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Introduction





My first reason for wanting to write this book was that I very much admired Arnold Bennett as a writer. I can’t remember when I first read his novels but I liked them from the beginning. I started with the usual ones – The Old Wives’ Tale, Clayhanger – and then moved on to his lesser known, and finally to his most frivolous books. And somewhat to my surprise, I liked them all. I’d been brought up to believe that even his best books weren’t very good – Leavis dismisses him in a sentence or two, and not many people seemed to take him as seriously as I did. The best books I think are very fine indeed, on the highest level, deeply moving, original, and dealing with material that I had never before encountered in fiction, but only in life: I feel they have been underrated, and my response to them is so constant, even after years of work on them, and constant rereadings, that I want to communicate my enthusiasm. The fact that I enjoy even his minor works and his popular journalism – and he was a notoriously prolific writer – gave me an added confidence in his achievement. I don’t expect everybody will share my affection for some of his fantasies, though plenty did in the past, but I’ve found it to be undiminished by familiarity. Some of his silliest jokes make me laugh, and his manuals on self-improvement still make me want to improve myself. I find his impact completely undiminished by time.


So I wrote the biography in a partisan spirit, as an act of appreciation. And as I wrote it, I found my admiration for Bennett as a man, and not only as a writer, was also considerable. It, too, has grown with knowledge. He was an exceptionally kind, good and generous man, who triumphed over considerable difficulties in his personal life; he was the kind of reliable, sensitive and tactful person who would make an ideal friend. Perhaps some would call his life dull, as it was not marked by any spectacular scandals, and goodness has always been thought to be less interesting than vice. I don’t think this is so, and one of the things I like most about his books, his letters, his journals and journalism, is the sense they give that life is extraordinarily varied and interesting. He was the least bored and the least boring of people. He was often depressed – it would be a mistake to think he was constantly cheerful – but he was never dull. He always leaves me with a sense that life is full of possibility.


I haven’t found it possible, in the scope of this book, to deal with anything like the whole of his output. He wrote an enormous number of words in his lifetime, as he himself was fond of pointing out, and nobody could hope to cover them all. I’ve had to leave out, for reasons of space, most of his popular handbooks, and haven’t even bothered to describe when they were written or published, as otherwise this book would have become a mere list of publications. But I’d like to say here that I’ve enjoyed them – he liked, as he put it himself, ‘a big public and plain subjects’ and he was exceptionally good with them. But he certainly wouldn’t have objected to their omission, for he believed that most English biographies are far too long.


He doesn’t make the task of writing a short biography easy. In a way he wrote his own, in millions of words, in his Journals. His letters are also voluminous. So I have had to select, somewhat arbitrarily, the points about him that most interested me. This does not aim, in other words, to be a complete scholarly account of his life and work, listing every article he ever wrote and every meal he ever ate. He did a great deal of listing himself, and there seemed little point in duplicating some of it. There are several other books about Bennett (though surprisingly few), the most complete of which is Reginald Pound’s Arnold Bennett, first published in 1952; I owe it a great debt, though I’ve tried not to rely on it too much. Mr Pound knew Bennett as a journalist when Bennett was a famous public man, and I haven’t tried to portray that section of his life very fully: Mr Pound has done it better than I ever could. What interests me more is Bennett’s background, his childhood and origins, for they are very similar to my own. My mother’s family came from the Potteries, and the Bennett novels seem to me to portray a way of life that still existed when I was a child, and indeed persists in certain areas. My own attitudes to life and work were coloured by many of the same beliefs and rituals, though they were further in the past for me, but as Bennett knew all too well they are attitudes that die hard. He might have been surprised to find how closely I identify with them, after two or three generations of startling change. So, like all books, this has been partly an act of self-exploration.


There are many people I should like to thank for helping me with this work. First of all, I should like to thank Dorothy Cheston Bennett, for all the time she spared me; I enjoyed our conversations greatly, and am much in her debt for many incidents and touches of perspective which she gave me but most of all for her overall picture of Bennett as a man. It was a pleasure and a privilege to be able to talk about him with her. I’ve also talked to several other members of the family, all of whom were most helpful – his daughter Virginia, his nieces Margaret Shingler and Margaret Kennerley, and I have the kind permission of his nephew Richard Bennett to quote from his letters. Ruth Bennett, another neice, kindly wrote to me with help. I’ve met and talked to several friends of his who remembered him well – Violet Wyndham and Lady Diana Cooper brought him very much to life.


I also owe a very great debt to Professor James Hepburn, whose excellent editions of Bennett’s letters have been extremely useful. His notes have been invaluable, and I have made much use of them. My thanks also to Bennett’s agents, A.P.Watt, and to Methuen and Chatto and Windus (particularly Mrs Norah Smallwood) for helpful information. Useful suggestions came from many friends and acquaintances, particularly Anthony Curtis, Tim Hilton, and Ian Dunlop.


Thanks for permission to quote are also due to the Oxford University Press and Michael Holroyd.


I should like to thank Peter and Joyce Cheeseman for talking to me about Bennett’s reputation in the Potteries today, and for letting me use photographs of their Bennett productions at the Victoria Theatre, Stoke-on-Trent; John Ford and Derek Beard of the Stoke Public Library for their help in locating Bennett’s settings; Manny Rühl for his photographs of the district.


I should like to thank Barley Alison for encouraging me to start the project, and Tony Godwin for seeing it through, and Joan Duerdoth, who most efficiently typed out and tidied up my extremely untidy typescript. My family have patiently accompanied me on some strange excursions in pursuit of Bennett and listened to my problems with sympathy.


Lastly, I should like to thank Harold Landry for his help, and for finding me, over the years, many items of Bennett’s ephemera that would not otherwise have come my way.




  





Postscript: In the very first paragraph of this book, I describe the Potteries as depressing. I wrote that some time ago, and I’ve let it stand, because it was true when I wrote it. But I must in fairness add that the reclamation schemes, then only just under way, are now flourishing, and the slag heaps are green with clover and wild flowers. In another few years, the district will have improved beyond all recognition. There are still some who don’t want it improved, and who liked it as it was, dirty but distinctive, but even they must appreciate the imagination that has gone into the new landscapes. As Mr Beard said to me, it’s possible now to imagine Stoke as a garden city. Five years ago such a suggestion would have seemed laughable.
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The Five Towns





Arnold Bennett was born in a street called Hope Street. A street less hopeful it would be hard to imagine. The house where he was born, on 27 May 1867, has since been destroyed, but from the surrounding district one can imagine that it is no great loss. A café now stands on the corner site, and on the wall of the café there is a bronze commemorative plaque. As Bennett himself was no great defender of his home towns, there is no need to protect them on his behalf. It can be said, plainly, that there are few regions more depressing to the eye than the Potteries today, and they must look considerably better now than they did a hundred years ago, before the concept of clean air had been dreamed of. The landscape lacks the scale which makes some of the industrial North (from a passing train) picturesque and dramatic, but it bears the same scars. There are the same neglected industrial sites, the same rows of terraced workmen’s cottages, the long high brick walls, the desolate patches of muddy grass. In 1971 the City of Stoke-on-Trent (a conurbation formed in 1925 of the six Five Towns) boasted more derelict land within its boundaries than any other county borough in England. Almost a twelfth of the city’s area is officially derelict. The coal mines and the clay marl pits defy the schemes for improvement. Trees are planted, pits are filled with slag heaps, disused railways tracks are adorned with shrubs and used for cycling, but it is slow work. There are grants now for reclamation, prize-winning schemes are made, plans are being put into action. Trees will be planted on the largest spoil heap, the one that elegantly shades Burslem Cemetery. The public were asked if they wanted the slag heap flattened. No, they said. They liked their slag heap. They didn’t mind its being landscaped, but they didn’t want it taken away.1 Bennett would have liked that.


Of course the squalor is not unrelieved. The flights of architectural fancy are few, but they exist. The golden angel weather vane on the Town Hall and the dirty but ornate façade of the Swan Bank Methodist Chapel (demolished since I began writing this) are among the rare attempts at decorative beauty, and feature as such in Bennett’s books. It is not surprising that Bennett became interested in the idea of architect as hero. Beauty, in such a region, does not meet the eye: it has to be looked for; and when we find Orgreaves explaining to the young Clayhanger the virtues of the Sytch Pottery, we sense the author’s relief at finding that even in such unpromising places there are, to the trained eye, points that can be admired. Edwin, having been told that the window of the Pottery is ‘the most beautiful window in Bursley, and perhaps in the Five Towns’ finds that he has to think again, for ‘it had never occurred to him to search for anything fine in Bursley. The fact was, he had never opened his eyes at Bursley. Dozens of times he must have passed the Sytch Pottery, and yet not noticed, not suspected, that it differed from any other pot-works: he, who had dreamed of being an architect!’2 One cannot really blame the young Clayhanger or the young Bennett for their lack of perception; although Edwin immediately decided to place the Sytch Pottery on a plane with the edifices of the capitals of Europe, a feast for discerning eyes, not many of the inhabitants can have so regarded it. And it is significant that the beautiful window, as pointed out by Mr Orgreaves, was in fact in the process of being boarded up.


It wasn’t until he had left the Potteries that Bennett even thought of them as material for fiction. Having left them for London, he never went back to live there, though he visited friends and family. He could appreciate their virtues only from a distance. Indeed he claimed that he had not thought of using them as fiction until he read another man’s work of fiction, George Moore’s A Mummer’s Wife; he wrote to Moore on 24 December 1920, ‘I wish also to tell you that it was the first chapters of A Mummer’s Wife which opened my eyes to the romantic nature of the district I had blindly inhabited for over twenty years. You are indeed the father of all my Five Town books.’3 Among the passages which must have aroused his admiration in A Mummer’s Wife are those which describe the landscapes – passages like these:




‘Below her in the dazzling morning light lay a valley miles upon miles in length. It was one of those terrible cauldrons in which man melts and moulds this huge age of iron. And of what did this valley consist? Of black plains that the sunlight could not change in colour; of patches of grass, hard and metallic in hue; of tanks of water glittering like blades of steel… sharp as the teeth of a double saw were the interminable gables, and not a ray of light glinted against the black windows…. There behind Bucknell were more desolate plains full of pits, brick and smoke; and then for miles rose up against the sky, with a roll oceanic in grandeur, the interminable hills’…. ‘No spray of green relieved the implacable perspectives, no aesthetic intention broke the frigidity of the remorseless angles. Wide widths of walls, bald rotundities of pottery ovens, reigned supreme; before them nature had disappeared, and the shrill scream of the steam tram as it rolled solemnly up the incline seemed man’s cry of triumph over vanquished nature4 [chapter 4].’





It’s easy to see what Bennett saw in this: he saw scale, and dignity, and importance given to what he had thought mean and dirty and insignificant. Once a writer like Moore uses the phrase ‘aesthetic intention’, even if only to deny its existence, the reader enters the realm of art. And Bennett needed the distance of art to make the reality tolerable and malleable. One of the experiences he describes frequently is the experience of being aroused to aesthetic appreciation by things read or said, a very real and common experience, which many writers are too vain to admit. Bennett admits it openly. He was an insatiably self-educating man, and one of his great charms was his eagerness to learn, to be informed, to extend his appreciation; but that’s not the whole clue to his admission of his dependence on Moore. (One must allow for the fact that his letter to Moore may have been in part a polite gesture towards a writer whom he genuinely admired, but I think there was at least some truth in it.) He needed Moore, because the material he grew up in, the Five Towns material, was intractable. As a fact, it was so. It was harsh, difficult, unattractive. Bennett needed a guide when he travelled abroad – and his Florentine Journal is touchingly full of his delightful efforts to see and understand all, through his Baedeker; but even more he needed a guide to his home town. Not because there was so much to see, as in Italy, but because there was so little. He doesn’t in any way slavishly follow Moore’s outlines; on the contrary he reacts against them, he is mock-heroic rather than heroic, he writes with wry human insight rather than with the visitor’s eye of Moore, who saw nothing but the grandiose in the landscape. But Bennett needed the reassurance that the grandiose was there, behind it all, as a backcloth.


Bennett created the Five Towns. Once he had seen how to do it, he went ahead and made them. The reality of his creation is at times confusing; many people think not of the Potteries as they were, but of the Potteries as he described them. Even the names get mixed up. There were in fact six towns, not five, but even serious newspaper articles have to explain this, because for many readers Bennett’s phrase, the Five Towns, has stuck so firmly that it has more meaning than the places themselves. This is partly the fault of his own method of providing pseudonyms: he stuck so close to the original that he forgot which was which. Tunstall became Turnhill, Burslem became Bursley, Hanley became Hanbridge, Stoke became Knype, Longton became Longshaw, and Fenton he missed out altogether. On a similar scheme he converts Waterloo Road into Trafalgar Road, Swan Bank into Duck Bank – this last a highly characteristic and suitable piece of bathos. But he was not wholly bathetic or comic in his choice of names: there operated in him something of the spirit of defiance, the spirit which led to the real-life naming of the suburbs of Florence and Etruria, and it must surely have been some frolic of aspiration, some kick at the face of dreary destiny, that led him to christen his heroines by such names as Leonora and Annunciata? Harold Owen, another local man, writing in 1901 in The Staffordshire Potter, makes it clear that he at least considers that the naming of Etruria was ironic; he writes that the Potteries are ‘unutterably unlovely’, that even Birmingham has its Edgbaston but the Potteries is all Soho, and ‘as for the classic suburbs of “Florence” and “Etruria”, vassals to Longton and Hanley – or even the more modern if equally modest claim of Dresden – they are merely sly and deliberate examples of the irony of nomenclature.’5 And in a way Owen may be right – which of us, familiar with the industrial North or the wastes of London, does not know some Violet Bank where surely violets never blossomed, some Primrose Road deep in soot, some Endymion Way where no goddess would ever risk her bare feet? And how can one not speculate at the motives of the council which deliberated over such a name?


The Potteries have their Paradise Street and their Paragon Road, their Pleasant Row and their Sun Street, as well as several Cemetery Roads. Perhaps it is aspiration, not irony, that inspires the choice. Bennett wanted there to be a Leonora and an Annunciata, realist though he was. Duck Bank was there, yes indeed, but why not imagine better?


One of the most appreciative visual descriptions that Bennett wrote of the Potteries was written in 1897, in his journal, when he was thirty, and long free of the place; and it too, like Edwin’s appreciation of the window, bears the marks of intention and goodwill and curiosity, as much as of a natural response. He writes:




       ‘Friday, September 10, 1897


‘During this week, when I have been taking early morning walks with Tertia and when I have been traversing the district after dark, the grim and original beauty of certain aspects of the Potteries to which I have referred in the introduction to “Anna Tellwright” has fully revealed itself for the first time. Before breakfast, on the heights of Sneyd Green, where the air blows as fresh and pure (seemingly) as at the seaside, one gets glimpses of Burslem and of the lands between Burslem and Norton, which have the very strangest charm. The stretch of road on which one stands, used by young men and women on their way to work, is sufficiently rural and untouched to be intrinsically attractive. It winds through pretty curves and undulations; it is of a good earthy colour and its borders are green and lush. Down below is Burslem, nestling in the hollow between several hills, and showing a vague picturesque mass of bricks through its heavy pall of smoke. If it were an old Flemish town, beautiful in detail and antiquely interesting, one would say its situation was ideal. It is not beautiful in detail, but the smoke transforms its ugliness into a beauty transcending the work of architects and of time. Though a very old town, it bears no sign of great age – the eye is never reminded of its romance and history – but instead it thrills and reverberates with the romance of machinery and manufacture….’6





(I had a startingly similar experience when writing Jerusalem the Golden, which I had based on my childhood memories of Sheffield. I wrote the book from memory, and then decided I’d better go back and check up that I’d remembered right, so I went up for a night, arriving after dark and staying in the Station Hotel. In the morning I was expecting to look out of the window and see those soul-destroying grim industrial perspectives, but in fact I looked out, the sun was shining, the hillsides were glittering, green fields fringed the horizon, it was all bright and sparkling and beautiful. I felt as though I had maligned the place completely in my memory. After the flat dull overbuilt sprawl of London, it was Sheffield that looked like Jerusalem. Of course, clean air may have had something to do with this impression. Sheffield is a different city now, since the Clean Air Act of 1956: the creation of Smoke Control areas, in 1959 and 1972, has transformed its views and its atmosphere. A similar change has of course overtaken Stoke-on-Trent; Burslem no longer appears from the heights of Sneyd Green to lie ‘in a heavy pall of smoke’, as Sheffield used to lie in my memories of the 1940s and 1950s, when one returned to it from the hillsides of Derbyshire.)


Bennett’s admiration of the views of the Potteries is perhaps somewhat constrained, as was and is mine of Sheffield: no amount of goodwill can transform Sheffield into Rome, or Burslem into an old Flemish town, however much one may wish to try. It is not wholly complimentary to one’s birthplace to return to it after years of exile and find it not as bad as one remembered. It’s typical of Bennett that he had to make the reference to the old Flemish town, just as Edwin Clayhanger had to see the Sytch Pottery as an edifice on a plane with the capitals of Europe. The Five Towns have their virtues, but only retrospectively, when gilded by a superior and wider knowledge. Bennett must have been describing his own feelings in Leonora, when the hero, a businessman made good, returns to his home town from America, and reflects: ‘And during all those racing years of clangour and success in New York, the life of Bursley, self-sufficient and self-contained, had preserved its monotonous and slow stolidity. Bursley had become a museum to him; he entered it as he might have entered the Middle Ages. Some of the streets seemed like a monument of the past, a picturesque survival; the crate-floats, drawn by swift, shaggy ponies … struck him as the quaintest thing in the world’ [chapter 2].7


These are indeed the sentiments of the returning conqueror. As Harold Owen said, ‘The greatest advantage incidental to living in the Potteries is the hope of being able to make enough money to live out of it.’8 And when you’re out, you can look back with pleasure. You can enjoy, then, the quaintness of the old names – the Sytch, the Hadderage, the Jenkins, Hole House – without having to live with them. Burslem isn’t Bruges. It takes will-power even to see a whisper of the past, and it takes an iron will to see beauty in the smoke that shrouds the present, and romance in manufacture. But then, an iron will was what the Bennett family had. They made themselves, they made life, out of poor materials; they transformed, through the effort of the will, the little that they were given.


Will-power was a Wesleyan inheritance. The community as a whole was deeply imbued with a faith in the virtues of hard work, discipline and self-help, and regarded poverty as a moral failing. Bennett, an extremely hard-working, productive and industrious man, continued to the end of his life to describe himself as naturally lazy, partly because the standards of effort set for him were so high. H.G. Wells claimed that one cause of Bennett’s enormous output was the ingrained belief that idleness was somehow wicked, a loophole for sin. This is no doubt what the Methodist community believed, and Bennett himself had an added incentive to effort in the example of his own father, who was a man of dogged, dogmatic, inbred perseverance. Enoch Bennett, Arnold’s father, had left school at the age of twelve to become a potter like his own father, returned to school as an apprentice pupil teacher a couple of years later, went back to the potbanks and became a partner in a firm which failed, took up pawn-broking – the house in Hope Street where Arnold was born was a pawnbroker’s and small-draper’s shop – and finally became a solicitor at the age of thirty-four. With an example like that behind him, indeed constantly before him, it’s not surprising that Arnold felt driven. He was driven. His father did not leave his example to speak for itself, he constantly sang the praises of endeavour, he would not let the children play on the streets, he insisted that they should study and work hard, and make ‘sustained efforts’. Although brought up in comparative affluence, Arnold must have felt the breath of poverty and disgrace behind him. He claims that he could remember the shaming black bundles of clothes in the hall of the house in Hope Street. His was the first member of the family to rise to the professional classes, and it was up to Arnold, as the eldest son, to maintain progress.


It would be a mistake, however, though a natural one, to imagine that Bennett’s family had experienced, in living memory, the spectacular hardships which he describes so movingly in Clayhanger. Darius Clayhanger, who started work at the age of seven in the potbanks, and was rescued from the Poorhouse by Mr Shushions the Sunday School teacher, went through worse than Enoch Bennett knew, though in many ways he is modelled on Enoch: he had his bad temper, his indigestion, his discipline, his ambition. The descriptions of his labours as a child, and his days in the workhouse, are not drawn from Enoch’s own past, but largely from a book by William Shaw published in 1903, called When I was a Child, Recollections of an Old Potter. But Arnold Bennett’s knowledge of such matters cannot have been gleaned wholly from books. It must have been in the air. The Bennetts had been potters for generations, probably since the industry developed towards the end of the seventeenth century; in 1786 John Bennett, potter, was sufficiently educated to sign his own name in the marriage register at Norton-in-the-Moors, and he was Arnold’s great-great-grandfather. Conditions changed during the nineteenth century, but they were still, in Bennett’s father’s youth, appalling. In 1843, the year of Enoch Bennett’s birth, the report on the Staffordshire Potteries compiled by Samuel Scriven gives a horrifying picture of child labour, of ‘jiggers and mould-runners, who by the very nature of their work are rendered pale, weak, diminutive and unhealthy…. During this inclement season I have seen these boys running to and fro on errands, or to their dinners, without stockings, shoes or jackets, and with perspiration standing on their foreheads, after labouring like little slaves, with the mercury 20 degrees below freezing … many die of consumption, asthma and acute inflammations.’9 This picture is all the more horrible because Scriven does not seem to realize what he is saying, and continues to describe the employers as men of ‘warm-hearted sympathy’.


Although Enoch himself never worked on the potbank as a child of seven, he must have known plenty who had or did. Many of them, like Darius in Clayhanger, were stoics: Jacob Ball, twelve-year-old runner of dish moulds, is quoted by Scriven as saying he would like a chance to ‘play me a bit. I should like to go to school, evenings; I should do that too….’10 It was a hard-working inheritance, without self-pity. Conditions gradually improved, with Factory Acts restricting and finally forbidding child labour, but pottery remained a dangerous industry. In 1860, six years before Bennett was born, a typical obituary in The Potter (18 August 1860) reads: ‘For a flat presser, he exceeded the average age, the years of his life numbering fifty.’ In 1891 the Factory and Workshop Bill reformed sanitary conditions in the workshops, but it wasn’t until seven years later that there was a Home Office inquiry into lead poisoning, which resulted, the following year, in a notification from Whitehall that the use of raw lead must be discontinued entirely. The number of cases of lead poisoning dropped, but even so as late as 1905 seventy-five cases were recorded, twenty-nine of them women and girls. The past died slowly, and Bennett, sitting in Paris or London or on his yacht, never forgot that but for his own labours and those of his father before him he might well have been suffering from lead poisoning himself. Nor did he ever, like so many self-made men, turn against the working man with self-righteous indignation; he never scorned the failure to rise, he sometimes disagreed with but never sneered at the unions, he never regarded poverty as a crime. In fact he completely lacked the censorious side of Methodism, its judging, its sniffing and sneering, its righteous scorn for others; he kept his high standards to himself and didn’t try to impose them on others.


If potting was the industry of the district, Methodism was its religion, and the two together formed the Bennett inheritance. By the time Bennett was born, religion was a more potent force than potting in the family. The first member of the Bennett family to take the significant step of becoming a Wesleyan Methodist was Sampson, son of John the potter; he joined the Methodist faith round about the year 1816, by which time Methodism was flourishing all over the Potteries. It was a religion ideally suited to the district, as Wesley found when he visited Burslem: his first visit, in 1760, was rather a wash-out because, as he crossly remarked in his Journal, ‘the cold considerably lessened the congregation. Such is human wisdom! So small are the things which divert mankind from what might be the means of their eternal salvation!’ But the word did not fall on deaf ears, for he made converts; when he went back three years later he found ‘a large congregation at Burslem; these poor potters four years ago were as wild and ignorant as any of the colliers in Kingswood. Lord’ [he says, enigmatically, possibly intending a pun?], ‘thou hast power over thine own clay!’11 After this, Methodism spread rapidly, and chapels sprang up all over the Five Towns: the first was built in 1766, and chapel-building went on right through the decline of the congregations at the end of the nineteenth century, for, as Bennett cynically observes in These Twain, the response of the Wesleyan community to a falling attendance and shortage of ministers was to ‘prove that Wesleyanism was spiritually vigorous by the odd method of building more chapels’.12


At the beginning, however, Wesleyanism was truly a religion of the people and for the people. It was a genuine working-class movement, which offered spiritual hope and material improvement to its followers. It offered education, betterment, a brighter future in material terms, and an emotional release from the grim realities of the present. It preached thrift, discipline and frugality. Unfortunately these very virtues were to become weapons in the hands of the employers, and created the ambiguous attitudes to wealth and self-help and industry that were almost to ruin the religion’s spiritual power. The Methodist was the ideal workman, as the employers were quick to realize: Robert Peel, writing in 1787, says: ‘I have left most of my works in Lancashire in the management of Methodists, and they have served me excellently well.’13 The improved Methodist, with honestly saved money in his pocket, became just as repressive and worldly as the churchmen he had despised. Wesley himself foresaw this dilemma, when he wrote:




‘… religion must necessarily produce both industry and frugality, and these cannot but produce riches. But as riches increase, so will anger and pride and love of the world…. How then is it possible that Methodism, that is, a religion of the heart, though it now flourishes as a green bay tree, should continue in this state? For the Methodists in every place grow diligent and frugal; consequently they increase in goods. Hence they disproportionately increase in pride, in anger, in the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride of life.’14





He might have been foreseeing the exact combination of frugality and wealth that produced Auntie Hamps, in Clayhanger, lavish in her black ribbons, bestowing golden sovereigns on nephews and great nephews, feeding her servant on dripping, and dying proudly in an unheated bedroom, considering herself a thoroughly religious woman, while her nephew considered her a thorough hypocrite. It was the double-thinking of Methodism that annoyed Bennett most profoundly, as a child and as an adult, and his rebellion against it lies behind many of his absurd extravagances – those frilly expensive shirts, those fictitious scenes in which people impulsively buy expensive bags and cars, or burn up pound notes. He sensed from the beginning that parents and aunts and uncles imposed religion on children not because they themselves truly believed in it, but because, like employers with workmen, they thought it was good for them; in My Religious Experience, he writes: ‘We children felt that religion was imposed upon us not for religious but for disciplinary reasons.’ Similar suspicions were voiced by my mother, who was brought up in a similar chapel-going district in South Yorkshire; she recalls even now the indignation with which she realized that Chapel and Sunday School were being used as ways of keeping children quiet while adults slept after Sunday lunch. The good workman, like the good child, does what he is told, is clean and quiet, does not play marbles, saves his money (the poor Clayhanger children, like the wretched children in Bleak House, are forced to save up their birthday money), does not drink, does not waste time on pleasure.


The two tendencies of Methodism, the popular and the respectably repressive, caused several schisms in the Movement, one of which originated in the Potteries: two Staffordshire men, deciding that Methodism was getting too dull and unspiritual, began to hold open-air meetings on the hill of Mow Cop. They were accused of encouraging wild, over-excited gatherings and were expelled. They formed a breakaway group, the Society of Primitive Methodists. In 1836 there was another schism in the district, which directly involved Bennett’s own family and which also involved that extremely significant institution, the Sunday School, which played so large a part in the novels of Bennett and the lives of millions. The particular incident was the breakaway in Burslem of a group of Sunday School teachers, who were expelled from Swan Bank Methodist Church.


The reason why they were expelled was extremely interesting. They were expelled because they refused to stop teaching. One might have innocently supposed that the purpose of a Sunday School was to teach, but it was not as simple as that. The early Sunday Schools – by no means all of them Wesleyan, though Wesley thoroughly approved of them – did indeed have in mind the purpose of teaching; they sprang up all over the country in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and they offered opportunities of education to children who worked a six-day week, and worked the incredibly long hours that were then permitted. Children who started full-time work at school age had nowhere else to go to learn, and those who wished to learn to read and write loved their Sunday School with a touching passion. Some of the early descriptions of these schools are amazing, to those accustomed to think of the Sunday School as a dumping ground: William Shaw, the author of When I was a Child, writes: ‘What shall I say of the benefit I got from the Sunday School? To speak of the benefit it has been to this nation would be a joy, and all I could say would fail to tell the measure of its beneficence and inspiration, especially to the children of the poor in those days. To me, very soon, it was a life within my life…. Sunday was verily an oasis in the desert to me.’15 In these schools children not only found peace and quiet after the muck and grind of the factory; they found dedicated men and women, willing to spend time trying to teach them all the things of which their social class had deprived them. They offered a chance to catch up, to make good: they offered the only chance, before compulsory primary education, for the working-class child.


Unfortunately, the powers above soon noticed that although thrift and frugality were good for workmen, education was not necessarily at all to the employer’s advantage, and a distinct change of policy emerged. It was decided that, after all, it was wicked to teach poor children to write: a pamphlet by Robert Martin called The Impropriety and Sinfulness of teaching children to write on the Lord’s Day shows clearly enough what kind of excuses were thought up to cover this essentially political decision. The teaching of writing was prohibited by the Methodist Conference: Jabez Bunting, one of the most powerful Methodist ministers in the first half of the nineteenth century, was determined to put an end to what he called ‘this secular art’, and he succeeded. Reading was still allowed, because after all the poor had to be able to read the Holy Scriptures. It’s hard now to picture the pious Sunday Schools as hot-beds of Jacobinism and dissent and radicalism, but that’s how they were regarded. The poor, of course, were quite well aware of the reasons why they were being deprived of their education: Shaw, the Old Potter, says, ‘I remember hearing a clergyman oppose educating the people on the grounds that they would write nasty things on the walls’,16 a fair description of the first level of political consciousness. Samuel Bamford, the distinguished Lancashire radical, learned to write at the Methodist Sunday School of Middleton – he gives a good description in his autobiography of the difference between the old style and the new:




‘I soon mastered the rudimentary lines, and quitting “pothooks and ladles,” as they were called, I commenced writing largehand. For the real old Armenian Methodists … thought it no desecration to enable the rising generation, on that day [i.e. Sunday] to write the Word of God as well as to read it. Had the views and very commendable practice of these old fathers been continued in the Sunday School generally, the reproach would not have been cast upon our labouring population, as it was in the publication of the census of 1841, that a greater proportion of the working classes of Lancashire were unable to write their names, than were to be found in several counties less favoured by means of instruction. The modern Methodists may boast this feat as their especial work. The Church party never undertook to instruct in writing on Sundays; the old Armenian Wesleyans did undertake it, and succeeded wonderfully, but the Conferential Methodists put a stop to it.’17





In fact, it was in order to put a stop to just such men as Samuel Bamford that the Methodist Conference of 1814 did vote as it did, in favour of no writing in schools. Bamford learned far more than to write his name on the wall; he became a reformer, an agitator, and an author – altogether a bad influence, from the employers’ point of view.


It wasn’t only the pupils who objected to the new reactionary school of thought on education; some of the teachers objected too. To return to the Bennett family – when a group of Sunday School teachers at the big Chapel at Swan Bank in Burslem were told to stop teaching, they refused. The orthodox Wesleyans were so incensed that they not only expelled them, they actually locked them out. Undaunted, and convinced of their social mission, the teachers went off with most of their pupils and founded Hill Top Chapel, which opened in 1837. Its inscription read, defiantly, Burslem Sunday School. The Bennett family became members of this chapel and John Bennett, Arnold’s grandfather, was a trustee and superintendent. Hill Top had a Benevolent Fund, a Clothing Fund and a library, but it was by no means altogether progressive – ‘a Minister was asked not to play cricket, a local preacher was reprimanded for attending the theatre, and Sunday school teachers were reported for skating on Sunday’.18


But by the time Arnold Bennett himself came to Sunday School age, the dramas of schism and lock-outs were little more than a backcloth. Indeed the Bennett family had moved back to Swan Bank, which now taught reading and writing not on Sundays, but on Monday evenings. Sunday School was now a dreary obligation to those who could get their education in greater comfort during the week; the old imposed it on the young as a matter of form. The heroic days were over. It is not surprising that what Bennett emphasizes most in his own religious background is its hypocrisy. Methodism was an extraordinarily double-edged affair. One of its most puzzling features, to those not reared under its shadow, was (and perhaps still is) its strange combination of emotionalism, enthusiasm, even fervour, and extreme dourness and repression: and this was, at heart, evidence of its greatest hypocrisy, its most profound double-thinking. For Methodism really was, in a sense, the opium of the people. It was masochistic, submissive, debasing. It gave the people a sense of release, of emotional indulgence, while at the same time vigorously repressing all disturbing manifestations of energy: sexual, social or political. All the latent emotionalism of hard-working people was channelled off into Chapel, and even Bennett, rationalist as he was, felt at times its surreptitious pull. Christianity has often been called a slave religion, and the Methodists, singing of bleeding wounds and fountains of blood and loads of sin, and wallowing in their abasement, must certainly invite the accusation. And of course this religion could easily be turned, as we have seen, to the employer’s advantage; it suited him well to have a work force crushed with guilt, conscious of its own shortcomings, eager to find salvation through labour, keen to eschew the diversions of drink, games, cricket, skating, fives, marbles. In Dr Andrew Ure’s alarming work Philosophy of Manufacture (1835) this view is seen in its true colours: he urges the utility of moral discipline, praises Sunday Schools as ‘fortresses against vice’, and persuades mill-owners that if they ‘organise their moral machinery on equally sound principles with their mechanical’ they will find the truth of the Gospel saying, that ‘Godliness is great gain’. This was the Dr Ure who saw, in the miserable Darius Clayhanger and Jacob Ball, ‘lively elves’, ‘always cheerful and alert, taking pleasure in the light play of their muscles – enjoying the mobility natural to their age…. As to exhaustion by the day’s work, they show no trace of it.’19 The moral, to Dr Ure, is clear: people love work, and there is no better workman than a Methodist, thoroughly convinced that idleness is wicked and drinking a vice, whose libido is harmlessly fulfilled in metaphors of blood and sin.


The people were not, of course, completely crushed. They continued to try to organize themselves in unions, to fight back politically, to assert their rights. But for some reason the potters were not very good at political action; most of their efforts petered out and came to nothing. The one thing they would not relinquish was the Wakes, which was their annual festivity, at which they let off steam. Various attempts were made to stop them (by employers and ministers combined) but the men always won: Josiah Wedgwood wrote plaintively that however he tried to persuade his employees to work through the Wakes, by promising them a longer Christmas, ‘I know it is all in vain, for Wakes must be observed though the world was to end with them.’20 The Wakes were a huge orgy of festivity in the drab lives of the people; and as such they fitted in peculiarly well with the emotional rhythms of Methodism itself. The early Methodists had been emotional enough, but as the religion had become more and more respectable displays of feeling had become less and less acceptable; by the middle and late nineteenth century all that was permitted was the odd emotional binge, in the form of a revival meeting or a procession. E.P.Thompson, in The Making of the English Working Class, describes this peculiar rhythm. He says:




‘But what must be stressed is the intermittent character of Wesleyan emotionalism. Nothing was more remarked by contemporaries of the workaday Methodist character or of Methodist home life, than its methodical, disciplined and repressed disposition. It is the paradox of a “religion of the heart” that it should be notorious for the inhibition of all spontaneity. Methodism sanctioned “workings of the heart” only upon occasions of the Church; Methodists wrote hymns but no secular poetry of note; the idea of a passionate Methodist lover in these years is ludicrous.’21





This account is extremely relevant to Bennett’s own development as a man, and to the background of his novels. He was without doubt sexually inhibited by his repressive background, and he knew it; this was one of the reasons why he loathed the ‘pietistic religious humbug’ of his home town. It had maimed him, and he never forgave it. Unlike many youthful materialists and radicals, he never softened into respectable middle-aged religiosity and public church-or chapel-going: he maintained his anti-religious position till the end, writing very near the end of his life a pamphlet called The Religious Interregnum, in which he stresses the cruelty committed by organized faiths, their intolerance, their bigotry: ‘Religious propaganda,’ he says, ‘has always been marked by desperate cruelty … narrow-mindedness, injustice and tyranny’, and he also comments that ‘most religious people spend their time vilifying the views of others’.22 He was not perhaps the thorough-going materialist he declared himself to be; few are. There are signs in his later life and novels of an interest in the less organized forms of religion – he attended a spiritualist seance with Roger Fry and Yeats, he read a little of Mrs Besant, he pondered on the life of the spirit and the power of dreams. But Methodism was a dead letter to him; he took as his own creed the verse that the Methodists most signally ignored: ‘Judge not, that ye be not judged.’


In The Religious Interregnum he states that he himself had never ‘felt within [him] the operation of a religious instinct. Even as a schoolboy … I never felt anything but a cautious disdain for the impassioned beliefs surrounding me.’23 And this was doubtless true. Nevertheless, it was impossible wholly to resist the weight of feeling in the Wesleyan community, however insincere one might feel it to be. In his Five Towns novels Bennett gives a fine description of a certain phase of historical and religious development; the phase towards the end of the century, when Methodists were wealthy, respectable, no longer embodying dissent but spokesmen of conformity – indeed it was said ‘you were no good in Burslem unless you were a Wesleyan’24 and the Methodist chapels greatly outnumbered the Church of England establishments. (According to the Victoria County History, there were forty-six Methodist chapels in the Potteries by 1851, twenty-three other Nonconformist places of worship, and only seventeen churches; there was a great spate of chapel building in the 1890s, as well.)


Bennett found the weight of respectability stifling. In later years he was to love casual social life, bohemian behaviour, eccentricity. Nevertheless, the Methodists had not managed to wipe out all feeling from their lives; they were still, even in Bennett’s day, given to great emotional outbursts on approved occasions. Such an upbringing cannot be shaken off entirely, and Bennett reports upon its exact historical phase with objectivity, with feeling, but without sourness – a rare enough feat when one remembers how crippling such a background might have been. He forgave it, as he forgave his father, and one of the finest descriptions in Clayhanger is of the Sunday School Centenary, which Edwin Clayhanger and his contemporaries attend in a spirit of superiority, contempt and patronage, only to find themselves moved, despite all. Here is Edwin, in the Square, listening to the huge interdenominational gathering singing that Freudian piece (deeply disapproved, as I remember, by the Quakers):






‘Rock of Ages, cleft for me,


Let me hide myself in Thee;


Let the water and the blood,


From thy riven side which flowed,


Be of sin the double cure:


Cleanse me from its guilt and power.










‘The volume of sound was overwhelming. Its crashing force was enough to sweep people from barrels. Edwin could feel moisture in his eyes, and he dared not look at Hilda. “Why the deuce do I want to cry?” he asked himself angrily, and was ashamed. And at the beginning of the second verse, when the glittering instruments blared forth anew, and the innumerable voices, high and loud, infantile and aged, flooded swiftly over their brassy notes, subduing them, the effect on Edwin was the same again: a tightening of the throat, and a squeezing down of the eyelids. Why was it? Through a mist he read the words “The Blood of the Lamb”, and he could picture the riven trunk of a man dying, and a torrent of blood flowing therefrom, and people like his Auntie Clara and his brother-in-law Albert plunging ecstatically into the liquid in order to be white. The picture came again in the third verse – the red fountains and the frantic bathers.’





Later, a preacher appeals to the crowds, announcing that ‘even for the veriest infant on a lorry, there was no escape from the eternal fires save by a complete immersion in the blood. And he was so convinced and convincing that an imaginative nose could have detected the odour of burnt flesh.’ After a little more of this, Edwin has suddenly had enough. The mist before his eyes clears, and he turns to his companion, Hilda Lessways, and whispers: “More blood!”




‘“What?” she harshly questioned. But he knew that she understood.


‘“Well,” he said, audaciously, “look at it! It only wants the Ganges at the bottom of the square –”’25





Hilda implores him not to make fun, even though, as she says ‘we don’t believe’. And a few minutes later she is passionately defending ‘When I Survey the Wondrous Cross’ as the most splendid religious verse ever written. And Edwin thinks, fancy exciting herself over a hymn, forgetful that he himself, a few minutes earlier, was on the verge of tears over the ‘Rock of Ages’. Here, in passages like this, Bennett perfectly catches the death-throes of the old passion, and the mingled awe and scorn of the younger generation who dare to defy it.


There is another beautiful expression of the difference between the old and the new Methodists in the same book – the old and the new, as described by Samuel Bamford. It is embodied, suitably enough, in the character of a Sunday School teacher, old Mr Shushions, who had once, long ago, saved Edwin’s father, Darius Clayhanger, from the workhouse. When Edwin first sees Shushions talking to his father he regards the old man ‘impatiently, as an aged simpleton, probably over pious, certainly connected with the Primitive Methodists’. Mr Shushions’s credentials are presented partly by the services he has rendered in the past to Darius, which Edwin never learns, and partly by his present contempt for a hilarious notion called the ‘Prayer Gauge’, devised by Sir Henry Thompson – ‘The scheme was to take certain hospitals and to pray for the patients in particular wards, leaving the other wards unprayed for, and then to tabulate and issue the results.’ (There is another fascinating dissertation on the same theme in These Twain, where the children decide to test the efficacy of prayer by praying for a penknife, and are somewhat frightened when a concealed adult, overhearing their prayer, throws a penknife into the garden where they are gathered. Their shock almost outweighs their delight, but they decide nevertheless to push their luck and try for a bicycle, though, as one of them says, ‘We’d better all stand as close as we can to the wall, under the spouting, in case.’) Mr Shushions is entirely opposed to such irreverent trials of God’s powers: ‘I’ve preached in the pulpits o’ our Connexion for over fifty years … but I’d ne’er gi’ out another text if Primitives had ought to do wi’ such a flouting o’ th’ Almighty.’ He turns up again later in the book, at the Sunday School Centenary, old, toothless, doddering, to be mocked by all around, and refused his rightful place on the platform, mumbling in a senile fashion of the past – ‘Aye,’ the old man droned, ‘I was Super when we had to teach ’em their alphabet and give ’em a crust to start with. Many’s the man walking about these towns i’ purple and fine raiment as I taught his letters to, and his spelling, aye, and his multiplication table – in them days!’26 There indeed is a description of the old style, completely rejected by the new, and it’s much to Bennett’s credit that he could see the difference, although much nearer to both than we are now. Bennett is one of the greatest writers of the passage of time in the English language. Here he is at his best, in his epitaph on Shushions, which serves also as an epitaph for the Primitive faith itself.




‘Thus was the doddering old fool who had given his youth to Sunday schools when Sunday schools were not patronized by princes, archbishops and lord mayors, when Sunday schools were the scorn of the intelligent, and had sometimes to be held in public-houses for lack of better accommodation – thus was he taken off for a show and a museum curiosity by indulgent and shallow Samaritans who had not even the wit to guess that he had sown what they were reaping…. And Darius Clayhanger stood oblivious at a high window of the sacred Bank. And Edwin, who, all unconscious, owed the very fact of his existence to the doting imbecile, regarded him chiefly as a figure in a tableau, as the chance instrument of a woman’s beautiful revelation. Mr Shushions’s sole crime against society was that he had forgotten to die.’





If Shushions represents the old school, the new is represented by the parson Abel Peartree, in Bennett’s real life a Mr Appleby – another example of the subtle system on which Bennett invented his pseudonyms. It is Peartree who, in Clayhanger, is so loathed by Edwin for his introduction of Saturday Afternoon Bible Classes for schoolboys, and who turns up again twenty years later in These Twain to try to persuade Edwin to act as district treasurer for the Macclesfield District Additional Chapels Fund, a fate from which he is saved only by the bravery of his wife Hilda, who has the audacity to declare that she and Edwin are no great chapel-goers. And it’s interesting to note that Peartree and Auntie Hamps were the couple responsible for converting Darius from Primitive Methodism to Wesleyan Methodism. In the same way, Bennett describes the congregation in the chapel in Duck Bank in The Old Wives’ Tale as ‘influential’, a ‘magnificent and proud majority’, and comments on Mr Povey, sitting there quietly, ‘a recent convert from Primitive Methodism in King Street to Wesleyan Methodism on Duck Bank, dwelling upon window tickets and the injustice of women….’27 Evidently, the journey from King Street to Duck Bank, from Primitive to Wesleyan, was a journey up the social ladder. Edwin, in King Street – William Clowes Street – where Auntie Hamps lies dying, is shocked by its squalor – ‘suddenly thrown back into it at its most lugubrious and ignoble, after years of the amenities of Trafalgar Road, he was somehow surprised that that sort of thing still continued to exist….’28 Is it possible to detect in Bennett’s attitude to the old and the new a slight shame at the family’s social climbing? Are there any memories of old John Bennett, Super at Hill Top, woven into the portrait of Shushions, Super for so many years in the Connexion?


The Wesleyan Methodists, then, are seen through Bennett’s eyes as hypocrites and conformists, with what justice we must judge for ourselves. His moments of sympathy for the faith are rare. Anna, in Anna of the Five Towns, is certainly a sincere believer and a Sunday School teacher at that, but even she has difficulties in feeling the true movements of grace. She tries desperately, at a revival meeting, to be saved and converted; like Edwin, she falls partly under the spell of the emotional, hypnotic force of the revivalist, but like Edwin she cannot fully submit, she is filled, even in the midst of her efforts, by ‘a vague sensation which was partly sorrow and partly an inexplicable dull anger – anger at her own penitence’. She is full of shame and discomfort, and as she emerges from chapel ‘a doubt whether the whole affair was not after all absurd flashed through her, and was gone’.29 She is a sincere, religious young woman, but the point Bennett makes is that she is atypical – much more typical is her old father the miser, who had inherited a small fortune from his father, a Wesleyan Methodist, and who, himself an ardent Methodist, was much less smitten with the doctrine and spirit than with ‘those fiscal schemes of organization without whose aid no religious propaganda can possibly succeed. It was in the finance of salvation that he rose supreme – the interminable alternation of debt-raising and new liability which provides a lasting excitement for Nonconformists. In the negotiation of mortgages, the artful arrangement of appeals, the planning of anniversaries and of mighty revivals, he was an undisputed leader. To him the circuit was “a going concern”….’30 One could not hope for a clearer description of the connection between religious and financial enthusiasm. The old miser represents spiritual thrift and meanness to a grotesque degree. But, as Bennett suggests, there were many like him, dating from those industrious factory managers of the eighteenth century described by Robert Peel. The endless round of appeals, disputes, prayer meetings, sewing meetings, chapel-building and anniversaries was a whole way of life. For many it was the only social life of the district.


There is no doubt that one of the things Bennett most resented about Methodism was its effect on social life, and its contribution to the peculiar joylessness of provincial towns in his day. His emphasis on this joylessness strikes us strangely, at times, today, for one of the features of his novels that delights most is his ability to convey the variety and charm of daily existence, even when far removed from organized entertainment. But perhaps, after all, it is the irreligious families in his novels that enjoy themselves most. Certainly Bennett himself became an ardent believer in enjoyment. He liked theatres, music, art, parties. Writing in Our Women in 1920 he says: ‘To my mind the tragedy of existence – provincial existence in particular – fifty years ago lay in the failure of communities to organize themselves for pleasure’,31 a sentiment which is reinforced with a different emphasis by the Old Potter, writing in 1903, who says: ‘It was my misfortune to live in a town where there was not then one public institution to help those who had either taste or ambition to rise above their environments.’32


Of course the Potteries were not completely devoid of entertainments – there was singing, clog dancing, the circus, the football club, a music-hall. And there were the Wakes, for a week every year, in June, a week of ‘orgiastic carnival’.33 These popular delights, however, were frowned upon by the religious and the respectable. Although there were theatres, such as the Blood Tub (properly known as the Wedgwood Theatre, and so-called because of the bloody melodramas it put on), in Burslem, and the theatre in Hanley which George Moore describes in A Mummer’s Wife, it was considered slightly risqué to go to them: the audience for the amateur production of Patience in Leonora consisted of both those who ‘had never been in a theatre, either from lack of opportunity or from a moral objection to theatres’, and others who avoided opera but ‘seldom missed a melodrama at the Hanbridge Theatre Royal’.34 Characteristic of the general attitude towards the drama is Bennett’s mother’s comment, recorded by him in his Journal on 18 July 1910: ‘Tertia said that the mater said, on seeing Carmen at Hanley Theatre, “I don’t like that woman at all.”’35 But at least she went. The Bennetts were, relatively, an enlightened family.


Culturally, the towns did improve as the century wore on. Libraries were opened, discussion groups sprang up. An art school was founded in Hanley, which also established itself as a musical centre; Elgar conducted the first performance of King Olaf there in 1896, in the fine Victoria Hall. In 1869 the Wedgwood Memorial Institute was opened in Burslem; this was an ambitious and remarkable building, with a very elaborate, highly decorated façade. It contained a museum, a picture gallery, lecture rooms, a reading room and a school of art. Increasingly prosperity enabled families to go for summer holidays to the fervently disputed rival delights of Llandudno or Blackpool. Bennett himself was keenly aware of the civilizing effect of a holiday, as he shows so poignantly in his description of Anna’s trip to the Isle of Man (Anna of the Five Towns, chapter 10) and in his own constant delight in travel. Towards the end of the century and the beginning of the twentieth century new parks were opened in several of the towns, proving that some effort was being made to reclaim and make attractive the vast areas of wasteland that adorned and still adorn this rather disorganized group of districts. In the first chapter of Helen with the High Hand Bennett grows quite lyrical about the charms of the new Burslem town park, with its emblazoned gates, elegant railings, fountains, cascades, bowls, brass bands and wildfowl. He admits that ‘in spite of the park’s vaunted situation, nothing can be seen from it save the chimneys and kilns of earthenware manufactories, the scaffoldings of pitheads, the ample dome of the rate collector’s office, the railway, the minarets of nonconformity … but I tell you, before the days of the park the lovers had no place to walk in but the cemetery…. That is the sufficient answer to any criticism of the park.’36


Finally, it would be ridiculous to speak of the culture of the Potteries without considering their most important contribution to the culture of the nation, the pots themselves. Despite the ruination of the landscape and the dangers and miseries of labour, the Five Towns did and still do produce some of the finest works of art in England, a fact of which the region is proud, although it is equally proud of the muckheaps which it votes to keep. But this local pride is curiously and characteristically uninvolved and unexpressed; people from the Five Towns do not boast about their products or their achievements. Bennett himself showed hardly any interest in the local industry and art when he was a child, despite the fact that his grandfather had ‘the reputation of unsurpassed skill as a “turner”’. Perhaps the aspiring Bennett family thought of pottery as trade, something to be forgotten outside work hours; a long history of labour lay behind them, preventing them from seeing the romance of industry. It took Bennett years to work up curiosity about his own potting inheritance; he says he began to make inquiries about it when he was ‘29 or 30’ because he needed the information for a novel.37 He does describe various aspects of the industry in some detail in various novels and stories, but the only occasion on which he shows any real artistic appreciation of the pots as works of art is in his short story, ‘The Death of Simon Fuge’. The narrator, a ceramics expert from the British Museum, comes up to the Five Towns to inspect some slip-decorated dishes, and finds himself impressed not only by the dishes but also by the amount and intensity of the social and cultural activity that flourishes so far from London. It is perhaps Bennett’s warmest picture of life in the Potteries – and yet even this picture is filtered through the lens of a de Maupassant short story. He saw the model, then rebuilt the memory. The cultured musical doctors, the witty museum keepers, the complicated barmaids seem more real to him when seen through the eyes of a French realist.


This chapter has been some attempt to describe the background, historical and physical, in which Bennett grew up, and of which he wrote with such mixed emotions. One of my favourite anecdotes from Bennett’s journal perfectly expresses the character of a way of life, a way of life which amused, enraged and inspired him. It deals once again with a subject that clearly fascinated him, as a comic concept, if not as a theological one – the efficacy of prayer.




‘Sunday, December 24, 1899


‘Thomas Arrowsmith called on John Beardmore for a subscription to Burslem Wesleyan Chapel. Beardmore declined to contribute, and explained how he was losing money on all hands and had in fact had a very bad year. He went to such lengths of pessimism that Arrowsmith at last interrupted:


‘“If things are as bad as that, Mr Beardmore,” he said, “we’ll have a word of prayer,” and without an instant’s hesitation he fell on his knees.


‘Beardmore began to stamp up and down the room.


‘“None o’ that nonsense,” he shouted. “None o’ that nonsense. Here’s half a sovereign for ye.”’38





Bennett makes no comment. There is no need for one.
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Bennett’s Childhood





There is not very much to be gained from tracing the Bennett family ancestry in detail. It was not distinguished – as in so many English families, the majority were hard-working unnoticeable people, in this case mostly potters, rent-collectors, shopkeepers. Some combined potting and shopkeeping. And again, like so many families, it had its claims to artistic talent – there was the musical aunt, the uncle who painted. There was also the notorious distant figure, James Brindley, whose importance in the story lies more in the interesting pride which Arnold felt in him than in the facts of the family tree, for the connection was merely rumoured, illegitimate, non-proven. James Brindley was a canal engineer (1716–72) and a man of genius. Encouraged by the Duke of Bridgewater, he designed and built 360 miles of canals in the north of England and the Midlands – he was responsible for the Grand Trunk Canal, the Staffordshire, Worcestershire, Coventry, Oxford, Chesterfield and Birmingham canals. He was a man of vision and also a man of great practical talent, a combination which Bennett particularly admired. Bennett says in his journal that it was his Uncle John, the uncle who painted, that told him of the connection – he says: ‘The Bennetts … were descended illegitimately, as my Uncle John once told me, from Schemer Brindley the engineer.’1 Later, he was to revive the same story in an article he wrote for the Daily Express in 1928 called ‘The Making of Me’, which begins: ‘It is said locally, with what truth I know not, that my family is descended on the paternal side from James Brindley, the eighteenth-century canal engineer! … He was apparently a genius … he worked too hard and died young. Doubt has been cast on his morals.’2 The message of this is clear – even if he wasn’t descended from Brindley, Bennett liked to think that he was, and no wonder. The glamour of having an ancestor with doubtful morals, amongst all those Sunday School superintendents, must have cheered up the ambitious youth enormously. Perhaps there is no truth in the story at all – it is a well-known habit of ordinary families to lay claim to distinguished and raffish predecessors, especially when they are too far removed to cast any real shame on existing members. One gets the piquancy without the embarrassment. And there weren’t many notorious characters around for the Bennetts to claim.


I should note at this point that my original interest in Bennett himself sprang from a similar source. My maternal great-grandmother was a Bennett, and the family were potters from Hanley: my great-grandfather Bloor worked at the Bloor Derby works. It is widely believed in the family that there is a close family connection with Arnold Bennett; I have not set about verifying it at Somerset House, partly through laziness, partly because I would like to believe it to be true, just as Bennett liked to believe he was connected with Brindley. It was natural enough for the family to wish to claim the connection, for Bennett was a great local man, even though his reputation locally was slightly ambiguous – he was, after all, very rude about the district that produced him. But so are many of those who lived there, not least my own relations. I never lived in the Potteries myself; we were brought up in Yorkshire, as were both my parents. Most of the family has now moved away. Like Bennett himself, they didn’t like it much. But many of the things he described – the meat teas, the winding of the grandfather clocks, the kitchen dressers, the stone steps, even the pots on the mantelpiece – are part of my own memories. My mother struggled through the same disdain for conventional Sunday School religion. His need to escape was felt throughout our family. It was natural to hope there was a real connection, as well as a connection of sympathy.


Arnold Bennett didn’t want to be an engineer, but he did want to be a genius. There wasn’t much trace of it in the rest of the family, who didn’t live up to Brindley’s glamorous example. Arnold’s great-great-grandfather was a John Bennett, born in 1760, and as he was illegitimate he may well have been Brindley’s son. His elder surviving son, Sampson, produced eight sons and four daughters, the eldest of whom was another John, probably born in 1810. This John was Bennett’s grandfather, the breakaway Sunday School superintendent of Burslem. He and his father Sampson were probably both potters, as well as shopkeepers – both had shops and both lived in Pitt Street, according to the 1851 directory. In 1834 John married Mary Vernon, Arnold’s grandmother, and in 1843, in Pitt Street, Enoch, Arnold’s father, was born, the second son of the marriage. There were five children altogether, a Sampson who died in infancy of whooping cough, an Emily who died of phthisis, John, who went to America, Enoch and Sarah, the musical aunt, who became Mrs Samuel Barlow. The Vernon side of the family didn’t make much impression on the family identity, for Arnold writes, again in his journal, of the Vernons ‘of whom several I believe are living now in Burslem ignored by my father and us’.3 But there were signs of talent in the offspring of grandfather John. Uncle John was a pottery painter; Arnold says of him, with evident pride and perhaps a little exaggeration, ‘The Potteries being too small for him, he went to London, to a cottage in Lambeth. He exhibited a pottery-painting in his parlour window. Sir Henry Doulton, strolling that way, saw it and engaged the artist for his Lambeth works. Then, Doulton’s being too small for him, my uncle emigrated to America where he succeeded and made money.’4


Enoch too was an ambitious child, but he had a rougher time getting where he wanted. He was intelligent, in Arnold’s phrase ‘highly precocious’, and by the age of eight (in his view) and ten to twelve (in Arnold’s) was earning 2d. an hour teaching in ‘a sort of night school’. Was this one of those Monday evening schools that taught writing, thus avoiding the sin of teaching writing on the Sabbath? We are not told. Anyway, Enoch was not able to pursue an academic or legal career; although he didn’t become a potter at seven, like Darius Clayhanger, he took up the job at an early age. Not much is known about his days as a potter. He probably kept it dark in later years, as Darius kept his own past. At the age of twenty-two he was a master potter, and probably worked with a partner, Thomas Hurd, at the Eagle Pottery, Nile Street. But the business failed, and in 1866 he married and set up as a draper and pawnbroker in Hope Street, in the house where Arnold Bennett was born. He struggled on there, in poverty, producing children, until his father John died in 1870, leaving him some money – the Sneyd Pottery, part of the estate, went to his sister Sarah, but there must have been a fair amount left for Enoch and Uncle John. It was at this point that Uncle John took off for London, but Enoch took advantage of his portion by attempting to fulfil his ambition to become a solicitor. He gave the Hope Street shop to his sister Sarah, ‘a tall, slim, auburn-haired, refined and yet forceful woman’,5 who ran the business successfully for many years, and he articled himself as solicitor’s clerk to Brabazon Wood Ellis. He was now twenty-nine. In November 1876, at the age of thirty-four, he qualified as a solicitor.


Those years, the formative years of Arnold Bennett’s infancy, must have been grim by any standards, as hard for Arnold’s mother, struggling to rear her family – three of whom died as babies, as was common in those days – as they were for Enoch, struggling with financial anxieties, law examinations, and his own ambition. Mrs Enoch Bennett was by all accounts a pleasant, hard-working, unassertive woman, much dominated by her husband – her own character does not emerge at all clearly from any of the family records or reminiscences. She must, like most wives in this district at this time, have been much subdued; certainly she had none of the troublesome ‘superior’ qualities which Lawrence’s mother possessed, and which produced many of the conflicts which turned him into a writer. Bennett owes to her no such doubtful debt. She may have been ambitious for him, but she didn’t show it. Arnold was to remain an attentive and affectionate son – for years he wrote to her every day and sent a constant flow of postcards, on one occasion (31 August 1904) sending as many as seven postcards on the same day. No wonder he criticizes the neglect of the feckless Cyril Povey, in The Old Wives’ Tale, who forgets to write home.


Mrs Bennett’s maiden name was Sarah Ann Longson, and her background, though of the same class, was different from the Bennetts’. Her grandfather had been a farmer at Mellor, Glossop – in his journal Bennett notes:




‘We were talking of the neighbourhood of Macclesfield…. My mother said: “We” (that is, herself, sister and brother) “were all baptized at Mellor Church, near Marple. Grandfather had a farm there. Father and his three brothers were all born there, and he brought us over from Glossop to be baptized at the church. There were four Longson brothers, James, John, Robert and Henry.”


‘“All dead, I suppose?” I said.


‘“Eh, bless ye yes. Long and long ago.”’6





The Longsons had never had anything to do with potting. Sarah’s father Robert, who started life as a weaver, moved from Glossop to Burslem in 1860, when Sarah was twenty, and opened a tailor’s shop in St John’s Square. Six years later she married Enoch. But the life in the shop in the Square, immortalized in The Old Wives’ Tale, was one of the most interesting parts of Arnold Bennett’s background. There Sarah and her sister Frances must have spent years plotting their future, as do Sophia and Constance. Arnold spent a great deal of time there as a child, and one of his sisters, Emily, was virtually brought up there by Aunt Frances. Sarah must have been relieved to have a little help with the children; her own house was crowded enough. Aunt Frances Longson (later Mrs Ezra Bourne) was the more spirited of the two sisters, and described by her nephew as ‘one of the most powerful, attractive and formidable characters I have ever encountered’7 – he wreaked his revenge on her for her power in his glorious portrait of Auntie Hamps, surely one of the most vital, dreadful, awe-inspiring women in English fiction. Sarah, the elder sister, was more gentle-natured; or perhaps she was made so by constant childbirth and by her dominating husband. For Enoch was an autocrat. Arnold wrote (‘The Making of Me’): ‘Napoleon of the Tuileries was not more of an autocrat, nor better served. It was beneath his dignity to carry a latchkey. Arriving home he would rap with his wedding ring on the glass of the front door, and somebody scampered to open it, at no matter what hour.’8 He was exacting with his wife, and severe with his children, who were not allowed out to play as other children were. Perhaps Aunt Frances, dismayed by her sister’s subjugation, very reasonably decided that she would not be made a doormat in the same way. She married Ezra Bourne, Master Potter of Messrs Bourne and Leigh, and ran him very efficiently. In fact, the two sisters represent very clearly two types of working-class wife – the quiet, well-disciplined wife who never asks what her husband is earning, and the one who demands the whole pay packet and lets the husband have a little pocket money.


Mrs Bennett’s early married life was extremely hard work. She was twenty-six when she married in 1866. The first child, Arnold, was born in 1867 in the wedge-shaped corner shop in Hope Street, to be followed a year later by Frank, then Fanny Gertrude (Sissie) then Emily and Tertia, then Septimus, with three intervening children dying in infancy. The Longson shop must have been a refuge, for the mother as well as for the children, for she used to go there from time to time to serve behind the counter, and would also make hats at home. Her mother wasn’t much use to her, as she was crippled with arthritis and died blind, but her father and sister offered not only refuge, but also financial assistance – the family lived rent-free at one point in a house that belonged to Mr Longson in Newport Lane. (This is the house that Hilda Lessways lived in.) For they didn’t stay in Hope Street – they left when Arnold was five, and moved from one dingy rented cottage to another. It is not surprising that Arnold was to write with such passionate enthusiasm about bathrooms, windows, plumbing, heating. The only comfortable place of his early childhood was indeed the shop, described again and again, in different guises: Adeline Aked, the heroine of his first novel, A Man from the North, is brought up in just such a shop, by her maternal grandparents and two uncles, and her joy at watching the stalls go up in the Square outside, her pleasure at ‘the immense proportions’ of the house, its profusion of staircases (for it was three houses knocked into one), its variety of cellars, its mysterious shuttered look on Sunday afternoons, is clearly a description of Arnold’s own pleasure in his grandparents’ interesting home.


The shop was, and still is, in the centre of Burslem, in an important and busy site, in marked contrast to the drab terraces of Dale Hall, Newport Lane, and Hope Street where the young Bennetts lived. It stands at the bottom end of St John’s Square and now houses a bookmaker, but the building itself is largely unchanged; it has three storeys and a basement, with a front entrance on to the Square and a side entrance on to what was then King Street (now William Clowes Street), a road which descends sharply to the amazingly drab and neglected church and cemetery at the bottom. There is a mysterious bricked-up window, and the roof has a pleasantly ancient irregularity. Thanks to the redevelopment of Hanley as the main shopping centre, Burslem itself is very little changed from Bennett’s day, and all its principal buildings are within two minutes’ walk from the Longson shop; the Square itself has most of its original buildings, and a Saturday morning market, as well as Swan Bank with the George Hotel, the Wedgwood Institute, the handsome Big House (built by the Wedgwoods in the eighteenth century, and now the Midland Bank), and the Old Town Hall with its golden angel, which are all within easy reach. The Town Hall has recently been cleaned, and looks surprisingly attractive. Unfortunately, the Meat Market, which lay just to one side of it, has been demolished. Bennett admired it, and ironically its empty site now supports a curious brick wall with a plaque to Bennett on one side of it, and a plaque to another quite disconnected Alderman Bennett on the other – a fine example of local economy in monuments. Also within a minute’s walk of the Square is the site of the Hill Pottery, which too has disappeared. Bennett called it the Sytch Pottery, and the hill which descends beyond it is still known as the Sytch, though not on the street maps. In the Longson shop Bennett, like the Baines girls in The Old Wives’ Tale, must have felt himself at the hub of the town’s activities; like them, he must have watched life going on under the windows and longed to get out into it.


One of the most curious features about the Potteries, and one that distinguishes them from other provincial industrial cities, is their smallness. Six local centres, each with its own Town Hall and its own character, create a very different atmosphere from one large city with endless undifferentiated suburbs and back-to-back housing. It is true that there is little sense of planning, a lot of wasteground, and a weird higgledly-piggledy development of houses, shops, factories and public buildings all jumbled up together. But this had its advantages. A child like Bennett could, in a short walk, see all the main activities of Burslem in action. Potteries were not built in distant industrial estates; they were mingled with houses, and some of them had real architectural merit. Pot banks and chimneys still rise up oddly behind pubs and small shops. Most of the pottery-owners were small family business men, as Enoch Bennett would have been had he flourished. It was not a district of large monopolies, but of small firms. Clayhanger’s printing works was right in the centre of town, like the Longsons’ shop. This homely scale led to an intense civic pride (and an intense dislike of the idea of federation) and it also gave Bennett as a young boy the feeling that he could get to know and be concerned in all the affairs of his region. There was a lot of ugliness and poor housing; there are still derelict terraces and unlovely streets; there are still many families who feel they cannot begin to live until they get right outside into the country. But as a community, the town of Burslem was extremely interesting and intensely individual, where a small man could make a large impact, as Bennett was to demonstrate to the rest of the world in later years.


Enoch Bennett’s ambition was to get out of dark rented houses and into something better. He did not like to depend on his wife’s family. He worked away every evening, passed his Law Society examinations, and became a solicitor in November 1876. The strain had been dreadful, and the family believed that it caused his breakdown of health later. But for the time, at least, the long grind had paid off, and Enoch was able to enjoy a long stretch of hard-earned rising prosperity before he fell ill. The family moved into a bigger house in Waterloo Road in 1878. (Waterloo Road is the Trafalgar Road of the novels, and was to house many Bennett characters and connections – his brother Septimus was to live at no. 182, his uncle Barlow lived in 81, his brother Frank lived at the corner of Hill Street and Waterloo Road, while Dr Stirling and Mr Fearns the solicitor, both fictitious, inhabited the superior Bleak Hill house belonging in real life to Dr Russell.) In 1879, Enoch Bennett was able to buy a building site for £200 at the top of Waterloo Road, the best end, described many times as such by Arnold, with immense satisfaction.


Waterloo Road is a long thoroughfare which links Hanley and Burslem, replacing the older and more tortuous Nile Street; it was built after the Napoleonic Wars, to find labour for the returned and unemployed soldiers. It’s a switchback of a road, and then as now it contains a great variety of housing – small shops, terraces, garages, hairdressers, old people’s homes, factories, and grander detached and semi-detached residences.


On the site which Enoch Bennett bought, he built, for a further £900 (borrowed on mortgage) the house which is still preserved as a Bennett Museum, 205 Waterloo Road. Arnold was a young teenager when the house was being built, and he must be describing his own feelings when he describes Edwin Clayhanger, watching the building of his own family home:




‘When the house began to “go up”, Edwin lived in an ecstasy of contemplation … the measurements, the rulings, the plumbings, the checkings! He was humbled and he was enlightened. He saw a hole in the ground, with water at the bottom, and the next moment that hole was a cellar; not an amateur cellar, a hole that would do at a pinch for a cellar, but a professional cellar.’9





And Edwin, who unlike Arnold was destined to live his married life in this home, this analogy for 205 Waterloo Road, meets his wife-to-be in the empty, unfinished house, in the middle of the night – the romance of it is so strong that he is drawn towards it, and creeps in, and goes up to the room which is to be his, and plans where he will put his books … ‘only now, he could not dream in the house as he had meant to dream; because beyond the open door was the empty landing and the well of the stairs and all the terror of the house. The terror came and mingled with all the delicious sensations…. No! Never had he been so intensely alive as then!’10 The spaciousness of the house, the size of the rooms, the fact that the hall is square instead of long, cramped and narrow, its carpets, its offer of privacy, are all deeply felt in terms of someone who hadn’t known such things. Only those who have endured the inconveniences of living in a dark row of terraced housing can fully appreciate the effects of lightness, the glories of having a detached house. It’s not only a question of social standing, though that’s involved too: what one feels coming through Bennett’s descriptions is sheer physical relief.


The house wouldn’t strike many as being particularly desirable today, though it does have a certain period charm; it’s in red brick, with lavish use of terracotta in the decorations, a characteristic both of the district and the period. It is on three floors, with two huge cellars below: it has six bedrooms, and the two front bay-windowed rooms are large and light. The decorations are Victorian and ornate: stained glass with birds fills the tops of the windows, flowery tiles surround the fireplace. It was doubtless, in Bennett’s day, over-furnished by our standards, and although Bennett refers to its Clayhanger equivalent several times as ‘palatial’, it hardly justifies the adjective. But in terms of what they had left behind, it was a palace, and the features which to us look quaint and dated (however charming) were to them the height of modernity.


And of course the house was not simply a house. It was a symbol of the ascent of the Bennett family into the middle classes. Enoch was now a professional man, and his neighbours therefore should be doctors, solicitors and aldermen. 205 Waterloo Road was in the right part of Waterloo Road, on the ridge known as Cobridge, and as Bennett says in Anna of the Five Towns, to reside there ‘was still the final ambition of many citizens, though the natural growth of the town had robbed Bleakridge [Cobridge] of some of that exclusive distinction which it once possessed’.11 Bennett was deeply affected by the move, and it must have been during this period that he developed his extreme interest in property, bricks, rents and mortgages; many of his novels give extremely detailed descriptions of the buildings as well as of characters, a fact which was to annoy Virginia Woolf greatly. She thought it was not spiritual to be so interested in bricks and mortar. But Bennett, who had been brought up the hard way, knew exactly what the power of bricks and mortar was. Later, he was to work as a rent-collector for his father’s firm, a job which he did not care for, and he came to know the housing conditions of the district well. Family conversations at home must have been full of talk about property, which is reflected in the novels: Alderman Sutton in These Twain deplores the fact that there is ‘jerry-building’ even in Trafalgar Road; Hilda Lessways and her mother own and worry about property, so does Anna, and the Card is a rent-collector. To Virginia Woolf such details were dull externals; she did not want to know about houses, she wanted to know about souls. To Bennett, as to Lawrence, houses expressed souls. People were not disembodied spirits, and the houses that they built were as much a part of them as their bodies. And in 205 Waterloo Road Bennett found for the first time what Virginia Woolf herself demanded as the right of every writer: a room of his own.


But it was not to writing that Arnold’s mind turned when the desire for self-improvement and achievement first gripped him. He didn’t turn his mind to writing for many years, and then only in an apparently most casual, almost accidental manner. He was not one of those children who consider themselves born poets and novelists, and at one point he suggests that he wrote his first novel because a friend suggested to him that it would be a good idea. (This is not as unusual a starting point as it might seem: Angus Wilson says that it was his psychoanalyst who suggested to him that he might start writing fiction.)12 In fact one of the enduring oddities of Bennett was an inability to judge the possibilities of his own talent; quite late in life he started to write poetry, some of which was published in the New Age. He devoted considerable time and thought to it, and it was not at all good, though astonishingly enough Philip Larkin has included an appalling example of it in the Oxford Book of Twentieth Century English Verse – perhaps an example of one provincial sticking to another. Larkin’s poetry does have some of the qualities of Bennett’s prose, but Bennett’s poetry has nothing to recommend it. Similarly, as a child, he decided like Edwin Clayhanger that he would be an artist, inspired by the gift of an excellent box of watercolours, and he went on painting throughout his life. His sketches and watercolours are much better than his poems, and gave him and his friends a great deal of pleasure, but they are nevertheless amateur. It’s odd that he doesn’t seem to have recognized the enormous difference in quality between his sketches and his novels; at times, reading his journals and letters, one gets the impression that he was faintly surprised that one talent should have been so fully recognized, the other not at all.


Clearly, then, he was an artistic child, with no strong sense of direction. He recounts his first encounters with literature and education in his book The Truth about an Author, which he wrote in his middle thirties. It’s a lighthearted book, but nevertheless interesting, partly because it contains his only reminiscence of the thoroughly repressed days in Hope Street – he is in the kitchen, a very small child unable to read, but staring virtuously at a piece of paper which he is holding in his hand, being ‘good’ (very like the young Sartre in his autobiography Words), while his younger brother, baby Frank, is bellowing in the pawn shop (‘full of black bundles’) which lies at the end of ‘a very long and mysterious passage’. This, he says, is how ‘we came together, literature and I’. The first story that he remembers reading is, significantly enough, ‘The Ugly Duckling’, which he found when he was six or so: doubtless he realized the significance of the way in which it struck him, for he says:




‘When the ugly duckling at last flew away on his strong pinions, and when he met the swans and was accepted as an equal, then I felt sorrowful, agreeably sorrowful. It seemed to me that nothing could undo, atone for, the grief and humiliations of the false duckling’s early youth. I brooded over the injustice of his misfortunes for days, and the swans who welcomed him struck me as proud, cold, and supercilious in their politeness. I have never read The Ugly Duckling since those days. It survives in my memory as a long and complex narrative, crowded with vague and mysterious allusions….’13





There is a fine bit of literary criticism, and its relevance to Bennett’s own struggles is obvious enough; one wonders how much he had read back into his original reading.


He wasn’t exactly an ugly duckling in his childhood, because after all there was no reason why he should think himself cut out for better things. But he had his problems. He developed in infancy a stammer which he never overcame, and which prevented (or saved) him from undertaking lectures, public speaking, and after-dinner speaking in his later life. It is the kind of affliction that can make a child’s life a misery, and though there’s no evidence that Arnold was bullied or victimized, he must have felt set apart. Various school friends remember him as being ‘moody’ or ‘not particularly happy’. It’s impossible to know what caused his stammer, because it is more or less impossible to diagnose the reasons for any stammer. I personally feel that a stammer that begins for one reason may accrue around it all sorts of other personality difficulties, so that it changes during its owner’s lifetime, becoming a safety valve first for one set of anxieties, then for another. Mrs Bennett thought that it was caused because he fell out of his high chair on to his head on the floor when he was three (the age when speech begins to produce problems), and was scolded by his father for doing so. Other suggestions are obviously possible. H.G. Wells, backed by Bennett’s other biographers, thought it might be connected with some sexual shock in infancy, and when one thinks that Mrs Bennett had nine children, of whom three died, all in rather close quarters, it does seem likely that Arnold may have seen something that the Victorians and Dr Spock think he ought not to have seen. Such a theory would account for his later sexual development and its difficulties, but I think it far more likely that Arnold was a classic case of a child nervous before an over-dominating father with far too high expectations of his children. This is a situation in which stammers commonly develop. Often the stammer is induced by the excessive anxiety of the parents, who insist that the child should speak clearly and not hesitate at an age when it is hardly capable of doing so; there is an analogy with over-rigorous pot-training, which Arnold like all his generation probably suffered from, and which is thought to produce many of the Victorian-Wesleyan qualities of thrift, neurotic cleanliness, bowel fixation, interest in figures and statistics and hypochondria. Nobody could say that Arnold grew up mean, for he was the most generous of men, but he was certainly unusually interested in and proud of his money-earning capacity, and he was also certainly a hypochondriac.


Be all this as it may, and none of it can ever be proven, it can be proved that Arnold had an exacting father, who expected a great deal of him, and that he worked hard to try to placate him. He was always a responsible and conscientious child, with a strong desire to please and a need to be liked. His sense of responsibility sprang partly, perhaps, from the fact that he was the eldest of six, and no doubt had to do his share of amusing and controlling the little ones. Throughout his life he was to take his duties to his siblings seriously, stepping in to help with money, illnesses, holidays, nephews and nieces. He and his brother Frank, the two eldest, were the natural leaders of the family; there was only a year in age between them. Mrs Beardmore (Fanny Gertrude, known as Sissie) recalled in an article in the Sunday Chronicle (22 December 1929) that the rest of the family always had to do what Frank and Arnold decided. But the little ones seem to have been willing victims, for Arnold, even when young, was full of schemes and ideas.


Mrs Beardmore recalls in particular the family Christmas, a ritual which bears a strong resemblance to the one handed down in my own family, and still largely extant. Preparations would take weeks – the children would plan surprise presents for their parents, usually home-made, as they had little pocket money. Frank was good at carpentry, Arnold at fretwork, and the girls were rather reluctantly bullied into sewing. They would make their own Christmas decorations – Chinese lanterns and ornaments from decorated hoops. On Christmas morning there would be hymns at the piano, then at twelve o’clock the distribution of presents; Enoch Bennett, always keen on self-improvement, always gave books. At one o’clock there was dinner, followed by quiet reading of the books, then in the evening there would be a party with charades, songs and dances. Arnold organized the charades efficiently; even at this age he was a keen organizer. It was at one of these Christmas evenings that Sissie remembers first hearing him sing his party piece, with which he was to amuse sophisticated audiences at soirées in Paris, and a whole theatre-full of distinguished guests in London: ‘Sucking Cider Through A Straw’ was the song. When he sang Bennett’s stammer left him, and he was able to sing confidently in public, though he always loathed making public speeches.14


Bennett seems to have got on well with his brothers and sisters throughout childhood, though difficulties were to arise later. He was close to Frank, but his favourite was his sister Tertia, a handsome, intelligent girl with whom he always stayed closely in touch. She too had literary aspirations as a child, according to a school friend, H.K. Hales, and she did in later life publish children’s stories. Septimus was also to prove artistic, though he was several years younger than Arnold, and can’t have had much effect on him as a child. Sissie was to grow up into a strong-minded woman of public affairs, a strict teetotaller, with little feeling for books. Emily grew up eccentric, but we don’t know what she was like as a child; she was less a part of the Bennett family, having spent much of her childhood with her grandparents. It was a lively household, despite Enoch’s strictness – the children made their own amusements, went swimming, had family jokes, kept a dog called Spot (‘Out, damned Spot,’ said a witty friend to the dog when telling it to leave the room, thereby earning Arnold’s admiration and envy) and in fact behaved much like other nice, well-brought-up children in the Five Towns. (They didn’t play on the street. It wasn’t respectable to play on the street, it was dirty and one might meet nasty neighbours.) Bennett catches the feeling of his childhood in many of his novels – a curious mixture of freedom and circumspection, in which children had to watch adults carefully but could get away with a great deal if they set about it subversively enough.


Bennett’s education started at the Infants’ Wesleyan School in Swan Square, which he attended in the Newport Lane days, walking past the Longsons’ shop to get there, and often dropping in on the way home for a meal. The year after he left, the school’s headmaster committed suicide, a fact which he stored up for future use. In 1877, when he was ten, he started to attend the Endowed School, in the Wedgwood Institute, Queen Street, Burslem, a school halfway between Swan Square and the shop and a minute’s walk from both. The Wedgwood Institute, covered in ceramic decorations bearing witness to the man it commemorates, now houses the public library downstairs and an annexe to the college of further education upstairs. It is an astonishingly ornate building; the façade presents not only many reliefs of the potter’s trade but also, in twelve arches that were originally intended as windows, terracotta reliefs of the twelve seasons. Apparently the original design was considered not to demonstrate the Wedgwood theme clearly enough; certainly there is now no mistaking it. Rarely can a building have been so covered with monuments to the art of ceramics.


The school, however, was not as distinguished as its building, for Sissie Beardmore claimed that in those days the books were so dirty that the Bennett children were ‘discouraged from borrowing them’, a phrase which shows that even in those far-off days, the days of Newport Lane, the Bennetts still felt themselves to be better than their neighbours. This relentless superiority and keeping up of appearances was an exhausting business and it was common among a certain social class. It’s the kind of striving that marks one for life. My mother recalls the Whitsun Outing, which all the Sunday Schools joined in, and says that she hated the teas because the mugs were of thick pottery, and because the cakes had coloured icing, and she had been told that coloured icing was ‘dangerous’ and ‘vulgar’. The sense of moral confusion must have been acute: the outing was in a pious cause, therefore must be good, but the cakes were vulgar, therefore must be bad. Similarly, in A Man from the North, little Adeline Aked’s religious upbringing is marred by social doubts – she was not allowed to go to Sunday School: ‘Although Uncle Mark and Uncle Luke taught there, and grandpa had once actually been superintendent, she was not allowed to go there, simply because the children were rude and dirty.’15 (Remember Mr Shushions, and the old days when children came to school and had to be given a crust of bread to keep going, and old John Bennett, who insisted on being allowed to teach them to read.)


When Bennett was at the Endowed School the headmaster was Horace Byatt, who apparently raised the school from a very low ebb, but dissipated his energies by teaching evening classes. In 1880, oddly enough, he moved to Midhurst Grammar School, Sussex, where he became H.G.Wells’s headmaster. Byatt was succeeded by a Mr Stanton Russ, under whose rule the school was transferred from Queen Street to an attractive large mid-Victorian house, Longport Hall. Bennett was lucky in the locations of his schools. Two years after the removal to Longport Hall, in 1882, he left the Endowed School to go to Newcastle Middle School. This was a superior school; for the Bennetts were by now in their 205 Waterloo Road, holiday-taking, middle-class years. It had been known since 1705 as Orme’s School, after one of its charitable founders, the Reverend Edward Orme, and the School as such had opened in 1872 with forty-two pupils. By the time Arnold and his brother Frank got there it was flourishing. Arnold and Frank, and their two second cousins Alan and Jim Bennett, used to walk daily across the Grange and across Wolstanton Marsh from Cobridge to Newcastle, a walk which Bennett describes in Clayhanger and a walk which, more than any other, gives one the feel of the Potteries and a sense of what it must have been like to live there.


As we have seen, there is a great deal of wasteground in the Potteries, and much of it lies between Cobridge and Newcastle. The landscape is extraordinary: hilly, marked with slag heaps, mines and chemical works, and full of surprises. Flowers flourish in disused workings; pink smoke rises from a waste dump. It must have been more rural in Bennett’s day, as some of the housing estates are new, but on the other hand the air is cleaner now, and reclamation schemes are well under way. Grass is growing, small trees are planted, slag heaps have been transformed into small green mountains. Odd bits of industrial machinery have been left, deliberately, both as a reminder of the past and because, when surrounded by greenery, they are curiously beautiful. The strange, haphazard development of the region is nowhere more marked than in these patches of no-man’s-land between town centres. In many ways they are a paradise for children, though they may have been ugly to adult eyes; derelict ground is ideal for playing on, and in this the children of the Potteries were luckier than their counterparts in Sheffield or Manchester. The Bennetts used to play football on their way home.


They also used to play on the canal banks, another delightful and distinctive feature of the district. Canals feature largely in Bennett’s Five Towns novels. Bennett and his friend Frank Beardmore, like Clayhanger and his friend the Sunday, were familiar with the grassy banks, deep in yellow weeds, that line the Trent and Mersey Canals and go right through the city centres, taking their own silent and mysterious route. They are extraordinarily romantic; the contrast of the harsh architecture, the high dark-red blank walls of potteries and warehouses, with the little locks, the triumphant vegetation and the small boys fishing is very striking. Boys fish, lovers walk with each other and old men walk with their dogs, just as they did in Bennett’s day. There is here a mixture of dereliction and beauty that must be unchanged. As I write these words I am staying in the North Stafford Hotel, which Bennett knew well, and which now boasts a Clayhanger Bar in his memory; it is just opposite the railway station, in a central and highly convenient position. Last night I went for a little walk at about nine o’clock in the evening, thinking of Bennett. I turned left, along Station Road, and within three minutes I was in the middle of the strangest landscape. I was on a canal bank, with nothing but a green hill ahead. To reach it I had walked down a back street such as one might find in the slums of Glasgow. There was the water, smelling faintly but pleasantly of detergent. There was new green grass. There was a swan floating about idly. And there was a group of Indian women in long silk trousers, enjoying the warm evening with their children and grandchildren. The mothers asked me questions in their own language; the children interpreted. I wondered what Bennett would have made of this scene, which struck me as the essence of a certain type of provincial life today. Children on bicycles, mothers on doorsteps and canal banks, young men roving bored and idle. In his day the women on the doorsteps were ‘sundry experienced and fat old women, standing or sitting at their cottage doors, some of them smoking cutties’,16 and they stared at the young Bennett-Clayhanger as he walked back with his satchel on the way home from school. The first two chapters of Clayhanger are devoted to this walk, and to an evocation of the district – it is all there, the canal, the brickworks, the astonishing lone surviving grange farm, the flowing scarves of smoke. As Bennett says: ‘Beauty was achieved, and none saw it.’17 The walk affected him profoundly, and he was able to recall it in every detail years later. Indeed, as he points out in Clayhanger, it was probably more educational than much of what he learned at school.


He did quite well at school, however, despite his protestations of knowing nothing whatsoever about geography, recent history or anything to do with the potting industry. He wasn’t intellectually precocious, but he was always at or near the top of the class. In a piece called ‘My Education’ he recalls the three schools he attended and says: ‘The first is not worth mentioning. The second is hardly worth mentioning. I despised the third for a strange reason: namely, because, well aware that I knew nothing, I nevertheless rose with extraordinary rapidity to be top of the school!’18 He was at the Middle School for only a year, but he underestimates the effect it had on him. Its headmaster, D.B.Hurley (who was head from 1879 to 1906), was responsible for introducing Bennett to the delights of the French language, thus providing him with a lasting enthusiasm. Enlightened French teaching was rare in those days, and Bennett was lucky to find such encouragement. It has often been said that Bennett never learned to speak French properly, however hard he tried, but then by public schoolboy standards he never learned to speak English properly either, which reflects only on his accent, not on his grammar or his feeling for literature. He never lost his Burslem accent, and grew to be proud of it.


There was, perhaps, an irritating element of Five Towns one-up-man-ship in his acquisition of French, for he did tend to see the cultural world as a competitive place – requiring strategy for success – a tendency illustrated by a piece he wrote for his old school magazine when he was turned forty. In it he describes a visit that D.B.Hurley paid him in France. He was living at the time with his wife at Fontainebleau. Hurley arrived on a bicycle, and found himself in a household ideally suited to challenge his reputation as a linguist – Bennett’s wife was ‘a southern Frenchwoman of the purest extraction’, and the other guests included a German, the music critic Calvacoressi and his Greek mother. And Bennett says:




‘Into such company came the linguist from North Staffordshire. I said to myself, “We shall see whether Mr Hurley is really equal to his immense local reputation.”


‘He was. He was far more than equal to it. He shone, and I was extremely proud of him.’19





He was also, clearly, extremely proud of the cosmopolitan nature of his own establishment, and had fulfilled every schoolboy’s dream of impressing the headmaster. Honour was satisfied on all sides; no wonder he reports the encounter, and the discussions of French idioms, Greek roots and German classics, with such satisfaction.


While at the Middle School, the school magazine from which the Hurley extract is taken reports that he became head boy, and also that (more oddly) he played for the football first eleven. He had been top of the form, too, at the Endowed School in 1879, with full marks in several subjects – his worst subject was reading, presumably because of his stammer. He was top again, in 1880 and 1881. Yet a school friend of his, H.K.Hales, recalls:




‘Bennett did not shine in the school room. Even in English composition I do not recall that he excelled to any really noticeable degree…. I can see him now as he was in those days. He sat to my left and slightly in front of me. In his hands he held his wooden-framed slate complete with pencil and sponge. “Spit” was our watchword as we laboured at our slates, for the unaided sponges were of little use in erasing the hard pressed lines of our slate pencils. Poor Bennett hated spitting, yet he was forced to spit again and again to remove the fine neat writing….’20





Evidently he was already a fastidious boy, and warnings about dirty books and dirty behaviour had left their mark on him.


He was also a hard worker, and in December 1882 he passed the Cambridge Junior Local Examination, alone in his class. He would therefore have been qualified to go on to the Newcastle High School, and thence to university – as did a second cousin, Stephen Allen Bennett. Had he done so his life would have been very different. But he didn’t. He left school at the end of 1883, at the age of sixteen.


It’s surprising, in a way, that his ambitious father didn’t press for him to go to university. Instead he took him into his office in Piccadilly, Hanley, where Arnold began work (and where he gained much experience of life and property through rent-collecting and other humble tasks). At the same time he studied for his matriculation, both with his father and at the night-school at the Wedgwood Institute. Perhaps his father thought that university would have been too soft an option. He certainly didn’t discourage his children in their intellectual and artistic interests – on the contrary, he encouraged them to read. As soon as he had any money he began to buy books, and one of the features of the house in Waterloo Road was its ‘Book Room’. Arnold recalls: ‘His library was the largest in my youthful experience. I estimate it at one thousand volumes – mostly dull and worthless, but all dignified. He had a passion for filling his offspring with information, at small trouble to himself. When any point of dispute arose he would say “look it up”. We looked it up!’21 One can imagine more sophisticated forms of encouragement, but even so much was remarkable. The Bennetts clearly regarded themselves as a cultured and rather remarkable family – the relics left at the museum in Waterloo Road bring back a nostalgic sense of their Christmas charades, pedantic jokes, home-made entertainments. The whole family had a passion for one of the quiz games of the period which penny papers like Pearson’s Weekly used to run; they took it so seriously that they and their friends formed a syndicate and pooled their intellectual resources. The excitement generated by such games was tremendous, as Bennett recalls in his description of Missing Words in These Twain. They were hardly very highbrow, being designed to meet the needs of amusement plus self-improvement of the new mass readership, but they must have helped Bennett with his vocabulary, if with nothing else. The Missing Word game itself consisted simply of guessing the correct word to fill in a gap in the text of a paragraph of the magazine, but there were other more difficult verbal puzzles such as anagrams and acrostics. (Pearson’s magazine was later to invent the crossword, as yet unknown.) The papers offered cash prizes as incentives, and aimed at large audiences, but neverthless such games doubtless had a genuine educational value. As recent surveys have shown, children who are deprived of comics and their puzzles show up less well in intelligence tests than those reared on a strong diet of Dandy and Beano. And word games, unlike comic strips, had respectability. They were hardly the kind of amusement that an illiterate or philistine family would find amusing.


The children were also artistic. Recalling his early passion for watercolours Arnold goes on to say:




‘From fine I turned to applied art, diverted by a periodical called The Girl’s Own Paper. For a long period this monthly, which I now regard as quaint, but which I shall never despise, was my principal instrument of culture. It alone blew upon the spark of artistic feeling and kept it alive. I derived from it my first ideals of aesthetic and of etiquette. Under its influence my brother and myself started on a revolutionary campaign against all the accepted canons of house decoration. We invented friezes, dadoes, and panels; we cut stencils; and we carried out our bright designs through half a house. It was magnificent, glaring, and immense; it foreshadowed the modern music hall. Visitors were shown through our rooms by parents who tried in vain to hide from us their parental complacency.’22





And this passage is as revealing about the parents as it is about the children – they actually allowed their children to do all these things, they were proud of them, instead of repressing and discouraging them. It was even more common to discourage children in those days. The Bennetts rightly considered themselves an unusual household.


And of course their friends, the visitors who would have been called upon to admire the friezes and stencils of Arnold and Frank, were a self-elected cultural élite of the district; they were a group such as can be found in many such a town today. It’s not surprising that one of Arnold’s favourite themes was to be the distinction of provincial culture; he is perpetually teasing his metropolitan audience with little snippets about the superiority of provincial amateur pianists, of provincial bookbinders, etc. and he handles the subject with a profound insight in his masterly short story, ‘The Death of Simon Fugue’, where the limitations and achievements of such a culture are beautifully captured. Enoch’s friends, like the characters in Simon Fugue, were cultured – they included Joseph Dawson, son of a Wesleyan minister, who was a printer and bookseller, Absalom Wood, the architect, William Owen (a descendant of the Christian socialist Robert Owen) and John Beardmore, the solicitor.


They were not only cultured; they were also active in the community. The social organization of the Five Towns was such that it was easy for a small group of energetic people to make their presence felt, and Bennett’s father’s friends were all well-known local characters. Their activity expressed itself at one point in the ambitious project of founding a local newspaper, the Staffordshire Knot, which began life as a weekly in 1882, became a daily in 1885 and perished in 1892, subsumed, though far from ignominiously, by the larger and well-established Sentinel. William Owen was editor, Dawson was sub-editor and Enoch Bennett and others of the group were shareholders. It must have been an exciting enterprise, much discussed at home when Bennett was a teenager; he took it all in, remembered it and used it for background for the journalistic exploits of George Cannon and Hilda Lessways, for the details about printing in Clayhanger, and for the legal wrangles of ‘The Great Newspaper War’ in The Card. Doubtless, involvement in the paper also gave Bennett a taste for journalism as a career; although the Staffordshire Knot rejected his first offering, the Sentinel later accepted several articles by him.


So the family atmosphere was far from being dour, anti-intellectual, anti-social. Thomas R.Roberts, in his booklet Arnold Bennett’s Five Towns Origins, rightly criticizes the tendency to see Arnold’s family in terms of Clayhanger’s family – the similarities are there, and they are striking, but so are the differences. The Bennetts’ house was not cold, empty and silent, like the Clayhangers’ – ‘When the family were growing up, they were encouraged to bring their friends, and the house rang with laughter, music and singing. Half a dozen young friends might stay and sleep in the roomy house overnight. The atmosphere resembled that of the Orgreave household more than the Clayhangers. Holiday times at Llandudno, the Isle of Man and elsewhere were occasions for large seaside parties for many young men asked permission to take their holidays wherever the Bennett daughters were going.’23


Why, then, did Enoch Bennett expect Arnold to settle down so quietly upon leaving school and become an unpaid lawyer’s clerk? For that is what he did expect, and it took Arnold years to shake himself free. And it is in this region, perhaps, that the facts of the fiction are more revealing than the facts of biography. For although, as has been said, Enoch was a much less difficult and despotic character than old Darius Clayhanger, he did have some of his qualities – and a determination to have his own way was one of them. He refused to consider that Arnold was not suited for a career in law, just as Darius Clayhanger refuses to consider Edwin’s desire to be an architect. Edwin slowly and moderately abandons his aspirations, and takes over his father’s printing business: his father declines, he ascends. But Arnold quit. Perhaps he would not have done so had he been successful in his law examinations, but, somewhat to his own surprise, he failed them. He passed the London matriculation examinations but he never managed to obtain a law degree. The first time he received news of his failure he could only say to himself, as he waited for his father’s wrath: ‘There must be some mistake, there must be some mistake.’ But it wasn’t a mistake, and he never qualified. Perhaps he simply lacked motivation, though it’s odd that his very considerable gifts of perseverance and application didn’t make up for such a lack.


These must have been dreary years for him, with little hope of better things to come. During the day he worked, at fairly dull and menial jobs, and in the evenings he had to study. His portrait of Leonora’s daughter, Rose, studying for her matriculation in chemistry at London University, betrays a certain sympathy: she is tall and pale, she is ‘dowdy’, she is ‘deficient in style’, she is the ‘serious member of the family’,24 but nevertheless she is not mocked for these things, as most masculine writers of the time would have mocked her. He knew what it was like. It was difficult for him to protest about the long hours his father expected him to work, because after all his father had done the same, and supported a family while doing it.


Some of the jobs which Bennett did at the office he must have found distasteful. The office itself was in Piccadilly, Hanley, now unrecognizably redeveloped as part of the new shopping centre. In Bennett’s day it was the Lincoln’s Inn Fields of the district, less respectfully known as Rogue’s Alley. Bennett describes it years later in Whom God hath Joined, a novel which is in part an act of revenge on those wasted years. The road is a sinister little street, he says, with houses converted into offices, the front doors kept invitingly open, and drab panels lettered in black proclaiming the names of the solicitors within. The offices themselves were deliberately drab – ‘You cross ragged mats, and climb sombre, narrow, naked, soiled stairs, and push tremblingly against portals of ground glass….’25 The most established solicitors, Bennett says, were so conservative and professional that they did not even boast bells or typewriters, thinking them new-fangled and somehow unrespectable, though one gay adventurer had gone so far as to install a Turkish carpet. The setting was gloomy, and the jobs were dull. Bennett must have particularly disliked the task of rent-collecting; he was a shy young man with a stammer, and approaching truculent or impoverished strangers cannot have been very agreeable. He describes some typical tenants in his novels – an ‘old, bent, bareheaded woman … with a filthy rent book, and with it a greasy half-crown that was offensive even to the touch’,26 in Whom God hath Joined, and Widow Hullins in The Card: ‘Mrs Hullins was one of the last old women in Bursley to smoke a cutty … she smoked her pipe and thought about nothing in particular. Occasionally some vision of the past floated through her drowsy brain. She had lived in that residence for over forty years. She had brought up eleven children and two husbands there … now she was alone in it. She never left it, except to fetch water from the pump in the square.’27 The Card himself has an easy, friendly, joking relationship with such old ladies, for he is one of them by birth, with a seamstress as a mother, but Bennett may well have been more constrained. After all, he was now a middle-class boy, no longer one of the people; one wonders if he felt all the more embarrassed in such situations because of his own family’s recent pretensions. There are few who lack the common touch more conspicuously than Grammar School children of aspiring working or lower middle-class parents, who have been made deeply aware of the barriers that divide them from their own origins – dirty books, greasy half-crowns, spitting, bad language, roughness.


It’s tempting to imagine that in the Card’s easiness Bennett is projecting an image of what he would have liked to be, in those distant rent-collecting days. The Card is gay, benevolent, curt, kind and ruthless all in one; he greets Mrs Hullins cheerfully as ‘Mother’, and sits down to chat with her and to cajole her. Bennett would have liked to be like that, but at that age he certainly wasn’t. More likely he was tormented with nervousness, and already unhappily aware of life’s injustice.


He, too, was a victim of injustice. One of the most trying aspects of his role as student worker was the lack of pay. Enoch Bennett, like Darius Clayhanger, was mean, and would not pay his son for the work he was doing. There is no record of any struggles between Enoch and Arnold over the question of money, but Arnold’s emotions at least are surely implied in the scene between Edwin and Darius in which Edwin, at the age of twenty-five, earning seventeen shillings and sixpence for a sixty-five-hour week, and paying his sister ten shillings a week for board, has the audacity to ask for a rise, because he is contemplating marriage. (Arnold is speculating here; he left home when he was twenty-one and didn’t marry until he was forty-one.) Darius refuses at first, but then consents to a rise of a pound a week. His consent, however, is given in a manner so insulting that Edwin is not grateful but outraged, and as his father departs calmly from the scene he stands in the hall ‘furious and impotent’ and says to himself: ‘When you’re old, and I’ve got you … when I’ve got you and you can’t help yourself, by God it’ll be my turn!’28 Such a reaction was natural enough. And it’s greatly to Arnold’s credit that when Enoch did, years later, fall dramatically and finally helpless, Arnold behaved towards him with exemplary kindness.


In these last years in the Five Towns, before he left for London, Bennett claims to have done little reading, apart from work for his law examinations; though he admits to Ouida and Vizetelly’s translations of Zola (The Truth about an Author). Nor did his thoughts turn towards writing, except, interestingly enough, when inspired to do so by the lure of a guinea, offered by the local paper for suitable short stories from local people. The odd guinea would have been a welcome supplement to his miserable income, but his first effort, which contained an actress heroine called Leonora, a favourite name of his, was declined. Later he was more successful with articles on tramlines and coffee houses for the Staffordshire Sentinel. It would have been hard to guess at the future novelist from the rather frustrated young journalist – far more likely, one would have said, that his mind had turned to the newspaper world because it offered a bit of excitement and a bit of action, rather than through any real talent for writing. There is a little anecdote in The Truth about an Author about his struggles to write a piece about an election of a county councillor while his grandfather lies dying. He says he was ‘absolutely obsessed by the delicious feeling of the tyranny of the press…. “I must write these facetious comments while my grandfather is dying upstairs!” This thought filled my brain. It seemed to me fine, splendid. I was intensely proud of being laid under a compulsion so startlingly dramatic. Could I manufacture jokes while my grandfather expired? Certainly: I was a journalist.’29 This episode was clearly the origin of the scene in Hilda Lessways, where Hilda, although she has been summoned by telegram to London to the sickbed of her mother, remains to see to press the first edition of the Five Towns’ Chronicle. Her feelings about the paper are mingled with her feelings for George Cannon, the editor, but it is the drama that she enjoys most:




‘Her joy became intense … her life became grand to her. She was known in the town as “the girl who could write shorthand”. Her situation was not ordinary; it was unique. Again, the irregularity of the hours, and the fact that the work never commenced until the afternoon, seemed to her romantic and beautiful…. All the activities of newspaper production were poetised by her fervour. The Chronicle was not a poor little weekly sheet, struggling into existence anyhow, at haphazard, dependent on other newspapers for all except purely local items of news. It was an organ! One day it would trample on the Signal!’* 30





Hilda’s mother subsequently dies, though not precisely of neglect. Arnold’s grandfather, however, lived to survive, as he nonchalantly puts it, ‘a few more fatal attacks’.


Arnold, like Hilda Lessways, could write shorthand. He was first introduced to it at school, when he was fourteen, by a lecture on Speech Day given by the first assistant master, Mr Legg, and the subject must have attracted him. He studied Pitman’s shorthand, still a relatively new accomplishment, and it proved his passport to the world. He started to apply for situations in London, and in 1889 he was offered a job as shorthand clerk with a firm of solicitors called Le Brasseur and Oakley, of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. His salary was to be twenty-five shillings a week. And in March 1889, having borrowed the train fare from his mother, and having received (from Beardmore, his father’s friend) the moral advice which his father shirked, he set off for London. He was only twenty-one. The years between leaving school and leaving home must have seemed long to him, but in fact he hadn’t wasted much time. Enoch couldn’t prevent his departure but nor, evidently, did he condone it, at this stage. The moral courage involved in making such a break is really very considerable: millions stay at home in jobs they detest, going into family businesses which they hate, rather than assert themselves against the wrath of a dominating father. Enoch must have been an alarming man, who found the small change of family conversation difficult, and who found it difficult to express his emotions – it’s significant that he couldn’t bring himself to tell his son the facts of life. Not all the family remembered him as being dominating; he was strict but not unreasonable, they said. But it seems likely that Arnold, the eldest, bore the brunt of his obstinacy. Luckily, Enoch had transmitted some of his own will-power to his son; without it, Arnold would certainly have lingered on at home. That he dwelled constantly upon what would have happened to him if he had done so is proved at length in the Clayhanger trilogy. One wonders if perhaps Arnold kept failing his law examinations on purpose – not, of course, consciously on purpose, but through a very deep psychological sense of resistance to his father’s will. He identified law with his father, and therefore could not do it. It’s hard to think of any other reasonable explanation for his failure; he never failed at anything else in his life. If he really put his mind to something, he could do it. He was able and persevering. When he picked up his law books, did he go blind with fear of failure? Or did he maybe realize, on some deeper level, that if he passed his examinations he would be chained for life, with no reasonable excuse for escape?


As it was, he got away, and he put his father out of his mind. (He continued to sign himself with his father’s initials, until some time after his father’s death, and then dropped the ‘Enoch’ entirely.) There was no dramatic permanent break, as there might have been; Enoch did not cut him off or cast him out of his mind for his defection. In fact, once he had accepted his son’s independence, he became more helpful than he had ever been; and Arnold, feeling himself to be free, became more responsive. This is quite a common story. But even commoner is the story of the son who is too frightened to move. Arnold must often have wondered if, had he stayed at home, he would have gone the way of his brother Frank, who did stay and become a solicitor, and who failed badly. On the other hand, it seems that Arnold’s escape made the future of some of the other Bennett children easier – as so often happens, the eldest had the hardest time. Sissie was allowed to go to London to study as a nurse, an unusual step in those days; Tertia studied singing; Septimus won a scholarship and went off to London. Arnold had put his father to the test and won a victory on behalf of all of them.
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