silver, emerging from a pocket actually related to me, is indeed the only cause of my recalling the Thunderer. Nor was my father, I am sure, one bit more impressed by all this scientific armament than I was. It was the work of professors, this great new Engine of Destruction, and it certainly was “new-fangled”; whereas the turf-covered bastions of the Nothe fortress which had been familiar to him from boyhood—alas! the noble old fort, together with the red coats who paraded its defences, must be totally superannuated now!—had a kind of sacred Battle of Trafalgar dignity.


Long before we actually moved into that grand new house, being built for us by the mayor, my father had begun almost daily excursions to Dorchester. Indeed, I suppose his laborious curate’s work was in full swing before we left that lodging behind Brunswick Terrace.


I must now record an episode which left an indelible impression on my mind. Encouraged by the example of my father who would frequently walk the eight miles to Rothesay House from Penn House, across the Downs, Littleton and I—we must have been respectively nine and eight when we made this resolve; for it was before we went to school, and he was only just nine then—decided to undertake this enterprise. We skirted Lodmoor and ascended the Downs to the west of the famous White Horse, passing, I take it, the small hill hamlet which is the scene of Hardy’s Trumpet Major. We advanced sturdily enough till we were about half-way up the main ascent of the high, grassy, tumulus-crowned ridge, and then quite suddenly my heart and strength failed me and I sat down on the sunburnt, thyme-scented grass, and hopelessly indifferent to the familiar butterflies, “Marble Whites” and “Clifton Blues,” that fluttered round, gave myself up to despair. We had gone so far that to return seemed as impossible as to advance, and that kind of “whoreson lethargy” that attends on mortal weakness, when heart and legs collapse together, reduced me to brutish inertness. It was then that Littleton showed “the rock from which he had been hewn and the pit from which he had been dug” by doing what anyone would have supposed absolutely impossible. He took the collapsed “Johnny” upon his small unconquerable back and actually staggered under this burden up the remaining portion of the ascent!


Thus it came to pass that my first crossing of the South Downs was not upon my own feet but upon the feet of my younger brother. Aye! how often in my subsequent life, when my spirit has failed me and my bones have melted within me have I cried out for this strong aid; nor ever cried in vain, until three thousand miles of salt-water came to roll between us! Littleton’s physical courage and endurance were always putting me to shame in those days.


I remember how my father loved to take us both, our weariness of the way forgotten as we followed the adventures of that unwearied Giant and Fairy, past Lodmoor Hut, past the coastguard cottages, to the little beach where Preston brook ran, and I suppose still runs, into the sea. There was one place here where a spirited boy could just succeed in jumping over this small stream; and this feat Littleton invariably accomplished. As invariably, and without one single redeeming exception, I used to make frantic and desperate runs to the challenging spot, but always pulled up at the last second, fearful of the leap into the air.


At such times both Littleton and my father, whose “rapport” in such matters was as deep as it was silent, received my discomforture with grave indulgence, sorry for me but feeling that the honour of the family had been sufficiently upheld without my aid. It was curious how early in our life that singular relation was established between Littleton and me which lasted on until I went to Cambridge. The essence of this relation was that while in all practical, physical, and worldly situations Littleton surpassed me, defended me, championed me, in things of pure fantasy I retained my primogenital prerogative. I say in things of the fantasy rather than of the mind; for in many mental achievements, especially where scholarship was concerned, he was always ahead of me. Indeed I have never known any man more thoroughly conversant with the groundwork of Greek and Latin than he eventually became.


When we quarrelled—need I tell you?—it was always my fault. I had a devilish love of teasing! Indeed, I often recall the prophetic voice that said to me once:


“One day, Johnny, it will be you who will be teased.”


But that day did not arrive till long afterwards; not indeed until Destiny had put the ocean between Littleton and my serpent’s tongue. But in those days I even had the presumption—limb of Satan that I was!—to want to tease my father! It was a little later that I did this, but I always wanted to do it, just as I always wanted to tease my younger brothers and sisters. But it was a little later in our life that in the drawing-room at Montacute—knowing perfectly well how it would annoy him—I expatiated at exhaustive length upon the Seven Principles of Man, as interpreted by Annie Besant. I went on till he lifted up his head from his netting—he used to make our lawn tennis nets then—and burst out, trembling with fury:


“She is a Demon … John … a Demon! The woman is a Demon!”


Well, I must have teased Littleton into some similar paroxysm of anger that got him into serious trouble, for I recall very well how one day—seized with bitter remorse—I decided to do something for him that would counterbalance this piece of cruelty. Littleton collected fossils and butterflies; while it fell to my rôle to collect birds’ eggs; for it was of course unthinkable that a son of my father should collect nothing. No doubt it was for precisely this reason that Theodore, always so terrifyingly original, did actually collect nothing. Perhaps it was from this Nothing he collected that there emerged later his extraordinary works of genius!


It was long before we left Dorchester that I reached a quite peculiar understanding with Theodore, an understanding of a totally different kind from any I have ever had with Littleton, and one that may be said to have consisted in a fantastical “rapport” between our most extreme and least communicable personal peculiarities. At this time of our living in Weymouth lodgings all I can recall of the future hermit of East Chaldon was his tendency—not to fall asleep as one might have expected of so young a child during family prayers—but to faint, and fainting slide down upon the floor! This was the beginning of a long series of not always very considerate compulsions, into which the little Theodore—like a unicorn in a lion’s den—was dragged here and there by my father and me. With Littleton his relations were of a peculiar and special nature, consisting of a hand-to-mouth exchange of an especial kind of badinage quaintly charged with all the little humorous details of their daily life. But Littleton never tried to force him—as my father and I were prone to do—to enter paths that were outside his grooves and against the grain. My father’s tyrannies were confined however to dragging him for great walks, longer than his strength could endure, whereas I used to find in his imagination a quick response to some of my most devilish games and some of my most scandalous experiments. But oh dear! how well I can see little Theodore, white in the face and with great forlorn eyes like an overdriven animal, as he was dragged along some dusty road where the very flies joined forces to persecute him!


But to return to my remorse over getting Littleton into trouble. Some startling and spectacular deed I felt must be done, and done at once, which would overwhelm him with amazement at my penitence. Brooding upon this, and full of the deepest contrition, I set off alone—we had from a very early age been allowed the most incredible liberty—to a spot somewhere beyond the coastguard cottages, where I had noted on a previous occasion an enormous stone fossil. It was a colossal ammonite, embedded I think, though I may be mistaken in this, in a geological substance known, or at least known to my father, as “Blue Lias.” For all his contempt for science, and his preference for traditional pastoral lore, he was wont to utter such proud phrases as:


“I am glad you have noticed that formation, my boy. It is Blue Lias,” or “Here is something, Johnny, that is worth seeing, a piece of Kimmeridge Clay!”


He would say this just as he would say “The Cormorant is the greediest of all birds,” or “My brother once stared into a tiger’s eyes till he put the brute out of countenance.”


Every phenomenon he referred to, whether animate or inanimate, became a sacrosanct thing, a privileged object like those objects in fairy-tales that travellers carried to work magic with. I think it materially increased his appreciation of any landscape he was traversing when he could gravely refer to “Purbeck Marble,” or say, “Do ’ee see, me boy, how uneven the ‘Rock Formation’ is, in those cliffs over there? Such a peculiar strata”—he would use the word as if it were a feminine singular word, but use it with so much authority and weight that as with a great many expressions he used, like the syllable “goss,” for instance, in place of “gorze,” his repeated misnomer finally became an organic entity with far more substance in it than most dictionary words could claim. Well, my great ammonite was embedded in the cliff’s edge, whatever the cliff may have been made of, and this small repentant Prester John was soon occupied in gouging it out with his fingers. But the grand act of penance, for it was twice as large as a human skull, was to go staggering under the weight of this terrific fossil all the way home. Past Lodmoor Hut I had to go, past the clipped evergreen hedges of Victoria Gardens, and along that sandy pavement beneath the pebbly wall that enclosed the garden of the turreted stucco house where the great Doctor Smith lived, who attended upon the invalids of Brunswick Terrace with a deportment that combined the Divine with the Physician. I forget exactly how Littleton received my offering; but I know that all the years his collection was preserved at Rothesay House this penitential ammonite could be seen. Did it go to Montacute and after staying there for thirty years come back to Weymouth when my father returned to his own again?


One of the ghastliest of the lesser pities of life is the way so many precious symbolic objects disappear forever. Such forlorn Inanimates have no Limbo to go to, no kindly funeral-blazes. They remain the same as they have always been; but they are cast out upon the world’s rubbish-heap; and no Redeemer can ever come that shall restore them to honour. Blessed shall the man or the woman be in the Day of Judgment who has rescued even one of these castaways and saved it from the Scavenger’s Cart!


The grand delight of those months in lodging at Weymouth—and this delight returned every time we visited the place afterwards—was digging with a wooden spade in the wet sand near the sea’s edge. Oh, how deep a pleasure, oh, how quivering and trembling a pleasure it was to watch the salt-water flow into an estuary that you yourself had prepared for it! What a commentary it is upon the ways of mortal life that such a proverbially vain thing, such an ultimate example of useless activity, as digging in sea-sand should be attended with such ravishing transports of happiness, while upon the useful and the enduring work of our hands, performed in labour and sorrow, we can scarcely bear so much as to look! But that incredible sensation when the sea at last really rushes in and our sandbanks grow paler and whiter, as the long ripples reach them; till they begin to yield and to sink and to flatten out, and their edges are overpoweringly smoothed away and rounded off and silted into indistinction; and the sand we have piled up comes sliding down, sinking, sinking, sinking; till finally there is nothing left but the smooth sea-floor, just as it has been for a thousand years—what can describe the mystery of it? It is a sensation wherein the depths of some profound cosmic consciousness are shared by us. Creation, destruction … destruction, creation…. It is the ecstatic in-breathing and out-breathing of Brahma! I certainly feel, looking back on my life, that few pleasures I have known have excelled digging with a wooden spade in wet sand. The permeating presence of sun and sea, the complete isolation and delicious solitariness of the pursuit, if you are of an unsociable turn of mind, the immediate response to your human effort of such a vast force as the incoming tide—think of a child of seven choosing the direction, like a little deity, that an estuary of the great moon-drawn antagonist of the whole earth should take, this way rather than that way!—these things, combined with the heavenly absence of nurse or governess, make up an “ensemble” of beatitude rarely experienced, I fear, on this planetary globe. I cannot believe that I was still—at seven and eight and nine—totally unconscious of what has now come to be my most obstinate cult, I mean the conscious drinking up of all the various sense-impressions which the Self receives as it embraces the Not-Self; but I confess, much as it annoys me to do so, and much as it spoils what might be called the logic of temperamental destiny in my life, that I haven’t one scrap, one faintest flicker of memory about any such feeling!


“Isn’t it sad,” as the Chinese Sage Kwang-Tze always exclaims, in his whimsical-wistful way, that wicked, vicious, troubling memories remain so much more vivid than good, satisfying, soothing memories? To confess the truth, though I well recall the diffused pleasure of these long days on the wet sand, I cannot remember—no! not sharply or vividly—any one single occasion when I was thus so happy! But with abominable clarity can I recall how once, during the annual Weymouth Regatta, when we were watching the yachts racing across the bay, I saw a middle-aged man in one boat—the spectator’s boats were all crowded close together—tormenting with the most devilish malignity, a youth in another boat who was beside himself with impotent fury. Being “a tease” myself, the scene had a morbid interest for me; but it frightened me a good deal too. It comes back to me now as a grim vignette from the worst passions of the Inferno; and I think it gave me a pretty ghastly inkling of the infiniteness of evil. It burnt itself anyway into the most sensitized portion of my nerves.


Another unpleasant memory returns to me of this epoch; but this one has to do with our first few nights in Rothesay House. The windows of my room—I always had a room to myself then, and on the wall of this room, both at Dorchester and at Montacute, I used to have a small, oval, coloured print of the Duke of Wellington, which for some queer reason gave me extreme satisfaction—opened on the South Walk whose tall, thick, horse chestnut-trees were visible across our newly-laid-out garden. Dorchester, as Hardy, whose own house was only half a mile across the fields to the East of the East Walk, explains in the Mayor of Casterbridge, is singularly like an ancient city in its freedom from suburbs. It had been a walled town in the Roman times, some of the Roman masonry serving this purpose even yet, as it has done for nigh two thousand years, but these umbrageous avenues of thick horse chestnuts had come, since the Napoleonic Wars, to take the place of walls. I can remember with the utmost distinctness seeing the aged William Barnes, Thomas Hardy’s ancient friend, whose statue now stands, and a fine one it is, outside St. Peter’s Church, walking slowly down the South Walk under these chestnut-trees, dressed, in the style of a hundred years ago, in knee-breeches, black stockings, and silver-buckled shoes. But it was no aged poet I beheld on this occasion as I tried to go to sleep in my room through the long, slow-fading midsummer twilight—but a fantastic procession of phantoms, who moved like mechanical images up and down the South Walk! Were they the ghosts of the old French prisoners who originally planted these noble trees? No! they were just the ordinary passers-by; but by some mirage-like trick of distance they presented themselves to my startled eyes as ghosts, and not only ghosts, but ghosts who had the power of automaton-like progression, without a movement of legs or feet!


I have always been one to expect, and to accept, marvels and wonders, as part of what might be called the natural “chaoticism” of the world. To be a Pluralist rather than a Monist, is as much of an instinct with me as it is to every East Indian to be obsessed by Unity. The world was then—and is so still for in this matter my reason has only defended my instinct—an incalculable welter of criss-cross forces, each one of which has its own particular measure of consciousness or demi-semi-quaver consciousness. I am thus less liable to supernatural shocks than people whose minds are less credulous than mine, or if you will, for it comes to the same thing, less sceptical than mine as to all that they call scientific truth. If I actually did behold a ghost or a phantom, or some inexplicable phenomenon of magical origin, I should undoubtedly be bothered, and up to a certain point startled, as I was by the sight of these images in the South Walk, but I should not be paralysed or panic-stricken, because I should not be profoundly surprised. Every living organism—it is the fatality of our identity—has its own peculiar universe, not quite like any other—and my world remains a world under the sway of inscrutable mystery. In plain speech I still feel wholly convinced that the cause of every natural phenomenon is personal—the exertion of energy by a conscious, or at any rate a half-conscious will.


It is for this reason that no arguments anyone can use are able to convince me that the First Cause is not responsible for the pain of the world. The First Cause is for ever pleading its cause with me by contending that without free will no happiness is possible, and that free will once given, pain becomes inevitable; but my reply to Its argument seems to me a conclusive one:


“Who made free will to be fatally inseparable from pain?” and if It retorts: “The Nature of Things, my child,” I should merely repeat: “Who made the Nature of Things to be like that?”


My own feeling is—it may be a rooted insanity but I do not think so—that the only profoundly philosophical way of taking life is a threefold act of the intellect. First to accept our sense impressions of the world as the world’s true reality, against all electronic reduction. Secondly, to accept what interiorly we feel of our consciousness and will as our deepest hint as to what causes the nature of this reality to be as it is. Thirdly, to force ourselves to enjoy in a particular way this self-made universe that we are for ever destroying and recreating.


It was during my eighth and ninth years of human experience that we found ourselves fully established in Rothesay House, Dorchester, just-south of the South Walk. In my own memory these particular two years, after I had ceased to be a child, but had not yet gone to school, are the most important, most significant, and certainly most happy of my whole life. In pure happiness I consider these years to be rivalled by only two epochs in my whole life; the first of these consisting of several intermittent fragments of flawless felicity, namely, my visits to Northwold in Norfolk; and the second consisting of my quite recent retreat, after giving up lecturing, to the peaceful seclusion of these New York hills. I won’t say I cannot imagine greater happiness than I experience now, or than I experienced at the age of eight and nine, but, taking my life as a whole, these three epochs, are the happiest periods I have so far known and the ones for which I shall utter my “Vixi!” when I come to die.


While I am dealing with this subject why should I not indicate in the same clear terms what I consider the most unhappy epochs in my life? Without doubt I should say the three years between the ages of fourteen and seventeen and the particular year of grace, it was I think, when I was forty-five. The first three unhappy years came upon me when I left the Preparatory School at Sherborne and entered the Big School there, and this other unhappy year came to me before my second Major Operation, and culminated during the summer months; when, having let my city room to Padraic Colum I roamed these Eastern States like a veritable lost soul seeking rest and finding none.


Yes, my eighth and ninth years, when we were settled at Dorchester and before I went to school were years of extraordinary and exultant satisfaction. And yet I have no memory—and that I have none makes me feel a disappointed anger with this fortunate era—of experiencing that Wordsworthian “Pleasure which there is in Life itself,” which is now my dominant cult. The absence of even the faintest, obscurest, vaguest memory of that kind makes me almost feel as if when the Johnny of those days turned into the Jack of the later time, some completely different spirit had entered into me; and this is a feeling extremely distasteful to me!


Littleton and I used to go to a small private Dame’s School, situated near the Great Western station, to reach which we daily made our way along that portion of the South Walk which continues beyond the thoroughfare where South Street ends and the Weymouth Road begins. This continuation of South Walk is a very secluded place and few people frequent it. The general stream of human movement flowing down South Street follows a parallel approach to the Great Western Station or makes its way across the open square to the Weymouth Road. But no human movement enters the precincts of this continuation of South Walk. It is one of the most secluded spots in the town. Its umbrageous solitude is protected even from children’s perambulators by certain ancient and venerable posts. Against these posts lovers can lean by day and by night in a peace which is rarely interrupted, and once having pushed your way through them you breathe that peculiar atmosphere of mellow security, as gracious in winter as in summer, where the exclusion of wheeled vehicles and the sense of old paths, old walls, old trees, old grass, evokes a feeling of collegiate if not of monastic retirement. Along this avenue of undisturbed seclusion we used to observe, making her way to her school, a grave, self-possessed little girl. The repeated sight of this small dignified figure—I can recall nothing of her but her composure and her demure preoccupation with her own affairs–must have roused the very devil in me. It has all receded now into hopeless obscurity; but I can remember how disappointed and aggrieved I was when weary of these encounters with such an odious little boy, as I must have seemed to her, she took a different road to her school or went to a different school. Were my persecutions confined to making faces, or did I attempt to utter challenging words? I cannot remember. My impression is that I attempted to interest Littleton in this secret obliquity but quite in vain. Littleton himself at that time had struck up a dumb, romantic friendship with one of the little choir-boys in St. Peter’s Church, to whom he would discreetly refer as “the brown-coated choir-boy”; but the difference between us was made clear enough, in the fact that while his interest was tender, sentimental, and very personal, mine was perverse, unsympathetic, and totally impersonal.


Oh, what a number of queer memories come back as I think of those chestnut walks of Dorchester! It was in this same secluded South Walk that we used often to overtake a fellow pupil at our own Dame’s School, whose father was none other than the Governor of the County Prison. This little boy was always escorted by a nurse-maid, and, as it happened, by a nurse-maid of Spanish origin. What must my imp of darkness put into my head to do but to start a long persecution—I dare say to revenge myself for the disappearance of the little girl—of this unfortunate foreign servant! Littleton I am afraid was dragged willy-nilly into this roguery; and we used to hide behind the chestnut-trees and rush out like a pair of unconscionable “gamins” shouting in our shrill young voices: “Spanish maiden! Spanish maiden! Spanish maiden!” My behaviour on this occasion did lead—for this harmless pair were unable to change either their route or their destination—to discovery and disgrace. For the “Spanish maiden” complained to her mistress, the Governor’s lady, and Master Johnny—though he did not go to prison—was put to bitter shame and something like public ignominy.


But it would not be only stories of misconduct that those great chestnut-trees, if they could murmur like the oaks of Dodona, would relate. Once I was caught—and here I am sure I was in the right and my accuser unjust—red-handed in the act of throwing flint stones with all my might at the heads of a group of town boys. It was the august personality of Mr. B.——, the High Street haberdasher, whose beard reached to his navel—who came down on me on this occasion, making a great todo, I recall, of my being the son of the curate. Sharp and enduring is a boy’s memory of injustice; and I hasten to assure you at any rate, impartial reader, that I had been protecting our own “maiden”—not a Spanish one, but a fellow subject from Berkshire—against the insults of the rabble.


But if the South Walk, leading to our daily lessons, was linked up with ambiguous and questionable doings, the East Walk, on the Fordington side of Dorchester, can have rarely witnessed greater human happiness than ours was, as, with our butterfly-nets transmuted into fishing-nets and with watering cans to hold our captures, we took our way to those felicitous water meadows—veritable Elysian fields, though vulgarly named Stinsford Ditches—where we caught the minnows wherewith we stocked our aquarium.


This aquarium was an intense and unique pleasure to me. I think it satisfied in some profound manner my desire to be God, or at least a god, and there is undoubtedly something about watching the movements of these restless beings, as they swim in and out of the stones and weeds from which you have created their world, that gives you a mysterious feeling of excitement. Yes, it is as if you “possessed” in the way I fancy the First Cause must possess his aquarium, these darting, silvery, rose-tinged aboriginals of our human organism. My satisfaction lay very much in the thought of what a complicated world of hills and forests and glades and gorges I had made for these fish, and how large and infinite it must seem to them—while to me it was so small, and every plant and pebble so carefully chosen! My conscience in these matters has grown very touchy within the last forty years. How could I endure for a moment not taking back a sick minnow to those Stinsford Brooks as soon as it began to go round and round at the top of the water, gasping with piteous little gasps at our thinner air, as if in its extremity it would fain change its element?


The more I ponder upon my memories of my early life the more I am convinced of two things. First that there are abysses of Being and Reality totally outside this astronomical “pinfold,” in which, as Milton says, we are “confined and pestered.” Second, that all the great urges of our spirit come nearest to the secret of the Universe when they enjoy Nature with the detachment of a Pilgrim rather than analyse her with the curiosity of a Scientist.


But what is forever escaping me as I look back on these days is what might be called my normal mood. I cannot recall any average, ordinary, commonplace, humdrum mood, whether cheerful or the reverse, to which I awaked every day and upon which I relapsed from my moments of unnatural excitement. What I feel now is that all my moments were moments of unnatural excitement! In fact I feel almost tempted to go a step further and to maintain that the whole conception of the normal, the average, the commonplace, is due to a specific mental disease. To call a thing “commonplace” becomes therefore just the same as if you confided to your friend the fact that you felt sick or insane. I believe the most unphilosophical, irreligious and immoral word in the English language is the word “commonplace.”


If there was ever a saying of any sage that pierced to the heart of things it was that word of Jesus that we must become as children to enter heaven; and when St. Paul says we must “cast away childish things” I believe he is speaking of those annoying conventionalities, those teasing, bullying silly social fashions which boys and girls indulge in as they grow older. For what does it mean to become “as children”? It means that to be what is called “bored”—by anything but the society of these young people who so worried St. Paul—is henceforth impossible. Children are never bored; because the state of boredom is so appalling to them that they scent its approach afar off, and either run away, or fall into a tragic fit of blind despair.


Green gravel, sea-sand castles, submarine forests in an aquarium, blue beads strung on a string, toy pistols in a lathe-and-plaster roof, the stalks of artichokes used as spears—from one point of view all these things are childs’ play; but from another point of view they are the sublime and mystical “Gleichnis” of our whole Faustian Quest.


No words can describe what I am now trying to approach—hovering around it and about it but perpetually prohibited from seizing it by that troublesome law of Nature which makes it impossible to express a living truth except by suggestion and indirection. All I can do is to indicate, by one clumsy analogy after another, the gap, the lacuna, the niche in our daily psychology where this mystery dwells like an unseen picture in a magic crystal. And there is an emanation from the thing’s presence, which is as disturbing to our human consciousness as the presence of the black poodle was to Faust, and as corrosive to worldly ambition too, as a secret chest of sea-sunk treasure might be to a fisherman. The hatred it excites among clever people is like the fury of flame-touched adders; for it is a revelation of the Eternal totally unknown to mathematics and logic. If at nine years old I felt it to be something “whose course,” as Scott says of Arthur’s Wain, “doth roll in utter darkness round the pole,” it is to me now as I fumble towards it far less definable than any polar darkness.


But whatever it is it endows the sands of the sea and the grasses of the field with an enchanted light, and it reveals this world as a place where lobworms and newts have souls, and where the Inanimate has a disturbing porousness and transparency.


In one thing I know well the neurotic John of sixty is identical with the neurotic Johnny of nine, and that is in being born, so to speak, fresh every day. I certainly woke up every morning with a tremendous life energy pulsing through me and with a feeling that I could flow through every material object I looked at in a rapture of identification. I think—though confound it all! this is just what I do not remember!—that I expected daily to come upon some magical object, made of earth or of sea-sand or of moss, like that laid upon the top of my miniature Mount Cloud, which would immediately thrust into the world of grown-up people’s reality a wedge of my reality, so that it would be forced to come to terms with it! I am convinced that I knew, without question or doubt, that my world—the world in which I was a magician—was a great deal more than mere pretending.


I wish I could communicate in intelligible speech what I really felt myself to be—I will not say what I really was—in those days at Rothesay House. I believe I can recall exact inner feeling on many separate highly-pitched occasions. What I cannot reproduce in my mind are my less agitated, less excited, less troubled moments. But perhaps there were no such moments! Perhaps, except when I was asleep, I lived such a nervous, strung-up life that my only relapses were changes from one kind of tension to another. I believe I am able, in a manner that I fancy must be rare among men or women of sixty, to feel the actual, identical feelings that I used to have at particular moments in those days. I certainly lived in a constant repetition of gestures of extreme psychic intensity. My head was always full of some fantastical transaction that broke up the normal world.


I touch here upon what is to me one of the profoundest philosophical mysteries: I mean the power of the individual mind to create its own world, not in complete independence of what is called “the objective world,” but in a steadily growing independence of the attitude of other minds towards this world. For what people call the objective world is really a most fluid, flexible, malleable thing. It is like the wine of the Priestess Bacbuc in Rabelais. It tastes differently; it is a different cosmos, to every man, woman, and child. To analyse this “objective world” is all very well, as long as you don’t forget that the power to rebuild it by emphasis and rejection is synonymous with your being alive.


It must have been in my ninth year that I established—like a young Mussolini—what I called the “Volentiā Army.” This organization played an overwhelming part in my life at that time; and, such was my hypnotic energy, I forced it upon every one of my fellow pupils at that Dame’s School near the Great Western Station. What led me to the use of the word “Volentiā” I don’t know, but I know it had to be pronounced “Volentiā,” the final “a” like the syllable “aye.” Oh! with what an incredible sense of importance, as the enchanted chief of an occult revolutionary régime, I used to sit in the lathe-and-plaster “roof-room”—it was not really a “room” at all—that the workmen employed by Mayor Gregory had left half-boarded under the slates of Rothesay House! I dragged—I presume with Littleton’s help—a little table up there, and on this table I placed two lit candles—it is extraordinary what amount of licence I was allowed in these enterprises!—and there I sat, in exultant state, feeling like a re-incarnation of Owen Glendower, a toy pistol, loaded with real explosive “caps” in both hands, and the ferocious scowl of a dealer-out of life and death on my misanthropic countenance, while our noble, imaginative, high-spirited, sympathetic, much-enduring, but totally un-Spanish “maiden” from Berkshire would be brought as a captive before me.


It must have been about this time—before this enchanted ninth year of my life passed into its fatal tenth—that Theodore, then aged six, began to play a more prominent part in my life. My impression is that while Littleton always regarded the activities of the “Volentiā Army” with certain shrewd reservations the small Theodore gave himself wholly up to them. But even that could not have been altogether the case, because I recall that somewhere, in one of the very immature shrubberies of our newly laid-out garden, beneath a curious pink blossoming bush that bore seeds which popped when a person touched them, Theodore established, entirely for himself, a solitary retreat—a kind of infantile “Beth-Car”—to which he gave the name of “Bushes’ Home.” And just as the “Volentiā Army” had to draw in its horns and vanish when it found Littleton seated at the dining-room table, drawing ships, so it never dared to intrude upon the sacred precincts of Theodore’s “Bushes’ Home.”


But it must never be supposed that my “Volentiā Army” was a mere game of robbers, or pirates. I surrounded it on every side by the mythological! It was really a sort of secret Rosicrucian, or Thaumaturgic society, of which I—a young Prester John—was the head


Now there was at that time a newly made road that led southward across the South Western Railway towards the high downs, and upon the surface of this road, during the early period of its construction, had been sprinkled gravel of a very peculiar kind—gravel such as I have never seen before or since. It was as a matter of fact of an intermittent green. Now green is a colour that has always come to me with a pleasurable shock; especially when it has come—so to speak—in the wrong place! That green sky during prayers at Shirley was an example of this; but for a road to be green struck me as more curious than for the sky to be green.








“Green gravel, green gravel, the grass is so green!


The fairest young lady that ever was seen!”











But this particular “green gravel” led me, while our unwearied Berkshire friend pushed the big perambulator over all impediments, to things that were much more exciting than any “young lady.” For this new road under the railway, leaving Fordington at the point where you go North towards Mr. Hardy’s house, ended in a field-path across Fordington Great Field that led to the top of the Downs. These Downs were surmounted, as Mr. Hardy himself pointed out to me long afterwards, by no less than fifty tumuli above old dead chieftains’ graves. At the spot towards which this path ascended there were several of these tumuli—high grassy mounds exactly like those that bore the bonfires on their summits in the first chapter of the Return of the Native.


By this time my longing to possess supernatural powers had become a perfectly conscious and clearly articulated thing; and now on the strength of it I set to work, bit by bit, fragment by fragment, to invent a mythology! I did this with a thoroughness that showed I had not forgotten my father’s interminable fairy-story; only this was not a “story.” This was a way of life. Most of my mythology I have forgotten now, but I can remember the names of certain terrific beings that lived in those pre-historic mounds and what I used to call them. I used to call them “Dromonds.” And in addition to the “Dromonds” I called into existence a whole tribe of extremely powerful but rather dwarfish men, called “Escrawaldons,” whose rôle was to be the official enemies, in my History of the World, of the “Volentiā Army.” The “Volentiā Army” became in fact a sort of multiple Logos, standing midway between the visible and the invisible. In its realistic aspect it entered constantly into my daily life whereas in its ideal aspect it became part of an imaginary history that had no counterpart in reality. In this connection I still can feel the exact and identical thrill which I set to work, with several half-penny note-books before me, to compose a language for the “Volentiā Army.”


The satisfaction I got came, I suppose, from arbitrarily inventing words that other people—presumably—would subsequently have to use. Indeed the pleasure I derived from all this must have been more akin to the sense of power in an Arch-Medicine-Man, or a Super-High-Priest, who invents a ritual for subsequent generations to follow than to anything merely scholarly. Indeed, I am sure it had nothing of the feeling of scholarship in it, any more than my mania to-day for looking out words in a Homeric Lexicon has to do with scholarship. It is the magic significance of words and the proud feeling of dealing with secrets known to very few that pleases me so much to-day. And I think this is the kind of thing I felt when I created the Volentiā syllables destined to perplex the wits of future generations of Escrawaldons. I think too that words, the magic of words, is a deep and occult part of the mystery of life. Gibberish—the inventing of nonsense—is an irrepressible tendency of mine, and to me it is never comic or facetious or amusing. It is more tragic, more grave, more religious than intelligibility is! What is in my mind about this baffles me and escapes me, but I feel that I am on the track here of something possessed of a curious importance. The giant Nimrod, on the road to the Ninth Circle of Dante’s Inferno, utters tremendous and most awe-inspiring gibberish: “Rafel mai amech Zabi almi!”—and this is no doubt the reason why, though I am far too unscholarly to understand a single word of it, I get such extraordinary pleasure from reading aloud A Work in Progress by James Joyce.


A totally different pleasure, however, from inventing a language, was the pleasure I got from hearing Scott’s Ivanhoe read aloud in the evenings, and soon afterwards, in the same year of grace, The Talisman. These romances, and indeed the whole of Scott’s works, of which I must have read all except Count Robert of Paris, were in those days, and remain now, by far the most powerful literary influence of my life. That massive solidity, that slow-moving convincingness, that leisurely, friendly, whimsical humour, that Homeric nobility, that cheerful endurance of the buffets of fate, was even capable of doing something to counteract the natural weakness, waywardness, cowardice, morbidity, selfishness, of my furtive and evasive character. And this impassioned reading of Scott encouraged me—though recalling the fate of Norna of the Fitful Head it perhaps ought not to have done so—in my living a life that was almost purely a life of playing at magic. Why not? What I feel now, and with what seems to me to be my very deepest intellect, is that any imaginative illusion by which a person half lives, any mythology in which a person half believes, is truer, “in the only sense in which truth matters,” than the most authenticated scientific facts.


But what was I after in this rebelliously individualistic ninth year of my life, the last year of real liberty I had till I went to Cambridge? I can tell you exactly—oh! to a nicety what I was after. For in every important essential—with the single exception of my cult of the senses—my nature is the same now as it was then. What I wanted was that kind of romantic struggle with things and people, things and people always yielding as I advanced, but not too easily, a struggle which takes place in an ideal region, hewn out of reality and constantly touching but never quite identified with reality, such as might be most conveniently described by the expression, a Quest.


The kind of “Quest,” however, that I wanted was not a simple one. To satisfy me it had to take place in a world that was at once the real world and yet a world of marvels. Thus it might perhaps be best defined as a Magical Quest, a Quest undertaken by a young neophite in magic. The end or purpose of the Quest was not definable; was not even considered. It was enough that it went on and on. But though indefinable, there was Something ahead of me, Something rich and strange, Something mysteriously satisfying, a sort of Beatific Vision, composed of a synthesis not so much of sensations as of exultant emotions. Our aquarium, given to us I think by that maternal grandfather in Norfolk whose pocketful of loose silver had so impressed me on the deck of H.M.S. Thunderer, was in a curious way an integral part of this Magic Quest, for these inquisitive minnows exploring the miniature submarine forest we prepared for them were so many darting and fluttering projections of myself swimming through a world of dim under-water marvels!


That new road to Fordington Great Field, sprinkled with green gravel—could this gravel have been broken fragments of fire-touched flint?—leading to those tumuli on the ridge, that we always spoke of as “The Humps,” was only one among many paths along which I pursued this Quest. Another one was a field-path leading out of the Weymouth Road before you came to the hamlet of Monkton, where was a big fallen willow-tree. Whatever may have been the vague, rich, dim Vision at the end of this Faustian Quest of mine, it was certainly approached by a variety of circuitous ways! This great fallen willow was perhaps of all these ways the one that had the most mysterious charm. We always spoke of it as the “Herringstone Tree,” but what kind of a place Herringstone was, to this day I have not the least idea. It was the tree that led me on; and I shrewdly suspect that tree held something, in its moss-grown, massive, fallen branches, that brought back the enchanted laurel-axe of the Shirley shrubbery.


My Quest took one rather quaint and even in a sense, when you try to envisage an odd-looking, untidy, surreptitious little boy, in muddy knickerbockers and navy-blue jersey, putting on an expression that he believed as ethereal and Ariel-like, rather pathetic form. Our aged Penn House relative had given me a small musical box, no bigger than a half-penny bun; and with this in my possession, turning the handle with one hand while I held it, as I supposed, in an airy feminine manner in the other, I used to hurry on tiptoe from room to room of Rothe say House, I will not say “pretending to be,” for my transformations were more than pretence, but being for the nonce, a supernatural agent.


I wish I could recall the half-indulgent, half-scared expression with which Littleton, at the dining-room table, industriously drawing ships, for he was loth to rouse Johnny’s irrational anger, and yet found it difficult to see the despotic Head of the “Volentiā Army” in the light of a butterfly-winged Ariel, must have turned to greet my perambulating tinkle of sweet sound.


It must have been at the beginning of my tenth year—that year that saw Littleton and myself deposited in the Preparatory School at Sherborne—that I composed my first poem. I find it impossible to remember whether this, or a fragment of a prose romance entitled, The Knight of the Festoon was my earliest literary inspiration, but I cannot resist transcribing the verses, which were written after we had all been for a visit to Corfe Castle….








“At Corfe Castle when the light


Has vanished and the shades of night


Steal o’er the ruins grey


There is a dungeon from light of day


Where now a grisly Spectre holds his sway.


Among the shadowy ruins groping creeps he


And when he hears a fearful shriek up leaps he


And sees another Spectre of the night


A Bogy that surpasses him in height.


Then there commences such a fearful fray


As was ne’er seen by the broad light of day.


Then morning breaks and both dissolve in air


And nothing’s left but the old castle fair!”











I am so little of an artist—real artists willingly return to their past works, over every detail of which they are ready to pore, just as they have laboured over them to the full extent of their power—that when I have once finished, for I am afraid I cannot use the word “completed” any work, I never want to hear of it, to see it, or even to think of it again. These verses therefore must be considered, from this point of view, the sole work of art, which I have produced from ten years old to sixty: for from the moment of writing them I knew them by heart, and it was indeed on the strength of reciting them, in the wildest and most terrifying manner, when I was fifteen years old, and in the Big School, that I proved my claim to be out of my mind, a claim that got me placed at night in the housekeeper’s room, which was the escape, from a certain cruel bully that I above all desired.


My nightly orgies of sadistic imagination were never for long intermitted; but it was only in this strictly cerebral and extremely impersonal manner that I was ever cruel unless you can call my pleasure in teasing by this name. The occasions upon which I have actually practised sadism, or even tried to practise it, I shall confess in the fullest detail as my story continues. At this age I can only recall one episode that might be so interpreted, but even this returned to me now—though this may be self-delusive—as done for some other motive. But I do remember killing a collection of live beetles which I kept in a box by pouring boiling water over them; but this, I recollect, was quite unaccompanied, either in the anticipation, or in the performance, by any emotion except those of shame and disgust.


I remember so well one day, when Littleton was not with me, meeting a girl, a little older than I was, who had been to our house; meeting her in fact in the narrow alley at the west end of the South Walk, where the public gardens now begin, and actually telling her about my nightly orgies and about the particular images that I called up to cause myself these inebriating sensations. But this young person disappointed me. What I told her seemed evidently in no way startling to her nor in the least degree engaging or provocative. She was neither shocked nor excited. To my bewildered surprise, my revelations of the intoxicating sweetness of my wicked paradise seemed negligible, nay! even dull, to this sophisticated feminine intelligence. It must be remembered that except for being rude to the Spanish maiden and that little person of the South Walk with her demure look and her straight hair, whose self-possession so excited my maliciousness, girls were not girls to me at all—they were only quiet ineffective boys—until I was nearly of an age to go to Cambridge.


It may be that my teasing was always due rather to maliciousness than to sadism. Some of it certainly was. And what a strange thing, when you come to think of it, such malice is. It is not, I am quite sure of that, the same as sadism; and I wish I could analyse it! I ought to be able to; for I believe there has never lived a human being so addicted to it as I am. Is it perhaps connected with that tickling irritation, that itching sweetness of fidgety tantalization, we feel sometimes in the presence of personalities who are what is called “cute”? Let me narrow down the possible objects of my particular kind of malice; which, I admit, may easily turn out to be sui generis. Strong, fierce, formidable people never excite this feeling in me. Very wicked people never excite it in me. Extremely ugly, deformed, crippled people never arouse it. I was on the point of saying that grave, dull, conceited people never do; but I remember a pale, red-haired, neatly-dressed boy at the Preparatory School, whom I used to force to the ground by a turn of my wrists—my wrists have always been as strong as a murderer’s—who could not in any conceivable way, either in the spirit or in the flesh, have been called “cute.” There was a boy, on the contrary in the same school against whom I behaved abominably: it is one of my very worst actions; and he might, with certain reservations, have been called “cute”; but the other could have but excited my malice, if that is the word for it, only by his annoying neatness, tidiness, primness—for he was otherwise at the extreme opposite pole from anything seductive.


What then is the true nature of this feeling that I am in the habit of calling my “maliciousness”? My friends laugh at me when I use this word. They think of me as touchingly artless, harmless, well-meaning! I think that what it really and truly is, is misanthropy. I think it is an anti-man grimace, a desire to escape being surrounded by men and women. That this is a true analysis of the feeling is borne out by the fact that towards extremely wicked, extremely formidable, extremely ugly, extremely intellectual, extremely degraded persons, I never experience this sensation. These are already super-human or sub-human; but I suppose the demureness and composure of that South Walk girl and the primness and neatness and self-satisfaction of this Westbury House boy may be regarded as essentially “human-too-human.” Yes, the more I think of it the more I feel that it is the absence of strength and formidable ness combined with a certain unruffled self-importance that excites this devilishness in me. The feeling differs completely from sadism in the fact that all my malice wants to do is to disturb, or see disturbed, the equilibrium of these worthy people in some rough or violent manner. Sadism is something entirely different from this.


I must not forget another of these magic “apercus,” these glimpses into that enchanted land, towards which, without knowing where I was going, I directed my boyish pilgrimage. This was a visit we paid to Ventnor and Shanklin in the Isle of Wight. That we ever went to these places I know was due to the fact that some old servant of my father’s youth was living there as a pensioner. His faithfulness to his personal past, his heightening of it till it resembled one of those poetical autobiographies that the Homeric heroes delight to indulge in before they slay each other or exchange arms, was, as I have hinted, one of his most marked characteristics.


But in the sands along this island shore could be discovered in those days certain small, hard crystals, called Isle of Wight diamonds. These diamonds were to be purchased in the shops; but it was a great hobby among the visitors at that time to collect them for themselves and become amateur misers. This hunting for crystals—or whatever they may have been—in the sea-drenched shingle, which was just there neither ordinary pebblestones nor yet sand, was an intense and rapturous pleasure to me. To sit on a sea-beach forever and collect Isle of Wight diamonds seemed to me all that any heart could wish. I, at any rate, required no more. Curse it! What is it that we all lose as we get older? It is something in life itself. Yes, it is in life; but it is a much deeper thing—no! not exactly deeper; I mean it is of a more precious substance—than what we think of as “life” as we grow older. Now I am inclined to think that to a quite unusual extent I have retained to my sixtieth year the attitude of my early boyhood; and such being the case I am tempted to hold the view that the more obstinately I exploit this childishness and take my stand on this childishness the wiser—if the less human—my mature life will be.


It was while bathing at Ventnor out of a bathing-machine that I had my first experience of being what they call “ducked,” in other words having my head thrust forcibly under water. This “ducking” was one of the things I disliked most at school, and I record here and now that older people bathing with children are greatly to be blamed for resorting to this practice. Let them scoop up the water, if they must, in their own hands and drench their children’s heads, but this “ducking” business should be stopped. It is an abominable shock to be ducked, not only to our nerves, but to our personal self-respect. Whether from exposure to the sun as I hunted for “diamonds” or whether from this accursed “ducking,” it was in the Isle of Wight that I had an attack of something uncommonly like an epileptic fit. Of this fact I have all my life been extremely proud, having discovered in my reading that such fits have been, throughout history, the peculiar “sacred sickness” of persons endowed with messages from the gods.


Returning to our Dorchester life, which must altogether have lasted about seven years, I want to set on record the passionate delight I used to take in stringing together small coloured beads upon cotton thread and making them into rings and bracelets. I can now recall the exquisite pleasure I got in choosing particular colours for this craft. Colour has always played a part in my life about twenty times greater than form. Perhaps Blake was right when he uttered the words that my friend John William Williams, the Roman Catholic apologist, used to repeat with such prelatical austerity:


“He who does not prefer Form to Colour is a Coward!”


Certainly the art of painting has ever been far more important to me than the art of sculpture, towards which, along with music and every sort of bric-a-brac, I have been, following my father’s indurated limitations, obstinately cold. I can see now with incredible vividness certain particular ones among these little beads—dark bottle-blue ones coming back to me with the clearest delight. Colour! What a thing to have appeared at all under the sun! To anyone who like myself is not only a coward but a confirmed sensualist, this phenomenon of colour is like a vast number of entrancingly delicious fragrances grown visible. No it is more than that. It is like a human body with which you are infatuated. It is at any rate something you touch, taste, feel, and embrace with your whole soul. It is something you sink into and enjoy like the revelation of an erotic Fourth Dimension. It was at Shirley in my very earliest infancy that I used to press my knuckles against my closed eyelids and watch with intense delight the marvellous kaleidoscope of colours which then formed and re-formed before me. And I never see pansies without remembering how once I was shown a collection of them—I would protest indignantly now against such a proceeding—pressed under a glass frame, as if they formed the contents of a framed picture.


One definite purpose I have in view in the calling up of all these memories is the confirmation and defence of certain habits of thought and feeling—I would almost say a philosophy of life—which is largely the deliberate and shameless adaptation to mature experience of the dominant instincts of childishness. But I must not let myself dodge—for the sake of giving my life the sort of fulfilled entelechy for which one’s maturer life-illusion clamours—those disturbing eruptions of pure wanton mischief, those explosions of caprice, wherein the aboriginal chaos revenges itself upon our rational gravity.


One of my greatest joys was to pour mustard and water down the holes of lobworms. What an interest it had for me to observe these indignant earth dwellers, great lubberly sons of darkness, come sprawling into the daylight, thinking doubtless that the end of the world had come since the sky rained brimstone. Another absorbing pleasure was the making of man-traps. We had an aged gardener then, called Mr. Curme, whose laborious life had bent him double, “head and feet,” as Wordsworth says, “coming together in life’s pilgrimage.” I used to inveigle Littleton and Theodore into helping me dig deep holes in the earth where the artichokes grew, those English artichokes that resemble pinkish-white bulbs, and whose tall stalks used to supply the “Volentiā Army” with some of its deadliest weapons. These holes we covered with sticks, then with rhubarb leaves and lastly with earth mould. I am glad to report that I cannot recall Mr. Curme falling into these holes; but I expect this was because in our eagerness to see them in action we deliberately plunged into them ourselves.


Those were days when, as the eldest of the family, my primogenital despotism exercised unruffled sway. Littleton’s natural gifts for athletic sports were, I can assure you, not allowed the ghost of a chance to develop under my dictatorship. His only revolt always took the same form, that of settling himself down at the dining-room table to the quiet task of drawing ships. Theodore, to my tyrannical satisfaction, showed no inclination to draw ships. There was something bizarre, even then, in his nature, which lent itself, when I could decoy him out of his “Bushes’ Home” to my most erratic undertakings. Yes, orthodox games were as alien to me in those days as they are now. I can remember well the sensation of shivering uneasiness, like a gipsy child peering at soldiers drilling, with which I watched our cousins, who were then at Winchester, playing with a football.


To sum up my experiences of this terrestial incarnation during these three years from seven to ten, I felt working in me a passionate desire to exercise a very especial kind of power, a power that was above everything else secret and anti-social. In the pursuit of this power I was distracted by obscure and mysterious fits of inexplicable delight in certain wonders and marvels—like those blue beads and that green gravel and those Isle of Wight “diamonds” and those pansy petals under glass, and the glimmering movements of the minnows in our aquarium. But I can well recall waking up one morning in my room looking out on the South Walk and thinking to myself that I must and would bring into my real life those fancies about being a magician, like Merlin or at least like Norna of the Fitful Head which were for ever hovering in my brain. Causing lobworms to come out of their underworld did not satisfy me. I wanted to call up demons. Digging holes for Mr. Curme to fall into did not satisfy me. I wanted to entrap “Dromonds” and to overwhelm “Escrawaldons.” To be the General of the “Volentiā Army” was in the ordinary day’s work: I still had obscure intimations of what it felt like to be a ruler over invisible angels. My desires were certainly disconnected and irreconcilable. My sadistic thoughts were totally unconnected with my yearning for supernatural power; so also was a tendency to greediness which I now began to develop especially with regard to raspberry vinegar and Huntley and Palmer’s oaten biscuits.


I have already mentioned how I used to listen with entranced absorption to the reading of the Waverley Novels and how these books encouraged my dominant obsession. But better even than these were Scott’s romantic poems. How I used to repeat to myself under those overarching chestnuts, as I lay in wait to leap out upon the “Spanish Maiden”:








“Glimmering faint and distant far


Shimmers thro’ mist each planet-star!


Well may I read their high decree!”











And I have no doubt that the description of Michael Scott, holding in his dead hands in Melrose Abbey his Book of Magic, was one of the influences that effected my whole earthly vision of human and inhuman possibility.


Night by night as I took off my clothes I must have felt like one moving down the aisle of a darkened cathedral, under the torn emblazoned banners of the world’s oldest superstitions. But once snugly in bed, Oh how I would give wild rein to my wicked thoughts! There were many times however when the Arch-Devil Fear, that enemy of mankind, not nowadays taking the shape of a stick floating in a lake, but taking some form, you may be sure, totally incommensurate with the enormity of its abominable menace, would make me shudder. And it was then that I would seek assuagement in the sweetly solemn stanzas of Bishop Ken’s Evening Hymn, that hymn of hymns for the soothing of human nerves. But not unfrequently it would come to pass that even this gentle “Glory to Thee, my God, this night”—would fail of its purpose. It might serve to quell the hot fevers of unsanctified thought, but it proved totally ineffectual in driving away Fear.


And so I used to have recourse to a less literary incantation. No, it was not to the majestic Michael Scott in his unhallowed cerements, that the little Johnny, in his white night-shirt, cried aloud when Fear glared at him. None others than Messrs. Moody and Sankey—I must confess it—were in those days my Ministers of Grace and my final defence; and hugging my thin knees to my thinner chest, crouching in fact in the very posture in which people were still finding the buried bones of the great Legionaries who guarded Dorchester from the Barbarians, I would forget sadism and minnows and lobworms and green gravel and traps for Mr. Curme and the terrible death of the wicked Front-de-Bœuf, and whisper hurriedly into the stormy Wessex night:


“Safe in the arms of Jesus, safe on His tender breast!”
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