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‘I am not much unlike to some sick man


That long desirèd hurtful drink; at last


Swills in and drinks his last, ending at once


Both life and thirst. O, would I ne’er had known


My own dishonour! Good God, that men should


Desire to search out that which, being found, kills all


Their joy of life! to taste the tree of knowledge,


And then be driven from out Paradise!


Canst give me some comfort?’


 


JOHN MARSTON, The Malcontent, Act III Sc 1


 


‘… if you love a writer, if you depend upon the drip-feed of his intelligence, if you want to pursue him and find him – despite edicts to the contrary – then it’s impossible to know too much.’


 


JULIAN BARNES, Flaubert’s Parrot


 


‘He was glad that the man was interested in his life, since this was indeed interest in his work at one remove.’


 


MALCOLM LOWRY,


Dark As The Grave Wherein My Friend is Laid
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PREFACE





Trying to follow Malcolm Lowry’s life is like venturing without a map into a maze inside a labyrinth lost in a wilderness. The maze itself is a shadow-filled hall of distorting mirrors, some of them cracked. In what little light there is we catch sight, from time to time, of a figure in various disguises, luring us on like a will-o’-the-wisp first down one trail and then along another. The pursuit is made even more confusing by others, travelling in the opposite direction, offering conflicting advice on which way to travel. It is a merry, often exhausting, but always exhilarating dance. No wonder that one of his earliest critics predicted that Lowry would be the despair of his biographer.


Lowry was, of course, the contriver of some of the most complex and compelling fiction of modern times, and his life, it sometimes seems, was his most complex and compelling fictional contrivance of all. This is almost certainly attributable to his sense as a young man that he was somehow different from his contemporaries, a man with a calling, set apart, and fated by virtue of the special creative gifts he possessed to suffer for the sake of producing great literature. To this end, he centred all his imaginative effort around himself and exposed himself to the most appalling dangers, both physical and psychological, in order to have something original to say about the human condition. The central characters in his novels and short stories, therefore, are all Malcolm Lowry in one guise or another.


It is not surprising, then, that the fiction tended to take over the man and transform him into a myth. The real Lowry and the mythical Lowry are often difficult to separate, and he himself worked hard to blur the difference. He romanticized his past life and, like the Ancient Mariner, seemed able to persuade all those on whom he fixed his glittering blue eyes that the legends he wove around his experiences were in fact the truth. Certainly there is always the note of conviction about even his most exaggerated claims. When, for instance, in Ultramarine, he refers to his autobiographical hero, Dana Hilliot, as ‘a small boy chased by the Furies’, one recognizes the feeling he had of being picked out for punishment by cruel gods of his own invention, a theme which recurs throughout his poetry and fiction and which was borne out by many painful experiences.


Perhaps he never grew up, and the remarkable thing is that the small boy, so relentlessly pursued by the avenging agents of fate, survived to the age of almost forty-eight. Certainly he was on the run from an early age, seeking refuge from his private terrors in the imaginative world of romantic literature and the unreal state of alcoholic oblivion. He began drinking at fifteen and at seventeen he escaped to sea, but found it impossible to break free from what he called ‘the tyranny of self’. At twenty-four he took off into exile, beginning a journey which led him through innumerable seedy bars, into two unstable marriages and in and out of gaols and mental institutions on three continents. He recorded everything. The reckless flight was also a reckless pursuit of pain and pleasure and the words and images to transform them through language into art.


The pain and terror encompassed many gripping fears – a fear of women and of being rejected by them, of sex and the danger of contracting syphilis, the fear of authority and especially of the police and being spied on, and the fear of being exposed as a plagiarist. Some of the most telling images through which he expressed these painful fears arose out of other, more intellectual obsessions. He was obsessed by the legend of Faust, by German Expressionist cinema, by mirrors and magic, by metaphysical ideas about time and the inventive nature of human life. But perhaps his most abiding obsession took the form of an identity crisis of such agonizing proportions that, according to Conrad Aiken, his mentor, he could only have a sense of existing by taking on the identities of other writers and living, as he put it, ‘in introverted comas’.


This sense of having no identity of his own certainly led him to ‘take over’ other writers – Melville, Conrad, Eugene O’Neill, Nordahl Grieg and especially Aiken himself. But he also came to identify closely with his own characters, with Dana Hilliot in Ultramarine, Bill Plantagenet in Lunar Caustic and notably Geoffrey Firmin in Under the Volcano. In creating these characters, Lowry invented for himself a series of alter egos apparently doomed, like the Wandering Jew, to drift aimlessly through uncharted and hostile territories – the lunatic interior of the psychiatric ward, the hellish landscape of Mexico, the Paradise Garden from which expulsion is imminent. And this chosen underworld of the self in turn became a prison and a purgatory from which he was unable to escape and inside which he was destined to die. It was as if he had become his own torturer and the confessions he extracted from himself provided us with the poetry and fiction which now stand as his epitaph. This image of himself comes to us, as if from beyond the grave, in Under the Volcano, in a letter from the Consul, Geoffrey Firmin, to his wife, discovered a year after his death.




And this is how I sometimes think of myself, as a great explorer who has discovered some extraordinary land from which he can never return to give his knowledge to the world: but the name of this land is hell.





This is at once the underworld of the poet Orpheus, the nightmare Expressionist world of Dr Caligari, the apocalyptic vision of the doomed Dr Faustus. There are echoes here, too, of the shadowy and threatening fictional worlds of Kafka – the disorienting interiors of bureaucratic empires where the lone individual is subjected to the terrifying uncertainty of arbitrary powers.


That is the most powerful metaphor for a life embodied in Lowry’s fiction – the journey into a labyrinthine world of menacing shadows, threatening illusions and unpredictable disasters to which the reckless voyager is condemned once he abandons the set and certain path of rectitude and orthodoxy. This vision is given an added significance by Lowry’s obsession with the sea, and the title he chose for the grand design which was to include all his novels, The Voyage that Never Ends. The destiny of modern man, he seems to be saying to us, is to travel dangerously but never to arrive.


In life, of course, Lowry, like many others of the generation which grew to adulthood in the early thirties, was attempting to break free from the enclosed world of middle-class propriety and guilt-ridden Victorian morality into which he had been born. But whereas writers like Orwell, Spender and Auden set out to find the alternative society through organized political action, Lowry embarked on a lonely and seemingly undirected search for an alternative identity in and through literature. While the mainstream rebels, fuelled and inspired by ideology, sought the mirror-image society, Lowry, the lone wolf, fuelled and inspired by poetry and alcohol, sought the mirror-image self.


The obsession with self was reflected in his life as well as in his art. Lowry’s old friend, the short-story writer James Stern, recalled how fascinated he was with mirrors, and others have told of catching him staring at his own reflection. In Ultramarine, Dana Hilliot sometimes seems to be more interested in his own performance than in the behaviour of his fellow sailors.




I put down the glass noisily then picked it up again, and gazed mournfully at my own reflection. Narcissus. Bollocky Bill the Sailor … aspiring writer, drawn magically from the groves of the Muses by Poseidon.





But Bollocky Bill was only one of the many images he created for himself. John Davenport, Lowry’s friend from his Cambridge days, has noted how he presented different masks to different groups of his friends, and his French translator, Clarisse Francillon, remembered his habit of slyly watching for audience reaction whenever he was behaving outrageously.


In the numerous photographs of him, some of these performances have been captured and frozen – the ukulele-playing poet, the drunken genius clutching his book and his gin bottle, the tough guy with the enormous chest expansion, the Chaplinesque clown with the baggy trousers, the lost and helpless victim of a cruel world, the pioneer hippy and visionary sage at one with nature at his shoreline shack in British Columbia. One picture even shows him holding a mirror reflecting himself being photographed.


His prose also has a mirror-like quality, reflecting not just a life, but a life reflecting upon itself and the world around it. By the time he wrote Under the Volcano, the personality had become truly kaleidoscopic, as had the prose. ‘You look down,’ wrote one of his first reviewers, ‘the bottom is never reached, but the reflections are fascinating.’ It is this ever-changing, insubstantial, dissembling and elusive quality which he shared with his narrative texts which gave his self-obsession its wider significance. The image purveyed is so blurred and so ambiguous that it could be Everyman.








I see myself as all mankind in prison,


With hands outstretched to lanterns by the ocean;


I see myself as all mankind in mirrors,


Babbling of love while at his back rise horrors.











This extraordinary ability to project himself on to the world and to reflect the world back upon himself is seen by some of his keener critics as Lowry’s most profound achievement. The strong note of irony he brings to his unremitting self-scrutiny enables him to comment shrewdly on the condition of modern man. Stephen Spender, in his analysis of Under The Volcano, commented on the way Lowry takes the symbolism evident in the social and political upheavals of the 1930s and 1940s and uses it to create the interior world of his hero, Geoffrey Firmin. Anthony Burgess goes even further, and, drawing a parallel with Goethe’s Faust, argues that Lowry’s genius lies in his ability to transform the suffering of an alcoholic in the 1930s into a parable of universal significance.


However, this life in art, reflected back to him through the reactions of his contemporaries, with all its tragic and apocalyptic reference, was by no means a story of persistent gloom and suffering. Although he deliberately created the conditions for his own destruction, he was always acutely aware of what he was doing, and throughout his fiction, his poetry and his letters there sounds the recurring note of self-mockery, the low chuckle which prevents his work collapsing into sentimentality and self-pity. This is Lowry the narrator, the critical commentator, who, like Nabokov’s Hugh Person, in the novel Transparent Things, always seems to be at his own shoulder, watching and judging.


We have, then, two versions of Lowry’s life, two aspects which are both different and complementary. There is Malcolm in Doom-laden and Spook-ridden Wonderland, and Malcolm Through the Dark and Twisted Looking Glass. And like Alice he always had some magic potion at hand, whisky, tequila or mescal, through which he could transform himself and the world around him, to turn the squalor and misery of the madhouse into a vision of the lunatic city, to make the infernal paradise of Mexico the setting of the greatest modern novel about the struggle of mankind against the forces of evil.


The horrors and terrors which inspired Lowry and enabled him to take on the role of modern Everyman engaged in his own internal struggle for sobriety and sanity, he recognized to be largely of his own making. Although while still at Cambridge he blithely informed his tutor, Hugh Sykes Davies, that he was doomed, he later took the view from Ortega y Gasset that we are all novelists creating the fictions of our own lives. And in very few writers is the work so central to the life, and the life woven so deeply and deliberately into the work. His two tyrannies, he said, were the pen and the bottle, yet no one embraced his tormentors with more enthusiasm. He worked relentlessly and compulsively at both. The mountain of bottles he left in his wake and the mountain of manuscripts he produced are evidence of the ferocious industry he brought to his chief vice and greatest virtue. He drank and wrote recklessly; manuscripts were abandoned, lost, recovered and rewritten. He had the greatest reluctance about finishing anything. Once put on to paper the words were no longer his, and in rewriting them he could again take possession of them. In the same way he was constantly rewriting his past life, reinterpreting it, through Freud, or Jung, through the cabbala or the philosophy of Ortega y Gasset.


As well as the fictional Lowry, the mythical writer who he himself created, there was, of course, the bony reality born on 28 July 1909, who died on 27 June 1957, the twice-married, eternally constipated, accident-prone, self-exiled, syphilophobe who sustained a marginal existence as an alcoholic in London, Paris, New York and Mexico, and who lived in the remote obscurity of British Columbia for fourteen years at his father’s expense. There were, however, significant portions of that physical life that went unrecorded. He hated polite society, and a deep sense of alienation took him well away from the mainstream of literary life where friends, devotees and critical voyeurs would have observed and chronicled his movements. Even while married, he might disappear for days on drunken sprees which he was thereafter unable to recall. And his death is probably more obscured in mystery than that of any other English writer of his stature. The physical life, however, provides us with a symphonic structure in many movements, and the inconsistent myth supplies the variations on the many themes that can be discerned – exile, alienation, the search for identity, the Faustian flirtation with damnation, the compulsion to change the self through alcohol and the world through literature.


It is in the constant shifting of our narrative from man to myth, from record to legend and back again, that the story and its meaning will emerge. The labyrinth may not yield up its final secrets, the discordant symphony may continue to bemuse us, but the journey and the struggle for comprehension can be nothing short of fascinating.
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CHAPTER I


ROOTS







The family, with its narrow privacy and tawdry secrets, is the source of all our discontents.


EDMUND LEACH





In the 1940s, Malcolm Lowry wrote a story about a childhood incident which throws light on his relationship with his father and his emergence as a young rebel. The schoolboy narrator sometimes rides with his father in his chauffeur-driven Minerva from their home at Caldy, on the Wirral, to Birkenhead, where the father takes the ferry en route to his office across the Mersey in Liverpool. On the way they invariably overtake a neighbour, a lawyer, who chooses to walk the seven miles from the village to the ferry. The lawyer always smiles and raises his stick in salute as the limousine sweeps past, but the boy’s father studiously ignores him. When the lad enquires why, he is told sternly that the man is a drunkard, without self-discipline. But, the boy protests, isn’t getting up at five in the morning to walk seven miles to the ferry self-discipline? They didn’t do that. The father does not answer; to him anyone who drinks is beyond the pale. The boy’s heart goes out to the man as it turns against his hard-hearted father. ‘He did not know’, he says, ‘that secretly I had decided that I would be a drunkard when I grew up.’1


Whether something like this event took place is not clear, but, since his fiction is so deeply rooted in autobiography, it would seem the seeds of discontent were planted early in Lowry’s life. He was the youngest of four sons born to Arthur Osborne Lowry, cotton broker, and Evelyn Boden Lowry, with fourteen years between him and his oldest brother, and was treated as the baby of the family from the outset, which both set him apart and provoked his naturally bad temper.


Lowry is an old Scottish name for fox; it also means a crafty person. The sixteenth-century Scottish poet John Dunbar’s reference to a fox as ‘an lusty reid haird lowry’ is an apt description of Clarence Malcolm of that ilk. The coppery brown hair together with the narrow, intensely blue eyes, and mischievous, slightly buck-toothed smile, gave him a foxy look he was keen to cultivate. ‘A fox’, he wrote in his school magazine, ‘is an animal who in his spare time foxes’.2 The Lowry family makes no claim to noble ancestry, cultivates no family tree, sports no escutcheons.3 Like many families on the rise, Arthur Lowry’s family regarded its history as a tabula rasa. It had no past, just a future. But in search of a writerly identity, Malcolm created a fictional past to give meaning to his present, inventing a family history, part British, part Scandinavian, which, through his rather shadowy maternal grandparents, was just conceivably plausible. His own parents, however, were substantial enough. Arthur Osborne Lowry was born in 1870, the son of a jobbing builder, at 14 Admiral Street, a three-bedroom terrace house in the respectable lower middle-class district of Toxteth Park in Liverpool – ‘that terrible city whose main street is the ocean,’ Lowry wrote.4 Evelyn Boden Lowry was born nearby, at 113 Handel Street, the daughter of a master mariner. ‘That terrible city’ and the sea which provided its raison d’être, were to supply Lowry with two enduring and related visions – that of the lunatic city inside which he was to feel trapped and was to suffer, and that of the pathway to the sea and the ocean voyage, the risk-laden escape route from lunacy into uncertainty.


Arthur was one of the survivors of a family of thirteen, a dark-haired, slightly built boy with a serious demeanour. His parents were from Carlisle, where parish records attest to the presence of Lowrys as far back as the 1690s. There is no recorded memory of his father Edward, nor of his mother Georgina, whose family name was Bradburn. They were, however, strict Methodists, both pious and censorious. Edward brought the fervour of a convert to his Wesleyanism, a powerful commitment shared by his elder brother Richard William, whose son, Richard junior, became a minister on the Liverpool circuit. Richard William and Edward joined together in 1875 to form the firm of E. & R. W. Lowry, joiners, builders and estate agents, at 32 Admiral Street. The Lowry brothers each fathered large families, and for each of them family life revolved around home, the nearby St John’s Methodist Chapel in Belvidere Road where the Reverend Richard was the resident minister, and the Admiral Hall Mission for Sailors established at 32 Admiral Street in 1894.


When Edward died that year, Arthur’s family moved in with Richard who became paterfamilias of the new joint family. The heavy atmosphere of moral rectitude must have been suffocating for an intelligent boy like Arthur. It certainly left its mark on him, despite his later efforts to break away. The mould into which he was compressed left him incapable of expressing overt emotions. He grew up to believe that open displays of feeling were signs of weakness, and weakness in turn was a sin. That, at least, is the impression he gave his children. The ghosts of these gloomy, puritanical Lowrys cast a long dark shadow over Malcolm’s life, and he made early efforts to exorcize them with a lethal pen. In Ultramarine, his first novel, he buries them all, ‘knocked for a row of milk bottles in the cemetery at Oslo,’ the victims of congenital syphilis. They never reappear in any of his subsequent writing. ‘The gods’, he wrote, ‘hugged my forebears to death.’ Later in the novel he admits that he had killed them off that way only in his imagination and for pleasure. However, a sense of religious foreboding lived on in his life, and a deep sense of guilt about the damage a sinful life could do to the genius with which he was entrusted.


His mother’s family, however, were spared his homicidal malice. Although they were more penurious than the Lowrys, they were seemingly more colourful and venial. Evelyn’s father, John Boden, was born at North wich in Cheshire in 1839, son of a lighterman. Her mother, Betsy Potter, was born four years later in Liverpool. John was lost at sea in 1884, leaving Betsy with four young children to bring up in penny-pinching poverty. Evelyn, it seems, set out early to ‘improve’ herself and to distance herself from her family as much as possible. She transformed her father into a legendary figure, a romantic sea captain who came to play an important role in the fictional ancestry of her mythogenic son, Malcolm. Evelyn told her children that ‘Captain Lyon’ Boden was given his first command in his early twenties and disappeared at sea, along with his ship, the four-masted schooner, the Scottish Isles, returning from India. In Ultramarine we get our first glimpse of the legendary ‘Captain’ Boden when Lowry’s autobiographical hero Dana Hilliot recalls being bathed one evening by his mother.




Gazing at the picture of my grandfather in the old nursery, I noticed for the first time how infinitely blue his eyes were, and slightly obscene; watery, as though he had never wiped the salt spray from them. ‘Why are you so dirty, Dana? My father was always so clean, so spruce. He had a master’s certificate before he was twenty-three. When he came ashore he always came in a cab, and wore a top hat. He always wore a deerskin cap … He was an angel from heaven. He was bringing me a cockatoo.’5





That ‘slightly obscene’ look Lowry placed in the old Captain’s watery blue eyes was clearly a mark of affection bestowed on a much-loved creation. In his story ‘Through the Panama’ he is a swashbuckling memory ‘recalled by Old Hands in Liverpool’ for his pugnacity and seamanship, and in the posthumously published Dark as the Grave Wherein My Friend is Laid he is spun into a dramatic yarn worthy of a Conrad novel.




My grandfather was a skipper in sail, he was wrecked, and drowned in the Bay of Bengal. Actually, his ship was blown up. He had a rather heroic death … It became quite a legend. They were in the doldrums. The crew had cholera.6





He told his second wife that it was at the valiant Captain’s request that a British gunboat blew the stricken vessel and all on board, himself included, out of the water. The tale, as told, must have resonated with conviction, and no doubt its gradual elaboration owed something to having been told and retold over innumerable bar-room tables.


Sadly for Lowry’s story, the prosaic record blows Captain Boden and the Scottish Isles out of the water more effectively than any gunboat. The ship on which John Boden disappeared on 26 April 1884, somewhere in the Indian Ocean, was the Quebec-owned Vice Reine, and the 45-year-old master mariner was serving not as its captain but as first mate.7 The facts, however, were less important to Lowry than a myth he could build upon, and here he had a far more romantic ancestor than any supplied by the gloomy and pedestrian Lowrys, who were so unimaginative and sanctimonious.


After three years at the Liverpool Institute, Arthur left school at fifteen to become an office boy with a shipping company, and must have found the spirit of enterprise which infused Victorian commercial life highly congenial. Liverpool in the mid-1880s was Britain’s busiest seaport, a city of opportunities for bright industrious young men like Arthur. Steamship companies such as the White Star, Blue Star and Blue Funnel lines, trading to the Americas, west Africa and the Far East, were extending their fleets. The Mersey was the gateway into which poured the raw material of the old and new British Empires and out through which streamed the products of the factories of the North and Midlands. Arthur was well equipped to succeed in a dog-eat-dog world of wheeling and dealing. He had a natural talent for mathematics, a shrewd commercial brain and a deep-rooted work ethic. By nineteen he had advanced to the position of accountant with the cotton broking firm of A. J. Buston & Co., and by twenty-one he was the company’s cashier with a junior partnership.


By the time he was twenty-two he was in a position to consider marriage. At the Belvidere Road Chapel he had met Evelyn Boden whose sister Mary had become engaged to his older brother William. Evelyn was four years younger than Arthur, a small, blue-eyed, extremely pretty blonde, though so proud and aloof that the other members of her family nicknamed her the Duchess. Her mother had settled somewhat stoically into widowhood and her two brothers, Jack and Charlie, had followed their father to sea. Evelyn, however, considered them altogether too uncouth for her liking – her mother kept a corner shop and Charlie came to run a coalyard. Her sights were set on higher things. She had taken up elocution lessons and had cultivated a preposterous upper-class accent. Now she was about to be rescued by Arthur, a young man with prospects.


They were married on 5 June 1894, by the Reverend Richard Lowry at Belvidere Road and moved into a small rented terrace house in nearby Cairns Street. Within six months, Arthur had carried his young wife away from the overcrowded streets of Toxteth Park and the sordid thoroughfares of workaday Liverpool across the Mersey to the more sedate residential district of Wallasey on the north-west tip of the Wirral Peninsula in neighbouring Cheshire. Not only was this a distinct move up the social scale, but it put the wide river estuary between them and their families. The impecunious Bodens and the censorious Lowrys could be gradually ignored and eventually all but forgotten. Now Arthur travelled daily to the Liverpool Cotton Exchange aboard the Birkenhead Ferry in the company of other commuting businessmen. At 5 Churchill Grove, in the old village of Liscard, on 9 May 1895, the Lowrys’ first child, Stuart Osborne, was born.


Over the next fifteen years this flight from origins continued. Every four or five years the Lowrys moved house, and after each move there was another addition to the family. The moves charted the steady rise in Arthur’s position and fortunes. Their second child, Wilfrid Malbon, was born at a three-storey semi-detached house in tree-lined Sandrock Road in July 1900, and Arthur Russell arrived in September 1905, at the more elegant ‘Warren Crest’, on the distinctly superior North Drive, overlooking the Municipal Golf Course and the sea. The only set-back to Arthur’s advancement was an attack of pneumonia at the end of 1901, so severe that he barely survived. This experience changed him both as a man and as a father. While he was ill, to ease pressure on Evelyn, Stuart was farmed out to the Bodens in Toxteth Park, where, much to her displeasure, he became quite attached to his sailor uncles, Jack and Charlie. Evelyn must in any case have been annoyed to have to depend on a family she now felt was beneath her, and from then on a procession of nursemaids was engaged to take Wilfrid and the other children off her hands until they were sent away to school.


Arthur’s illness and its debilitating after-effects threatened to terminate his career with Bustons, where he was still employed in an essentially clerical role. But characteristically he took this reversal as a challenge; the sedentary cashier became a physical fitness enthusiast. He became a keen member of the Liverpool Swimming Club and was awarded a silver medal by the Liverpool Shipwreck and Humane Society for saving a woman from drowning in the Mersey on 15 June 1902. Determined to build up his physique, he enrolled on a mail-order course in muscular development offered by the American strongman Eugene Sandow. Evidently he was a star pupil. He swam and exercised daily and within three years had won the Sandow Medal as England’s Best Developed Man of 1904.8 He proudly wore the gilt medallion on his watch-chain for the rest of his life. His passion for physical culture was passed on to his sons, and with Malcolm it persisted into middle age. But, still in his early thirties, Arthur was not only reincarnated as an athlete but transformed as a parent. He had set out to play the liberal, easy-going father, but by degrees was converted into an autocrat. Evelyn was proving to be an unwilling and ineffectual mother, and Stuart was becoming a rebel. There were complaints from his school and when, barely ten years old, he got into a scrape with the police, Arthur began to take a tough line with all of his sons. He was, by this time, third in seniority at Bustons, with only A. J., its founder, and one other, his cousin Fred, above him. That year he travelled abroad on company business for the first time, on this occasion to Germany, and in the following years he was to handle most of Buston’s overseas interests.


Evelyn found his absences stressful. Not only was she finding motherhood distasteful but her new social status made her increasingly uncomfortable. ‘Self-improvement’ through elocution and marriage had not equipped her with the appropriate social graces, and she was ill at ease in company and unable to entertain. In these circumstances, Malcolm was not exactly a welcome baby. He told John Davenport that he was a mistake – unplanned and unwanted. ‘Thrown together by a cotton broker in less than 5 minutes. 5 seconds perhaps,’ says his alter ego in ‘Through the Panama’.9 Arthur told him later that during her pregnancy his mother had ‘concentrated her thoughts on beautiful things so that her dear boy might have beautiful thoughts.’10 But at thirty-four, and with an evident dislike of small children, the news that she was again pregnant could hardly have been a cause of much joy to Evelyn.


The summer of 1909, the summer of Malcolm’s birth, was hot and sultry. His birthplace, New Brighton, swarmed with holidaymakers. On the day of his birth, 28 July, the newspapers were filled with images of Empire. The Asquith Government was to lay down four new dreadnoughts for the Royal Navy; the newly created Union of South Africa had been toasted by a gathering of Imperial Premiers at London’s Guildhall; and cheering crowds were greeting the German Kaiser and the Russian Tsar at Cowes for the yachting. But it was in the air rather than at sea that history was being made. On 25 July, an unknown Frenchman, Louis Blériot, had become the first to fly the English Channel, giving rise to invasion scares in the jingo press.


On Thursday 29 July, the births column in the Liverpool Echo announced: ‘LOWRY – July 28th, at Warren Crest, North-drive, New Brighton, to Mr and Mrs Arthur Lowry, a son.’ Much the same notice appeared in the Post and Mercury the following day. Clarence Malcolm Lowry, as he was soon baptized, was a Wednesday child with much woe to come. He was born, his mother told him years later, at midnight,11 and Arthur, was no doubt proud and delighted to be a father, even if perhaps an unintended one at thirty-nine. Had he been at all superstitious, he might have noted something portentous in the fact that on that day, according to the Echo, the Liverpool cotton market fluctuated nervously.


Lowry liked to recall that he was born close to Rock Ferry where Nathaniel Hawthorne lived as US Consul in Liverpool, the city where Herman Melville had announced to Hawthorne his determination to be annihilated.


Lowry claimed one literary link for himself – that he was named Clarence after Shakespeare’s duke who died head-down in a malmsey butt. In fact the name came from a friend of Stuart’s. Mercifully it was soon dropped. Evelyn Lowry hinted frequently that Malcolm’s entrance into the world had been an awkward one. Six years after it she had a hysterectomy, and thereafter would often sigh dramatically and say, ‘I’ve never been the same since Mawlcolm was born,’ a remark which became a catchphrase with the younger boys, to be uttered with a suitably histrionic sigh whenever anything went wrong, like a bad shot at golf, or a failed kick-start on the motorbike. Both Malcolm and Russell recalled their mother as cold, uncaring and self-centred, and Arthur had to blackmail them into showing her affection. In return for some minor favour he would say, ‘Give your mother a nice warm kiss, then.’ This, too, became a joke with the two younger boys who, as they grew older, became apt mimics of their humourless parents.


Malcolm and Russell, like Stuart and Wilfrid before them, were quickly handed over to nursemaids, and their contact with their mother was minimal. Whether or not Evelyn did, as Arthur maintained, breastfeed Malcolm, Russell remembered them being fed on a milk-substitute called Mellin’s Food. And, he recalled, she never ever bathed them at bedtime. As a result, like many little boys of their class, the two youngest became deeply attached to their nanny, Miss Bell, known affectionately as ‘Bey’.


In the summer of 1910 the family spent a holiday on the Isle of Man, for which Malcolm came to hold a special affection, and Manx figures crop up occasionally in his novels and stories. On their return, Wilfrid was sent to Caldicott School in Hitchin, the prep school for The Leys, the Methodist public school in Cambridge to which Stuart had been sent the year before.


Meantime, Arthur had met, probably on his daily trips across the Mersey to his office at the Liverpool Cotton Exchange, a German property developer, David Benno Rappart. Rappart was the architect of an ambitious scheme to build an estate for affluent gentry and the nouveau riche at Caldy on the north east coast of the Wirral peninsula, just south of Hoylake. Caldy was a tiny, isolated hamlet – little more than a church, a village green and a manor house. Rappart’s Caldy Manor Estate planned a series of detached houses in the grand style, each to be built on at least an acre of land, with a cluster of small separate houses for servants, and use of a nine-hole golf course designed by golf champion James Braid. The seaward prospect from Caldy was magnificent – the broad sweep of the Dee Estuary with the Welsh mountains beyond. From the golf clubhouse on a clear day the snow-capped peak of Mount Snowdon was visible. To the north lay Liverpool Bay, Hilbre Island, and the strange coastline around Hoylake and Leasowe, with its ancient sunken forest and lonely lighthouse. It was an idyllic spot, the perfect place to which to escape from the sordid industrial seaport where Arthur spent his working days. He bought a parcel of land, hired a builder, and on 6 September 1911, Russell’s sixth birthday, the family moved into the new house, Inglewood, an eight-roomed mock-Tudor mansion set in two acres of land. It cost Arthur £3,500. He was now a man of substance and most certainly on the way up.


The move was not exactly to Evelyn’s taste. The house needed servants, and having to manage them only heightened her sense of social anxiety. Arthur bought her a copy of Mrs Beeton’s cookbook, departed immediately on business for Russia, and left her to get on with it. But it was not only Inglewood that worried her; she also found the local social scene intimidating. The new neighbours included two bankers, an insurance chief, and a shipowner who travelled to work in a horse-drawn carnage driven by a coachman in white-topped boots. Evelyn, seemingly overawed by this show of style, retired to her bedroom for most of the day and forbade entertainment at Inglewood. If Arthur needed to entertain business friends he was to do so at the Cotton Exchange. In fact, Evelyn was to live almost entirely isolated from Caldy society for almost forty years, even preferring to shop by phone. She was unwell for a long time following Malcolm’s birth and this reticence may have been caused by medical problems and the early onset of menopause. But if she found the role of hostess too painful, Arthur was ready to indulge her in order to maintain the fiction of a happy marriage. Protected from reality by his stern devotion, she was both spoiled and caged. Her family life was largely a performance, and from her children’s point of view it was a performance without truth or affection.


Three servants were hired in addition to Miss Bell: Mary, the cook, and Minnie, the housemaid, lived in; George Cooke, the gardener, an old Caldy inhabitant, lived out. Cooke was an old-fashioned countryman (memorable for having had all his teeth extracted by the village blacksmith) who taught the Lowry boys a great deal about rural life. However, the servants and the running of the house soon caused loud quarrels between Evelyn and Arthur. Writing from London en route to Russia shortly after moving into Inglewood, Arthur complained sadly, ‘You do sometimes knock down all my castles.’12


By 1912, he had acquired a car and hired a chauffeur by the hour to drive him to and from the Birkenhead ferry. His career was at its apogee. He was a prominent and respected member of his profession, with a fine new house, a pretty if rather awkward wife, a young family of healthy good-looking sons of whom he was enormously proud, a car, servants, and excellent prospects. Perhaps to mollify her, he bought Evelyn a full concert-sized Bechstein for the lounge, and around this the family would congregate to sing, mostly hymns from the Methodist Hymnal. Although he had escaped the excessive piety of his own family, Arthur still insisted on regular church-going, and each Sunday marched his family five miles to the nearest Methodist chapel in West Kirby. As a baby, Malcolm went with Miss Bell to the Caldy parish church, and by the time he was old enough to walk, to an Anglican church Arthur had switched to because it was nearer than the Methodist one.


Trauma struck when the nanny, thinking to better herself, took a job as a stewardess on a cruise liner, and departed suddenly in April 1912, when Malcolm was three months short of his third birthday. When she left, the two youngest wept inconsolably. However, she did not enjoy the experience on the liner (possibly disturbed by the Titanic disaster that month) and on the occasion of his third birthday, 28 July, she wrote Malcolm a sweet letter from Wallasey on SS Teutonic notepaper, saying how the sea had not suited her and how sad she grew thinking of her ‘dear little baby with a brown face and blue eyes’ who sang ‘Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star’ to her.13 The letter was opportune because her replacement had been a disaster.


The stand-in nursemaid was the youthful but short-tempered Miss Long, whom Malcolm and Russell disliked on sight, probably for no other reason than that she was not Miss Bell. One day, while the two boys were being walked by Miss Long over Caldy Hill – a stretch of wild grass, gorse and bramble bushes overlooking the Dee Estuary – Russell wandered off, leaving the nanny wheeling Malcolm along in his pushchair. Suddenly he heard loud screams and went running back to find Miss Long and Malcolm emerging from behind bushes, Malcolm in floods of tears and Miss Long in a furious temper. What occurred in the undergrowth will never be known, but Malcolm was later to milk the incident for all it was worth, claiming at various times that he had been beaten on the genitals with a bramble branch, sexually abused, and held upside down over the cliff’s edge.14 The same nanny was also said to have suspended him head-down over a rain barrel. What probably happened was that he had a temper tantrum, and Miss Long, unable to cope with a fractious three-year-old, lost control and belaboured him with whatever lay to hand, perhaps a dead branch lying along the path. In the event, the hapless girl was quickly dismissed, and Miss Bell returned to much rejoicing from the two young Lowrys. But Miss Long had provided Malcolm with a memory trace from which he came to build a sad tale of cruelty and suffering. Not only was she a sadist, but his parents, by allowing this to happen, had neglected him disgracefully.


The return of the much-loved ‘Bey’ brought happier times. Then, at five, Russell was sent to a local prep school, leaving Malcolm with ‘Bey’ to himself during the day. He was generally spoiled both by her and the other servants. Mary, German and fierce, was thought to have come to England for love, only to have been jilted. Sarah soon replaced Minnie, but both women had a soft spot for young Malcolm. He claimed later that they gave him wine to make him sleep as a child, but what happened was that once, aged four, he strayed into the larder and helped himself to some of Minnie’s home-brewed wine, making himself so ill he was put to bed, where he passed out. The children saw Evelyn only during meals, except dinner, when she and Arthur ate alone. When they were reluctant to eat, she would reproach them with her poverty-stricken childhood. ‘Ooh, lovely porridge! I never had anything like this when I was a girl!’ Her early deprivation was real enough and no doubt played a large part in the making of her character. Russell remembered her as snobbish, small-minded and mean, with few redeeming qualities.15 It was she, he believed, who was the main cause of the trouble which slowly began to brew inside the family.




Notes


1. From handwritten additions to the MS of ‘Enter One in Sumptuous Armour’.


2. The Leys Fortnightly, 26 February 1926.


3. Malcolm sometimes claimed his ancestry went back to Robert the Bruce. This story was widely swallowed, but the truth is that Stuart, in order to impress an officer in a distinguished regiment in World War One decided that he needed a family crest and contrived one. Years later a mail order company hustling for business suggested a Lowry Scottish connection which it would research at a price. The offer was not taken up, but the Bruce connection became a family joke, one which Malcolm was happy in turn to play on gullible friends. (Russell Lowry).


4. ‘Forest Path to the Spring’, HUOL: 226.


5. U: 110–111.


6. DAG: 25.


7. John Boden’s Death Certificate.


8. No doubt such medals were often handed out by the shrewd Sandow organization for improved performances. But the silver medal from the Liverpool Shipwreck and Humane Society was well deserved.


9. ‘Through the Panama’, HUOL: 72.


10. Arthur Lowry to Malcolm Lowry, 25 November 1942.


11. Lowry to Derek Pethick: 28 September 1950.


12. Arthur Lowry to Evelyn Lowry, 8 December 1911.


13. Miss Bell, ‘A Letter from “Bey”’, MLR: 15–16.


14. See, e.g. the account of childhood abuse he passed on to Clarisse Francillon (‘Malcolm, Mon ami,’ Les Lettres Nouvelle (July/August, 1960): 8–19), and William McConnell (‘Recollections of Malcolm Lowry’, Canadian Literature (Autumn, 1960): 24–31).


15. I owe a great deal to Russell Lowry for the information about the home background of Malcolm and himself.






















CHAPTER II


UNWILLINGLY TO SCHOOL


1914–1923







Since my earliest childhood a barb of sorrow has lodged in my heart. As long as it stays I am ironic – if it is pulled out I shall die.


KIERKEGAARD





When Malcolm was five, Miss Bell was dismissed and he was sent to a local day school, Braeside, in West Kirby. After being the centre of such loving female attention, to be thrown back into the unloving arms of Evelyn and simultaneously projected into the aggressive company of other young boys was devastating for him. In stark contrast to ‘Bey’, Evelyn was a dedicated authoritarian who spelt out her demands in no uncertain terms. Any impudent refusal would be met by instant outrage. ‘How dare you speak to me like that! I am the Queen of Inglewood!’ – another remark the boys recited gleefully to mimic her. And the ‘Queen’ and the ‘King’ were so often engaged in small-minded bickering, about such matters as who should use the chauffeur at what time, that any illusion of happy families was dispelled early on so far as the boys were concerned.


Evelyn became so remote that they not only ridiculed her in secret but defied her openly. She responded with a mixture of pious injunctions and coarse ill-temper which only served to increase their contempt for her. The contrast between her professed religiosity and her cold hostility towards them is doubtless one source of Malcolm’s portrait of the witch, Mother Drumgold, in his story ‘Elephant and Colosseum’, ‘a Methodist most wonderfully Methodistic,’ who leads her son to speculate on ‘the operation of the dark powers among the converts of John Wesley.’1 Arthur, on the other hand, was someone to be respected: the strict, controlled disciplinarian. Malcolm grew to fear yet admire this small, abrupt, humourless man who ‘had plans’ for his boys, but never told them what they were. In his own way he was a kind father who went to considerable lengths to help his sons, but the kindness was well concealed behind a tyrannical exterior.


Despite the hard face Arthur presented to his children, his letters to Evelyn show him to have been a sensitive, considerate and even romantic husband. But although he was less ‘wonderfully Methodistic’ than his wife, he, like her, did not escape his youngest son’s retribution.




My excellent father … is now in a home eating the buttons off the chair at clairaudient intervals, and composing a sonnet sequence, Songs of Second Childhood … While my mother, who occasionally writes me, is going blind. A queer family … a queer family. As for myself, I am the only sane member of it, the only one who has escaped the taint.2





As with his murdered forebears in Oslo Cemetery, none of this was true, he wrote, but to imagine that it was gave him pleasure. As a child, however, he was more often displeased and ill-tempered, on one occasion hurling Evelyn’s prize silver sugarbowl across the table at Russell, narrowly missing his right ear. And he was very sensitive and easily infuriated by remarks about his chubby, ungainly appearance. Stuart was forever provoking him, laughing at his awkwardness and referring to him as ‘Baby’. Russell believed that the effect of these jibes led Malcolm to want to become an adult before his time, and he was often withdrawn and preoccupied with his own thoughts.


At Braeside, among strange boys for the first time, his sense of physical inadequacy was sharpened. He suffered chronic constipation, the cause of which went undiscovered for over forty years, and it must have been with hours of childhood misery in mind that he later wrote so pointedly of his ‘racked, trembling, malodorous body.’3 He also suffered every winter from appalling chilblains, his fingers swelling up and bursting open like so many fried sausages.4 On his first day at the school, taunting bullies reduced him to tears when he could not tie his own tie because of his chilblains, and he was rescued by the school captain, whose words remained with him. ‘“Let the bloody boy alone,” always I would remember to my dying day. That act of compassion when I was new … For that I loved him & his whole family forever.’5 That boy, James Furniss, and his family, were to be immortalized as the generous and hearty Taskersons in Under the Volcano. He often used his writing to sanctify or demonize those he saw as friends or enemies, as he did when he smote his own parents with congenital syphilis in Ultramarine.


But awkward and temperamental as Malcolm was, it was Stuart who was giving Arthur his greatest headache. In 1911, he had been removed from The Leys, where, in one splendid gesture, he had been caught breaking several school rules simultaneously in a farcical encounter with his headmaster on the Cam – caught smoking in a punt while playing truant. Arthur promptly packed him off to a school in Switzerland. But by 1913, at the age of eighteen, Stuart was an apparently reformed character, and had been taken on at Bustons as an apprentice.


As war began to threaten in Europe, Arthur’s certainties looked vulnerable. During the last years of peace he had travelled widely through Europe and America, journeys about which he wrote home in loving letters to Evelyn. On a second visit to Russia via Berlin in February 1914, he described how, while sailing from Gothenburg to Trelleborg, past the site of the Battle of Copenhagen, he had raised his hat in memory of Nelson. There was no doubting the patriotism of this ‘Tory of Tory capitalists on a grand scale,’ as Malcolm later called him. One can only imagine how passionately he would have been caught up in the jingoism which swept the country later that year, as old Europe prepared to destroy itself on the battlefield.


According to family legend, in August 1914 Stuart rushed off to volunteer with the words, ‘Let’s all go off and get killed!’ Jokingly, he told Arthur that if he returned, he would climb Liverpool’s recently built Liver Building and retrieve one of the two great metal birds (the famous Liver Birds) perched on top of it. He was soon commissioned in the Cheshire Regiment, and stationed for the first two years of the war in Bournemouth. Before going to France in June 1916 he was promoted to First Lieutenant in the 4th Battalion of the Royal Welch Fusiliers. Before leaving he sent a postcard home with the simple message, ‘Here we go!’


After a year as school captain, Wilfrid left Caldicott in September and was sent in Stuart’s footsteps to The Leys. The following January, Malcolm became even more isolated when Russell in his turn went off to Caldicott. The two elder brothers would travel together to Cambridge where Wilfrid then saw Russell on to his train to Hitchin. When they arrived, a telegram was sent home reading: ‘Atwowah’, meaning, ‘All travelling went off without a hitch’. From time to time, Arthur would visit his boys at school, proudly taking them out for tea. Perhaps it was his greater isolation which drove the already somewhat introspective Malcolm into books. After the usual childhood favourites of the period, like Peter Rabbit, he graduated to school stories – Talbot Baines Reed’s Fifth Form at St Dominic’s and Kipling’s Stalky & Co. were particular favourites, followed, before the war’s end, by Tarzan of the Apes. But another great passion had already been ignited. Arthur disapproved of cinema-going, regarding it as time wasting, but in 1916 the boys were taken in a family group to see the D. W. Griffith’s silent movie, Intolerance, a vivid experience which Malcolm still recalled thirty-three years later.


One grim effect of the war was strong anti-German sentiment. Rappart, the German developer, was interned as an Enemy Alien and shortly afterwards died heartbroken. Even Mary, the Lowry’s Hanoverian cook, came under suspicion and presumably escaped detention only because Arthur vouched for her. She did, however, have to report to the police once a week, and Lowry later reflected upon this whole episode as a great injustice.


But the immense amount of wartime naval activity in the Mersey must have been a considerable attraction. The ocean on his doorstep and the teeming port of Liverpool gradually turned the young boy’s mind outwards towards the sea. There was in that city, he wrote later, an ‘enormous sense of sea and ships,’6 and there grew in him ‘an inborn craving for the unrest of the sea.’7 Once, home on leave, Stuart observed Malcolm pacing back and forth in front of the great bay windows at Inglewood overlooking the Dee and muttering, ‘I wish I had a hook instead of a hand.’ Presumably he had been reading Peter Pan.


In 1916 Arthur braved the U-boat blockade himself by making the dangerous Atlantic crossing on business to the American South, and Evelyn and Malcolm saw him off on the USMS St Louis. Malcolm, meanwhile, was not doing so well at school; Braeside was proving irksome to him. As a day boy he felt excluded from the world of the boarders, the mysteries of mathematics eluded him, and he displayed no talent for languages. He had no idea how to write Greek letters, he told a friend some thirty years later. ‘I began Greek when I was acht and forgot it when I was novum.’8


After the war, Stuart returned home a Captain. He had survived the trenches unscathed by battle, though shattered by the deaths of so many friends. In France he had contracted arthritis in one foot, making him unfit for active service and destroying his hopes of an army career. Surgeons rebuilt the damaged foot, but it remained a handicap, and he would never scale the Liver Building in pursuit of that mythical bird, despite Arthur, in a weak and tasteless attempt at humour, suggesting that the time had come to redeem his promise. Stuart, however, soon escaped the claustrophobia of Inglewood. While stationed in Bournemouth, he had met the girl he intended to marry, Marguerite (Margot) Peirce, daughter of a veterinary surgeon. But she was Catholic, and both Evelyn and Arthur were vehemently opposed to the match. When they married at St Clement’s Church Bournemouth in January 1919 according to the rites of the Church of England, it was therefore without the presence or blessing of the Lowry parents. While Stuart was shunned by his family, Margot was shunned by her church, and was duly excommunicated for marrying a Protestant. By the time Stuart left the army shortly afterwards, Arthur’s displeasure had abated sufficiently for him to buy the newlyweds second-class tickets to America. They went to Texas, where Stuart settled down to learn the cotton trade at source. According to Malcolm, the second-class ticket was Arthur’s subtle punishment for the son who had knocked down one of his castles by marrying a Catholic.


Armistice celebrations saw successions of warships coming to the Mersey for the jubilant public to visit. On one occasion a Q-ship appeared, a mysterious man-of-war which masqueraded as a freighter to lure surfaced U-boats within range of its concealed guns. Wilfrid, now a part-time officer in the RNVR, took Russell and Malcolm to see it, and the experience stayed submerged in Malcolm’s memory only to resurface again in Under the Volcano, in which his hero, Geoffrey Firmin, became the youthful commander of the Q-ship Samaritan. Such experiences were retained in detail, because Malcolm, it transpired, was gifted with a prodigious memory. He acquired a passion for noting down and memorizing details of anything that caught his eccentric fancy – odd words, names of hymn tunes, street signs, advertisements. On the rare occasions he met them, he amazed his Lowry aunts by knowing the title of any hymn they cared to name by number in the Methodist Hymn Book, and they would ask him again and again to repeat this remarkable party-piece. It was good family fun, but a photographic memory, while in some ways a blessing, could, as he was to discover, also be a curse.


The post-war period brought new interests for the young Lowrys. They were taken to the cinema again, this time to see Griffith’s Broken Blossoms, which Malcolm always considered one of the great movies of all time, and there was a rare family visit to the theatre to see Richard II at the Birkenhead Hippodrome. Arthur loved Shakespeare and always took the text along to read between acts. The theatre became as great a passion as the cinema for Malcolm, but there were simply more films than plays to see in his part of the world, and he would sneak off to the cinema with Russell and Wilfrid at every opportunity. Now aged nine, he was a flourishing young golfer, often turning out at the Caldy club with his brothers, or with friends from Braeside, like Bruce Thompson, or one of the Furniss boys. He was also a keen and natural swimmer, and, encouraged by Arthur, swam at the Liverpool Swimming Baths as well as in the sea each summer.


At the same time he found another new friend. Arthur, who had done well out of the war, as had Buston’s, bought an additional piece of land adjoining Inglewood, and built a splendid garage which cost him more to build than Inglewood itself. In an act of uncharacteristic generosity he set George Cooke up in business at the local post office, then took on a full-time chauffeur, an ex-soldier called Coltman who had fought, so he liked to say, on the ‘Gall-eye-Pole-eye Peninsul-eye’. Russell disliked him intensely; Malcolm considered him a hero. He had a favourite oath with a whiff of the trenches about it – ‘Chew glass and spit blood!’ which became their secret greeting, a password, a sign of intimacy with a man from the other side of the tracks.




It was an extraordinary thing he should have said that, I now think, But with the incredibly grim humour of the English, this absurd catchphrase (was) his way of cheering me up – … It was like his favourite song, ‘Ain’t it grand to be bloomin’ well dead’.9





The contrast between the grimly humorous Coltman and the humourless and sanctimonious Arthur could hardly have been greater, and Malcolm ‘adopted’ him as his ‘guardian’.10 There was evidently something in the post-war atmosphere which was already beginning to set boys of Malcolm’s and Russell’s generation apart from their Victorian parents.


What umbilical attachments remained for Malcolm were severed in January 1919 when he left home for his first term at Caldicott. He had two hard acts to follow. Wilfrid had developed into a first-class athlete, taken most of the school trophies and ended up school captain. Russell, still in the top form, was an academic high-flyer. If anyone seemed like the runt of the litter it was Malcolm. Ever more chubby and ungainly, he had none of Wilfrid’s physical prowess, or Russell’s ability in the classroom. In sport he had a robust energy which was to make him a usefully aggressive, if uncoordinated, rugby player and he acquired a thrusting sort of style at hockey, and in a small school like Caldicott there was always a place for him in the school team for his age group. As for his studies, only two subjects engaged him fully: Nature Study and English.


Caldicott was established in a large house on the edge of Hitchin as a prep school for The Leys in 1904 by a Leys old boy and previous master, J. Heald Jenkins, and when Lowry arrived there, had some thirty-five boys and five or six staff. The ethos was Wesleyan Methodist. In Wilfrid and Russell’s day, Jenkins was still headmaster. He was a fierce moralist with a ferocious reputation with the cane, whose watchword was, ‘On no account attempt to be fair. If a wrong has been done somebody must be punished. At once. Wipe the slate clean.’11 Once, when Russell and a friend were accused of cheating, he did not look into the matter but simply gave them ‘six bleeding weals apiece,’ then said, ‘Well you won’t do that again. Here, have a piece of cake.’12 He was nicknamed ‘Pony’ because of his whinnying laugh, and, despite his sadistic streak, won the respect of many boys for his cutting wit and brilliant wordplay. Russell, and Malcolm after him, learned to enjoy the cut and thrust of verbal duels with Jenkins and relished his stirring, sometimes humorous readings from Thomas Hood.


By the time Malcolm arrived at the school, ‘Pony’ had been replaced as Head by the more liberal, and secretly alcoholic, J. Vereker Bindon. A brilliant scholar, Bindon managed to conceal his drinking from parents and governors, if not from the boys – some of whom recalled the smell of alcohol on his breath, even in chapel. It was Bindon who Lowry later claimed sent him to walk his dog and bring in his liquor – an unlikely tale considering his youth at the time – but notes he made on his schooldays suggest a strong sympathy for a man ultimately ostracized and removed from the school because of drink. Jenkins, however, remained a master at the school, where his acts of punitive savagery became legendary. The prevailing atmosphere of heavy sermonizing coupled with threats of dire physical punishment did not greatly distress either Wilfrid or Russell; to Malcolm it was hateful.


For a time, the three brothers took the train journey to school and back together. Wilfrid was in his last term at The Leys, and Russell in his penultimate term at Caldicott. They would all travel to London, where Wilfrid would see the two youngsters on to the train for Hitchin before going on alone to Cambridge. Between trains there was usually time to visit a cinema or theatre; the chief problem for Wilfrid was extracting the other two in time to catch their connections. London, like Liverpool, both excited and horrified Malcolm. ‘When I first saw London,’ he wrote, ‘I thought I was in hell.’13 But it was a hell he enjoyed visiting, where he could feast himself on plays, revues and musicals, and visit all the cinemas he had time and money to take in. Even though there was a simpler way to travel to Cambridge from Liverpool, when he finally moved to The Leys himself he always travelled via the tempting ‘hell’ of the metropolis.


For his first two terms at boarding school Malcolm came under the watchful eye of Russell, who was able to steer him through the thicket of school rules and regulations. Among the new friends he made, Eric Firmin may well have surfaced from his prodigious memory twenty years later when he gave his name to his drunken Consul in Under the Volcano; Ralph Izzard, whom he knew also at The Leys and at university, crops up in an unfinished Lowry novel, The Ordeal, as a ghostly bully. At school, however, Lowry and Izzard struck up a friendship mainly because each suffered from chronic chilblains, and during their first winter at school together, went three times a week for electrical treatment for their swollen fingers.14 If there was any conflict or rivalry between them, it arose from a joint passion; they both enjoyed writing and soon found themselves competing for school essay prizes.


In the close community of a boarding school a physical oddity can readily attract unwanted attention and cruel comment, and before long Malcolm found himself picked on for two things. His unfortunate habit of going red in the face when angry soon earned him the nickname ‘Lobs’, short for ‘Lobster’, and the tiny size of his penis was quickly noticed at bathtime. To his intense mortification he became the object of mocking curiosity. He was not unhappy about the nickname, but the physical deficiency became a psychological obsession with the onset of adolescence.


Not surprisingly perhaps, his closest friendship was with a boy who, on arrival, found himself a complete outsider at the school. William Hywel Jones, from Anglesey in North Wales, was a nervous boy, who spoke only Welsh when he arrived at Caldicott, and spent his first term separated from the other boys while he learned English. Later, he and Lowry shared the same four-bed dormitory and started their own ‘Sporting Magazine’ together. It was just a handwritten affair, but each wrote to his sporting heroes, soliciting contributions, and Jones actually received a letter from Max Woosnam, a leading Manchester City soccer player. Lowry had no success, so wrote a piece himself on the Caldy Golf Club,15 probably his first published work. The golf course was to be one of the most enduring images to emerge on the symbolic landscape of Under the Volcano, with the Consul’s obscure mental references to the Donga (an old sunken pathway to the seashore at Caldy), and to the names of the golf balls he used (like the Zodiac Zone). Lowry seems to have adopted a protective stance towards his nervous Welsh schoolmate, much as Jimmy Furniss had protected him at Braeside. He already found himself drawn to vulnerable ‘outsiders’, and the stuttering new boy his doppelgänger befriends in his school story ‘Enter One in Sumptuous Armour’16 is probably based on Jones, the tongue-tied Welshman.


Unlike his older brothers, he was an unenthusiastic Wolf Cub and Boy Scout, though he fell under the spell of the cub-mistress, Miss Ingram, who took the boys on nature walks. She heightened further the love of nature he had learned from George Cooke, a love which was to infuse his later work, and the stark contrast between the ‘heavenly’ beauty of the world of nature and the ‘hellish’ landscape of the industrial city became a powerful focus in his poetry and fiction. Possibly of more direct importance to him as a writer was another teacher of whom he grew extremely fond. Gordon Wood was, according to Wilfrid, ‘a ripping sport’ who ‘reads ghosts stories out of Dickens to us before “lights out”.’17 The story before ‘lights out’ became a school tradition, and once a week one of the boys was allowed to read or tell a story. Malcolm quickly revealed a flair for storytelling, especially ghost stories, and acquired a reputation for surprise endings, so that boys came to look forward to hearing ‘a Lowry story’ at bedtime.18 He had discovered the power and prestige which comes from being able to command an audience. He was a natural actor, and finding an exciting use for the words he had collected and memorized, came completely out of his shell once on stage. This power over an audience was a strong drug which he found impossible to resist for the rest of his life.


School holidays meant golf at Caldy and seaside holidays with the family. In the summer of 1919, Arthur took Evelyn to India on a business trip, and Wilfrid took Malcolm and Russell on holiday to the Isle of Man. They stayed at Fort Anne, where they were known as ‘the boys’. They played golf and danced and had great fun. Wilfrid was in charge for the first ten days, then Arthur joined them. There was much messing about in boats and finally Arthur chartered a fishing boat in which they sailed around the island. Young Malcolm had trouble getting off boats and up ladders. When he was around, things tended to go wrong, often to the irritation of his brothers who never hesitated to make fun of him, only to spark off his easily combustible temper. When they referred to him as ‘Fat-bottom’, he coloured up in fury, in his peculiarly lobster-like fashion, and was particularly annoyed that they hoisted him up a ladder to get him on board.19 It was on this holiday that he first began to have eye trouble, and it was Wilfrid’s and Russell’s duty to see that he was treated regularly with his prescribed eye-drops. But, discomforting though this must have been, it did not prevent him sneaking off at opportune moments with the others to the cinema.


Arthur was extraordinarily mean and kept the boys very short of money, so they had to scrape the price of a cinema ticket from any source they could, usually by saving the money from what they got for travelling to and from school. Malcolm remembered how once he and Russell were punished for the sin of visiting a cinema in Hoylake, but how Wilfrid, apparently, had pointed out that the cinema in question had been designed by one of their Lowry uncles, an architect. Was it also sinful for Arthur’s brother to have drawn the plans? With tactics such as that, wrote Lowry, they had gradually worn the ‘Old Man’ down so that he became more tolerant, though consequently less true to himself – ‘for I think he was a natural tyrant & being decent didn’t suit him.’20 The skill learned as a child of scraping together cinema money must have stood him in good stead later on when trying to scrounge money for another passion and taste which awaited him – alcohol.


Wilfrid, by now a mature young rugby player, was about to bring distinction to himself and the family. He had graduated from the school first team to the local team, Birkenhead Park, and now turned out regularly for his county side, Cheshire. Finally he was picked to play for England at right wing three-quarter against France at Twickenham on 21 January 1920. It was his only game for England, but he became both a family and local hero. Evelyn was especially thrilled by such things and took great pride in the cluster of Wilfrid’s trophies which were kept well polished and prominently displayed on the sideboard in the lounge at Inglewood.


Despite the glamour which his sporting success had brought him, Wilfrid was a modest, conventional and utterly reliable young man. In 1920 he was again entrusted to take his younger brothers on summer holiday, this time to Rothesay on the Isle of Bute in Western Scotland. It was the perfect place for the boys. There was not only swimming but an eighteen-hole golf course, as well as a local flea-pit cinema where they could catch up on film-going. There were plenty of social events, and for the first time Malcolm had the opportunity to meet girls. Staying at the Hydro Hotel, they met a Scotsman called Lindsay who owned a thirty-foot yacht and had two daughters more or less Russell and Malcolm’s ages. Boys and girls paired off, and spent a great deal of time on the boat. It must have been more painful than ever for Malcolm, anxious to impress twelve-year-old Helen Lindsay, still to be teased about his awkwardness. She was probably the first girl to whom he wrote, in a schoolboyish way, and for whom he developed an attachment – although he did elsewhere claim that his first love was Hilda Cooke, the gardener’s daughter.21


Russell had moved to The Leys at the end of summer, 1919, and by this time, for some reason, Arthur rarely visited his boys at school. However, Wilfrid now made it his duty to visit them occasionally and to take them both to London for the day whenever he could, once in 1922 to see Douglas Fairbanks in Robin Hood. But Malcolm must have felt miserable that neither of his parents ever came to see him at school.


After a year at Caldicott, he was given a new bicycle for Christmas, which was to bring near disaster and a family of new friends. He was freewheeling at high speed down King’s Drive, a high winding hill which bisects Caldy village, when he skidded. Edward Brown, who lived at Hillthorpe, a large house at the top of the hill, was driving his family home at the time and they were horrified to see this small boy swerve off the road and fly headlong into the ditch. They stopped, gathered the howling child into their car, and rushed him home, where Mrs Brown cleaned and bandaged a severely gashed knee. The patient was so pleased to be fussed over that he was reluctant to leave, and stayed on to play. There were two Brown boys of about his own age, Maurice and Colin, and a slightly older girl, Carol. Finally he was taken home and his father promptly took him to a specialist to have the gash in his knee sewn up. However, he had found a new family and from then onwards he was frequently at Hillthorpe, playing ping-pong or tennis on the Browns’ private court. He had also acquired a spectacular diagonal scar on his right knee, which he later claimed was a bullet wound sustained in crossfire during the Chinese Civil War.


Later in the following year, he had another experience which was to take on as great an importance in his personal mythology as his beating by Miss Long. The eye inflammation which had first afflicted him on holiday two years earlier suddenly became worse; the eye-drops ceased to be effective and ulcers developed. The ulceration, had it spread, could have endangered his sight, so Arthur took him to a Harley Street specialist called Hudson, who scraped his eyes, an extremely painful but effective form of treatment. For a while he was confined to bed at Inglewood, where Maurice Brown remembered being allowed to visit him, a rare privilege, given Evelyn’s dislike of visitors. Even children wishing to call on her sons were usually unwelcome, as Lowry noted later:




Our family was one of those not uncommon in England, that, while tolerant on occasion for business reasons, lives in almost complete isolation from their sons’ friends, at the same time being highly critical of them … Nor had any other of my friends (been allowed into the house) whose fathers kept liquor in the house or went to a different church …22





Malcolm returned to school sporting a black eye-patch, and was again, apparently, the object of some derision. However, with his new-found sense of drama, he probably enjoyed playing the pirate-king and imaginatively sporting that longed-for hook. Later he expanded this experience into a sad tale: his eye condition had languished untreated by an uncaring family for so long that he had become blind and unable to read for several years. Being forced to go to school though blind, he wrote, gave him some sympathy with the sufferings of the drunkard Bindon. And he discovered this story of blindness aroused great sympathy, especially among females.23 However, in a letter home from Caldicott early in 1922, he said very specifically that he was having ‘no trouble at all with the conjunctivitis,’ and he was ‘allowed to do work and do absolutely everything.’24 But from such misfortunes do great tragic legends rise. One possible source of this blindness legend emerged thirty-three years later when he told his psychiatrist that he had read in books that masturbation made you blind and sex gave you syphilis. That he claimed to have masturbated from the age of nine probably explains his youthful fear of blindness. Certainly the association of sex with syphilis became a powerful obsession for him.25


After his great rugby triumphs, Wilfrid could do no wrong in the eyes of his proud parents. He was given a Sunbeam motorcycle as a reward, and on this the three brothers would set off during school holidays to visit the cinema in West Kirby or Hoylake – Russell on the pillion and Malcolm wedged on the petrol tank. He also persuaded Arthur to buy a gramophone, an imposing cabinet affair placed next to the Bechstein in the lounge at Inglewood. Jazzy foxtrots were much in vogue, and Malcolm became a dedicated fan – the Virginians playing ‘Aunt Hagar’s Blues’ and its flipside ‘Aggravatin’ Poppa’ being particular favourites. Jazz became such a passion that later he contemplated a career as a songwriter-musician, and in his novellas, Lunar Caustic and ‘The Forest Path to the Spring’, a jazz musician replaces the more customary writer as his fictional alter ego.


To give consistency to the story of childhood deprivation he complained in later life about the lack of books at Inglewood, but this was almost certainly a false accusation. Russell recalled there being plenty, including Poe’s Tales of Mystery and Imagination, Melville’s Moby Dick, Rabelais, and Arthur’s volumes of Shakespeare. However, with the exception of the Bible, all books were locked away on Sunday, and the key remained in Arthur’s pocket till Monday morning.


Malcolm acquired a taste for P. G. Wodehouse and for romantic novels of travel and high adventure – Kipling, W. H. Hudson and Rider Haggard. Like Geoffrey Firmin as a boy, his ‘nose was always in a book.’26 W. H. Hudson appealed both as a naturalist and as a novelist who wrote romantic stories set in distant lands. Green Mansions was a favourite, as was Far Away and Long Ago, the celebration of Hudson’s unrestrained childhood on his family’s ranch in Argentina. Hudson’s story of trying in vain to pull an armadillo out of a hole by its tail found its way into Under the Volcano, where Hugh recalls the story on his horse-ride round Quauhnahuac with Yvonne.


A writer whose hero came to cast a particular spell over Lowry at Caldicott was Robert Holmes, a prison missionary, whose semi-fictionalized stories of Walter Greenaway, Spy were first published in Blackwood’s Magazine during the war and later as a book. When Lowry was asked early in 1922 to write about his ‘favourite character in fiction or in fact’, he wrote nine and a half pages on Walter Greenaway.


Greenaway was a quintessential Lowry hero. He was a 29-year-old clerk turned cat burglar who ‘got into mischief out of pure fun of it’, and took to crime after being wrongly accused of robbery and discovering a facility for climbing over roofs and through windows. After a stretch in prison, Holmes arranged for him to be sent to sea on a windjammer, a career into which he fitted so naturally as to astound his fellow sailors. ‘Nobody can learn him anything about a schooner,’ the ship’s mate wrote to Holmes, ‘He knew it all afore he come on board.’27 In fact, he had learned to sail in Scotland, along the very coast where the Lowry brothers had ‘messed about in boats’ in 1920. Greenaway was the educated son of a rich businessman, and the sailors were dying to see him fail when ordered aloft, but ‘He climbed up in a flash and sat like a monkey thoroughly enjoying himself.’28 He wrote to Holmes an almost illegible letter scrawled with a blunt pencil on scraps of faded yellow paper; he had gone, posing as a deaf mute, to live among the Bedouin and to spy for the Allies behind Turkish lines in Mesopotamia. Strangely, he wrote of himself as a spy as if he were writing about someone completely other than himself, and had further cast himself away from his roots by marrying an Arab woman. Despite his criminal past he risked his life for his country. His parents, ashamed of their erring boy, had locked themselves away and received no visitors, and sadly they died before news came that their son was, after all, a genuine patriot and hero. Lowry’s close identification with a falsely accused and generally misunderstood anti-hero developed into an obsession which seems strangely to foreshadow his own life, as though Lowry, having chosen a role in fiction, was now fated to live it out. Noble but flawed, misunderstood figures subject to public contempt were forever to excite his sympathy – Eugene Aram, the doomed schoolmaster in the poem by Hood; Oscar Wilde kept waiting at Clapham Junction station for hours on his way to Brixton prison;29 Geoffrey Firmin set upon by fascists and done to death in a sleazy Mexican bar.


Nevertheless, if, like many boys of his age, Lowry thought of himself in heroic terms, he may have already begun to incorporate the deviant hero into his role-model. Walter Greenaway had unintentionally been turned into a crook; Eugene Aram was a betrayed romantic. A sensitive child like Lowry, wretchedly homesick but disguising the fact in cheerful letters home, was also exposed to insensitive and unjust cruelties and arbitrary punishment. Hywel Jones recalled a junior falsely accusing him and Lowry of bullying. In characteristic style, without listening to their story, ‘Pony’ Jenkins dealt them one of his famous thrashings and sent them to Coventry for a week. Jones went on hunger strike, and was let off. Lowry endured his punishment to the bitter end.30 He was also, according to Izzard, once brutally thrashed by Bindon (‘flayed at seven, crucified at eleven’ he wrote in his poem ‘Autopsy’), and that may have cut deeper because of his liking for Bindon, who was less inclined than Jenkins to reach for the cane.31 Walter Greenaway would have understood and been staunchly on his side. Lowry suffered in silence, but secretly he, too, knew he was innocent and a hero.


Lobs Lowry was remembered at Caldicott as a rather fat and clumsy boy of unpredictable temper, ‘a non-conformist with no close friends’ who, although not deliberately anti-authoritarian at school was something of a rebel.32 The scouts were too conformist for Lowry and some boys were surprised that Wilfrid’s playing rugby for England left him apparently unmoved. But in letters, and in references in stories to miraculously converted tries and the loneliness of the right wing three-quarter, he showed that he was proud of Wilfrid’s success; though, irked at being constantly compared to his famous brother, no doubt he affected lack of interest. And at Caldicott, although initially sensitive at being teased about his awkward physique, his eye-patch, and about his colourful bad temper, he seems to have adapted cheerfully enough to being regarded as an oddity. He might never hope to match Wilfrid’s graceful skill on the rugby pitch, but he could enjoy the hurly-burly of a rugger or a hockey match. In his final year, 1922, he even managed to scrape a place in the school First Hockey XI. The rough-and-tumble of the game he enjoyed, the communal bath afterwards he hated – the joshing and laughing curiosity of boys comparing muscles and penis size was too mortifying, and probably accounts for his loss of enthusiasm for games. Izzard remembered Lowry being judged on the petite side, but not being unduly teased about it. But who can tell when silent wounds are struck? Certainly, as he grew up he became intensely aware of this deficiency – just another reason, added to his ungainly body, his clumsiness, his chilblains and his constipation, for loathing himself. When finally he left Caldicott in the summer of 1923, many of the key strands of his character had been woven. The strange mixture of cheerful mischievousness and intemperance was to remain throughout his life, the passion for storytelling combined with self-dramatization came to characterize his future writing, and his growing identification with the outsider, the weak, the scorned, the put upon – the Bindons, the Hywel Joneses, and the Walter Greenaways of this world – came to dominate his thinking and his personality. There were those who said that because he carried these early characteristics through into adulthood, he never grew up. But he believed strongly that naïveté was a necessary quality for the creative artist. The air of tough sophistication he later developed was no more than a defensive façade.


Like Russell, he made up for being unable to play golf as a school sport by pitching himself into it during the holidays. The only other games at which he was very good were tennis and ping-pong, and he played incessantly at Hillthorpe and Inglewood, acquiring a skill which he could still produce over twenty years later. His main golfing companions, apart from his brothers, were still Bruce Thompson and the Furniss boys. The Furnisses were a family of ‘characters’. Their father, John, a respected local lawyer, lived with his wife Mary and eight children, six of them boys, at Clevelands, a spacious house on Moels Drive, Hoylake, right beside the Royal Liverpool Golf Club.


Lowry haunted Clevelands, and was always there after a day on the course with Jimmy, the boy who had saved him from being bullied at Braeside. John Furniss was unusually liberal and brought up his children in a free and progressive fashion. Arthur disapproved of him partly because, though a lawyer, he was too independent and outspoken, but mainly because he committed the unforgivable sin of keeping drink in the house. The Furniss boys were allowed to drink beer quite freely at home, and had a reputation for unpredictability and boisterousness. The family, said Lowry later, had a veneer of British respectability but were really ‘incredibly dissipated’. The Furnisses became a local legend, and the doings of the Furniss boys were long remembered in the neighbourhood. They were amazing walkers, and Maurice Brown remembered Jimmy Furniss once calling at Hillthorpe and saying, ‘I’ve just come from London.’ He had walked the whole two hundred miles in three days flat. They became Lowry’s Taskerson family in Under the Volcano, and from them he acquired a life-long enthusiasm for prodigious walks, and a predilection for excessive beer-drinking and extravagant behaviour.


At Hoylake that September of 1923, Lowry entered a competition for sons of members of the Royal Liverpool Golf Club. To his and his parents’ delight he won the Boys Medal for under-fifteens with a score of ninety-five, a creditable performance for a fourteen-year-old player, and by no means the lowest on record, despite his later claim. Nevertheless, here was another small trophy to place beside Wilfrid’s many on the sideboard at Inglewood.


Wilfrid’s Sunbeam had now passed to Russell, which meant not only more trips to the cinema, but an easy means of escape into the countryside with their books, to laze around and read, and on occasions, to smoke a surreptitious pipe. Years later in Mexico, Malcolm remembered the bliss of those days and the good reading habits he learned from such expeditions with Russell. It was also a way of escaping the atmosphere of parental disapproval and bickering at Inglewood. Although Evelyn loved to hear ‘thrilling stories’ of her boys’ achievements, they had gradually come to despise her and to write her off as a figure too ludicrous to take seriously. But at Inglewood she was a power to be reckoned with. Arthur pandered to her every whim and expected his boys to do the same. However, as time went on they grew more estranged from Arthur, too, which Russell ascribed to his father’s growing awareness of his own limited education compared to that of his children, and to a fatal lack of humour. They, on the other hand, had developed an acute, sometimes savage comic wit, begun as a defence against Evelyn’s emotional blackmail, but later refined into an intellectual rapier in the battlefield of an English public school.
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CHAPTER III


AT THE LEYS


1923–1926







When I was a kid I used to get fun out of my horrors.


EUGENE O’NEILL, The First Man





‘The first term at an English public school’, wrote Lowry, ‘was an appalling proposition.’1 Yet for him, following his brothers to The Leys, things were probably a little easier than for many other boys. At least for his first two terms Russell was there in the same house (West) to be turned to when necessary. On the other hand, as at Caldicott, he had high standards to live up to, and going away to school, with its rules, restrictions and punishments, always held particular terrors for him. Despite becoming ever more alienated from Inglewood, as he journeyed back to school each term he still felt homesickness strike, ‘with a yet more alien cold sense of dreadful loneliness and impending disaster.’2 Caught between these two alien forces, home and school, he recalled his mother’s familiar remonstration: ‘There are many little boys in the gutter who would be glad of what you have.’ ‘God,’ he wrote, ‘how I envied them.’3


At The Leys, ‘new bombs’ faced an intimidating initiation ceremony, known in West House as ‘lamb-singing’, where new boys were expected to perform a party-piece for the general entertainment. Those getting the critical ‘thumbs down’ had to run the gauntlet of critics intent on blacking their faces with burnt cork. Stuart escaped blacking in his time with a well-received song, picked up from the music hall or a seaside minstrel show – the ‘Wibberlee Wobberlee Song’, turned into literature later when Malcolm had Jacques Laruelle recall it in Under the Volcano.4 It was performed, one imagines, with appropriate winks and gestures.








Oh we allll WALK ze wibberlee wobberlee WALK


And we alll TALK ze wibberlee wobberlee TALK


And we alll WEAR wibberlee wobberlee TIES


And-look-at-all-ze-pretty-girls-with-wibberlee-wobberlee eyes. Oh


We allll SING ze wibberlee wobberlee SONG


Until ze day is dawn-ing,


And-we-all-have-zat-wibberlee-wobberlee-wobberlee-wibberlee-wibberlee-wobberlee feeling


In ze morning.











Stuart had taught this rakish little ditty to Wilfrid, who in turn taught it to Russell. It was good enough to get them all through ‘lamb-singing’ free of blacking, and now it was Malcolm’s turn. Like the others, he sailed through unscathed. It was, no doubt, a performance of great panache, and passing his initiation in style must have eased considerably the misery of being a ‘new bomb’. In retrospect he saw such rituals as another form of beastliness in which a mindless herd,’ ‘They’, picked on and terrorized some poor misfit or newcomer. ‘They’, he wrote, was ‘an unusually sadistic and despairing creation.’5


The School Deputy Head and resident master in charge of West House was a small, scholarly, reticent, good-humoured Scot, W. H. Balgarnie, classics master at the school for almost a quarter of a century. Some old boys recalled him as a desiccated bore; for others he had a special charm. An earlier pupil, James Hilton, based his famous schoolmaster-hero, ‘Mr Chips’, on Balgarnie. But in Lowry, ‘Chips’ (also known as ‘the Balfe’ or ‘the Hooley’) was to find a far more eccentric yarn-spinner than the prolific Hilton. And in his turn, Lowry was delighted to discover that Balgarnie enjoyed reading stories to the West House juniors before ‘lights out’, just as had Gordon Wood at Caldicott.


Being the younger brother of Wilfrid, Balgarnie might well have expected Malcolm to be a promising games player, which he was not – at least at the recognized school games. He did once manage to reach the finals of the junior tennis doubles championship, but his best game, golf, was not played there (except for an annual tournament dominated by the masters), so there were no school golf trophies with which to dazzle the folks back at Inglewood. Nevertheless, he had other talents which the shrewd Balgarnie quickly spotted and began to encourage. In fact, as a potential writer of his kind, Lowry had probably come to as good a school in as good a place as he could have hoped for. The Leys, standing at the corner of Trumpington Road and the Fen Causeway, was a mere five minutes walk along Trumpington Street from many of the great university colleges, Peterhouse, Pembroke, Corpus Christi, St Catharine’s, St John’s and Trinity.6 It was set up in 1875 as the first Free Church public school aimed at sending the sons of Nonconformists to Oxford and Cambridge following the repeal of the Test Acts. It was a Methodist foundation and, like Caldicott, was therefore marked by a strong air of Wesleyan morality, typified by thundering sermons from the Chapel pulpit. The school duly produced its quota of ministers and missionaries, along with a respectable crop of industrialists, scientists and doctors. Three writers of note have emerged from The Leys: the prolific James Hilton, the Booker Prize-winning J. G. Ballard, and Malcolm Lowry.


Although there was no ‘fagging’ at the school, there was thrashing which could be administered as injudiciously as at Caldicott. Ralph Izzard was once beaten for saying ‘Dash!’, and Lowry was not to escape his share of whipping. A more favoured punishment, however, had boys writing on green paper, purchased a penny a sheet from the school shop, a set of lines composed by an old classics master, E. E. ‘Jerry’ Kellett: ‘Few things are more distressing to a well regulated mind than to see a boy who ought to know better disporting himself at improper moments.’


He hated school routine, being marched here and summoned there, and recalled ‘the horror of “crocodiles’”7 and the school bells which always ‘seemed like sombre church bells tolling for a funeral.’8 The emphasis on games bored him; one of his favourite subjects, Nature Study, was not taught, although there were occasional visiting lecturers on such pastimes as bird-watching. But Lowry claimed that anyone showing an interest in nature was thought a cissy.9 Immediately after the war, under the headship of the Reverend H. Bisseker, The Leys, like many other schools at the time, was going through a bad patch. The older generation of teachers had largely expired or left the scene, and most of the new generation had died in the trenches. Some older masters, brought back to fill the vacuum, continued to teach a Victorian morality no longer relevant in the post-war world. Keeping order became a problem, and academic standards suffered.


But the cheery, mischievous, untidy, endearingly eccentric Lowry did find good masters who were interested in him, especially two young English masters, R. M. Morris and F. W. Ives, who spotted something distinctive in his oddly written essays. Morris recalled Lowry’s reputation for writing ‘pour épater le bourgeois’, and remembered Ives ‘hooting with laughter at his profanities.’ Ives, a charismatic figure who went on to teach at Charterhouse, was keen on drama, and made a lasting impression on at least one old boy with a memorable reading in class of Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’.10 If Ives and Morris encouraged Lowry’s writing, another master, S. C. Gillard, encouraged his dramatic flair. Gillard put him into school plays, remembering him as ‘a small boy, tousle-headed, splay-footed, ruddy-faced – all teeth and perpetually grinning – frightfully jaunty and argumentative, rather untidy, terribly fond of talking, and especially fond of listening to sea yarns which I was rather too prone to tell in class, and he would often trap me into telling.’11


In spite of his comparative indifference to games, he became rather attached to the sports master, Jesse Mellor, an Old Leysian, and head of South House, who later gave Malcolm extra coaching in classics. Mellor was a Bisley sharpshooter and Cambridge rugger blue and knew all the Lowry boys. He took great pride in Wilfrid’s rugby achievements, and for years a photograph of Malcolm taken by him stood on the Bechstein in the lounge at Inglewood. He was a keen photographer and their friendship would have been reinforced by a common passion for golf – Mellor seemed to win the annual school tournament every year. He was an intense rival of Balgarnie’s, and, from what Malcolm told Russell three years later, his influence was ultimately a baleful one. By contrast, Balgarnie had the most benevolent influence, guiding him in his first serious steps toward becoming a writer.


Russell left the school at the end of the spring term 1924, the summer which saw the last Lowry family holiday. Arthur and Evelyn and the two youngest boys packed into Arthur’s new Minerva and, with Coltman at the wheel, left Caldy for a tour of the West Country, staying for the most part at Budleigh Salterton on the Devon coast. There were trips to Stonehenge and to the theatre in Exeter for a performance of Outward Bound, a play which left a lasting impression on Malcolm. A golf course by the sea, a play combining a voyage and a symbolic journey of the dead to purgatory, and a growing interest in the occult, foreshadowed important ‘design-governing postures’ (a favourite expression) in his later fiction.


After the holiday, Russell stayed on with friends in Cornwall, where he picked up the latest craze, the banjolele, before setting off to study commercial French for a year in Lille. With Russell gone, Malcolm was more than ever on his own. Wilfrid, very much against his mother’s wishes, had become engaged, and planned to get married the following year, so was rarely at home. Malcolm, like Russell, had already become cynical about life at Inglewood and was growing increasingly alienated from both his parents. This new sense of isolation may not have worried him that much, for he was in the grip of a new obsession. He had decided to become a writer.


The pressures at home were certainly mounting. A story which Lowry later sketched about a Christmas at home may capture his spirit of rebellion against the unimaginative authoritarianism at Inglewood.




Father … said:


‘I think now we all might take a few minutes to reflect what this great festival of Christmas really means … You try and tell us.’


I thought & thought & for some reason I couldn’t think. Finally I said, ‘The death of Christ, father.’


There was a frightful commotion. For this ‘almost blasphemous remark’, as my father called it, I was sent to the lumber-room … But it had been a genuine lapse. And in the lumber room I was troubled in my heart. I could not understand religion: sermons bored me: the bible was totally obscure to me. But it hurt my heart when anyone said anything contemptuous about Christ to whom I prayed in my way, & now it seemed I had done just that.12





The impulsive sin followed by remorse was to become a feature of his life. And it may also have been during Russell’s absence that in one of his brothers’ rooms he came across the book that introduced him to the dreaded subject of sex, a book full of Methodistic hell-fire and obviously painful revelations (and perhaps an explanation of his earlier eye trouble). ‘The … books on top of my brother’s wardrobe … already assured me, if they were true, that I had acquired certain habits and should have gone mad. So I had long got used to having no normal prospects. I looked for death at any moment.’13 Having learned the innocent pleasures of masturbation, he now discovered the hellish punishment in store for such innocence, and experienced the sense of living as if it was his last day on earth long before Geoffrey Firmin’s final Day of the Dead.


By now he had lost some of his earlier puppy fat and photographs showing him stylishly posed on the beach at Budleigh Salterton, or looking wind-blown in front of Stonehenge, suggest that he had developed into a quite attractive youngster. The unruly mop of copper-coloured hair, the florid complexion, the clear blue eyes and slightly projecting front teeth, giving his smile a hint of mischievousness, were still there, but to that was added now an air of theatricality. This rather jaunty style and sense of drama, coupled with that wicked verbal wit acquired from ‘Pony’ Jenkins at Caldicott, sharpened in subversive coded exchanges with Russell at Inglewood, and further honed with Balgarnie and Ives at The Leys, had begun to produce the eccentric charm which his later friends found so enchanting.


Back at The Leys at the beginning of 1925, Lowry at fifteen was a cheerful, awkward, obsessive bookworm, average both academically and at games, rather slovenly in appearance, and trying in every possible way to circumvent school rules about dress.14 But Balgarnie had taken a shine to him and, when he sent in some precocious, unsolicited stories to the school magazine, the Leys Fortnightly, encouraged him with his writing.15 The school had suffered three electric light failures at the beginning of the year, and Lowry converted this experience into fiction. In the 13 March issue of the Fortnightly, his first short story, ‘The Light That Failed Not’, appeared. It was signed ‘Camel’, a simple play on his initials C.M.L. The title, in turn, was a play on that of Kipling’s novel, The Light that Failed, the story of a Bohemian artist who suffers progressive blindness and the pangs of unrequited love.


Lowry’s story was pitched in a comic vein more reminiscent of Wodehouse than Kipling, and shows him already master of such humorous devices as hyperbole, ironic ornamentation, affected pedantry and self-deflating pomposity. The schoolboy hero is one of a class kept in for prep who is surreptitiously reading a novel while pretending to work. In dropping a pin to wake a sleeping neighbour he draws attention to himself, so affects innocence: ‘Wormwood Scrubs was written over every face, except mine, in that assembly.’ But his novel drops to the floor and how is he to explain? ‘I am not like you people sparkling in epigram and epithet, who hand out the honeyed word and the diplomatic smile …’ Disaster is averted by an electrical failure. ‘The Electric Lighting Co…. rose to the occasion, and the luminosity, as it were, conked …’ ‘Fortune never favours the horribly guilty, except in grand guignol,’ he concludes, ‘But as Shakespeare or somebody said – “All fact is fiction and all fiction fact”.’16 The confusing of fantasy and reality, art and life, he admitted just before he died, was to be serious and damaging for him. As a writer and as a man, Lowry had started in the way he was destined to finish.


In May, Wilfrid was married, and at about the same time Stuart returned after six years in America to become a partner at Buston’s. He introduced Malcolm to some of his favourite American literature, notably the plays of Eugene O’Neill, and later, having taken up weightlifting in Dallas, to the joys of physical culture. Malcolm took up O’Neill with an enthusiasm bordering on self-identification. He had become fascinated by the lives of his writer-heroes, and searched out information about them wherever he could – books, newspapers, magazines. Once, in Life magazine, he found a review of O’Neill carrying his picture, ‘with handsome moustaches’ and noted approvingly that he had not bothered going to school.17 The idea that a writer had no need of schooling by uncreative schoolmasters recurred in later stories, especially in his meditation on an author’s creative consciousness in ‘Through the Panama’.


The boy with his nose always in a book was now reading well beyond the normal schoolboy range of reading, and he became singularly attached to authors of smart, literate novels like Jeffery Farnol, W. J. Locke and Michael Arlen. His enthusiasm for Locke became a West House joke, but it was a noteworthy fascination. In a book like the bestselling The Morals of Marcus Ordeyne can be found so many of the ingredients which Lowry later made his own. It is a somewhat racy intellectual romance strewn with references to Burton, Machiavelli, Rabelais, Marcus Aurelius, Dante and Goethe. Faust is quoted, ‘Then may the devil take me and do what he likes with me,’ anticipating the doomed Consul; and a line anticipating Lowry’s own career, ‘We will have to go to some new land where attaining fame is easier for a beginner than in London.’18 He also became attached to John Masefield, and could quote whole chunks from Sard Harker and Odtaa.19 And when Balgarnie read W. W. Jacobs’s spine-chilling ‘The Monkey’s Paw’ to the House juniors at ‘lights out’, Lowry decided it was ‘the best short story ever written, except for Conrad’s “Typhoon”.’20 Conrad was a lasting influence. More than twenty years later, in a storm in the Atlantic, he recalled reading Conrad by torchlight under the blankets in bed at The Leys.21


By now too he must have put his nose into the Melville and the Poe in the glass-fronted bookcase at Ingle wood. Their doom-laden sentiments appealed to his eccentric taste. He recalled with particular relish in notes for his school story ‘Enter One in Sumptuous Armour’, opening Poe at random and reading something like, ‘Man does not desire happiness, but to be held captive in chains by barbarian hordes, in a land unpeopled and alone,’ and adding, ‘These were my exact sentiments, I felt, in a sort of amusing way.’22


He attached himself to an older boy in his House, Raymond Fletcher Cook, son of the then Australian High Commissioner, quizzing him about life in the Australian outback. Cook, yearning for the wide-open spaces himself, found this young enthusiast an appealing and receptive listener. He discovered that like him Lowry had an agreeable reluctance to getting up on wintry English mornings, and they first met at detention where each was writing the well-known lines on green notepaper for being late for breakfast. Russell, who knew Cook, disapproved of his enthusing Malcolm with the idea of ‘roughing it’ in the outback. But his interest was not confined to Australia; there were Japanese and Indian pupils at the school (The Leys had a strong missionary tradition) with whom he also spent time, enquiring eagerly about life in their countries, too.


Another older friend was Thomas Boden Hardy. The initial attraction could have been a name combining that of the great novelist with that of Lowry’s seafaring maternal grandfather, a striking enough coincidence for Lowry to see in it some important hidden significance. In any event, thinking he seemed lonely, Hardy befriended the boy and he clung on, following him everywhere, rather pathetically, ‘like a lost dog’. He said his father had gone suddenly bankrupt and he felt very insecure at home. He spoke of his mother in glowing terms but gave the distinct impression that she was dead. Hardy was taken in and felt duly sympathetic. As a sharpshooter, he cycled twice a week to the Grange Road rifle range in Cambridge, and Malcolm joined him. Once there, however, he would disappear, and turn up again as Hardy was returning to school:




He’d be waiting for me at this peculiar rather rustic old pub, where he’d found this old couple sitting in front and he raved about them, was going to write a story about them. But on one occasion I was coming back from the shooting range to find Malcolm’s bicycle lying in the middle of the road and Malcolm sitting on the curb laughing like a hyaena, drunk as a lord.23





The young writer had discovered alcohol.


What caused him to want to write is a matter of speculation. James Hilton, though long an Old Boy, still contributed to the Fortnightly. He had been a contemporary of Wilfrid’s at the school during the war, had edited the magazine, and been a protégé of Balgarnie’s. After The Leys, he went to Christ’s College, got a First in English, then became a journalist. By 1925 he had published three novels, the first one written while still at school. Balgarnie doubtless encouraged the unconventional young essayist with the example of Hilton, the successful author, and he first saw himself as a journalist or story writer rather than as a serious novelist.


Hardy recalled that the writer who possessed him most completely, however, was Rabelais. ‘He loved Rabelais; he quoted Rabelais all over the place.’24 He had discovered that physical self-disgust could be rendered more acceptable and express itself to some effect through a gutsy humour. It was as a Rabelaisian character expounding the Rabelaisian philosophy of the inspired drunkard that Hardy remembered Lowry at The Leys. If this was a side of his character he enjoyed parading before his school friends, it was one he carefully concealed from the folks at Inglewood. Concealment, scrounging, duplicity and elaborate self-justification, the arts and practices of the great fraternity of drunkards, were tricks Lowry already seemed to have acquired.


His next story for the Fortnightly, ‘Travelling Light’, also arose from direct experience. It cast an ironic eye over the School Corps, though what sort of soldier this born member of ‘the awkward squad’ would have made is not difficult to imagine. In this story his protagonist is returning to school late from his brother’s wedding (Wilfrid’s presumably). He has not only ‘to return to general drudgery’ but to a Wednesday night full-dress parade of the Corps, at which the school’s more martial types display their military fervour. But, he adds in mock-Wordsworthian vein:








A curse it is these nights to be alive;


To be arrayed in panoply of war


Doth aggravate the evil.











There follows a suitably Wodehousean portrait of the good soldier Lowry, on whose back ‘the black dog of this parade’ sat and whispered that, as well as many other military irregularities, his uniform was dirty, his cap-badge missing, his puttees still muddied from some bygone field exercise. Moreover, ‘I imagined myself sloping arms with the rifle upside down and ramming it into the back of my trousers when I unfixed bayonets.’


He is in grave danger of making himself conspicuous. On the train from Liverpool, he falls asleep and dreams that the school has been burned down. The odd charred fragment of uniform and a pair of Oxford bags too wide to be completely incinerated were all that remained. ‘It was a cruel sight, and I remember wanting to kick myself as I buried my face in a handkerchief to conceal my lack of emotion.’ But then he tripped over something – ‘a human foot in a Corps boot.’ He wakes with a jolt to find himself in Edinburgh when he should be in Ely. He has been saved, it seems, from the humiliation of the bayonet in the trouser seat. But has he? he asks, hovering before delivering his last-minute twist, because this has not really happened, and even as he writes he is under punishment for an extra parade. Yet he has ‘set down an account of the tragedy in words that may perhaps soothe my troubled feelings. And ruffle yours? One never knows.’25 The idea of fictionalizing away his misery was to become an important raison d’être for his writing. But to do so one first had to be miserable.


Camel was now established both as an oddity who ruffled a few feelings and something of a true eccentric, who, against School rules, wore Oxford bags and got away with it. Nevertheless, he was awarded a minor honour, a prize from the Fortnightly, and allowed to select his own books. He chose O’Neill‘s Anna Christie, Michael Arlen’s Mayfair and Stevenson’s The Wrecker.26 In the summer of 1925, with Arthur and Evelyn again abroad, Malcolm was packed off for a while to a holiday camp run by the Children’s Special Service Mission, a Methodist organization of gospel-promoting Cambridge undergraduates. With him went his friend, Hardy. The camp was under canvas in the grounds of St Andrew’s School at Eastbourne, and he soon made it clear to Hardy that he had no intention of following the rules or routines of the camp or hanging around to have his soul saved. ‘He immediately dived off and found the cinemas in Eastbourne, and the pubs. And we were there for ten days and I spent ten days literally dragging him out and finding which pubs he was in and keeping him away from people because he was so pickled. But this was Malcolm …’27


Russell was back home from Lille, in love with Meg Gillies, a Scots girl he had met there, and toting his banjolele. Malcolm immediately acquired one, too, and shortly afterwards they switched to ukuleles which they thought better for picking out jazz tunes. Gradually, over the dining table at Inglewood, or at Stuart’s home, they began composing and singing their own songs, becoming, in Russell’s opinion, ‘reasonably accomplished if noisy performers.’


Russell noticed that Malcolm seemed to have turned sour about school and after a time he confided to him what had happened. Jesse Mellor, with whom he had had such a close relationship, had caught him ‘cribbing’ and instead of giving him lines, had flown into a rage and thrashed him severely. Lowry’s pride was deeply wounded and he felt badly betrayed by the teacher who until then had been so very friendly. In a poem, ‘Der Tag’, for the Fortnightly, he seems to send up the experience. For handing in his imposition late he gets ‘three raps upon the pate’, his work is consigned to the bin, and he goes ‘quite dippy in the dome’.28 The self-image of the quirky, loopy, batty, but clever chap was beginning to take shape. The impish, brilliant child was becoming ever more alienated, increasingly delighting in teasing the uncomprehending sobersides around him.


The four Lowry brothers, together again in and around Caldy, made an interesting contrast. Wilfrid was moderately tall, slim and fair-haired, Stuart dark, short and muscular, Russell, slight, fair-haired, around five foot eight, and Malcolm, chunky, copper-haired and around five-nine. All were extremely good-looking with bright blue eyes, and each brilliant and witty in his own way. Stuart, Wilfrid and Russell had inherited Arthur’s keen business acumen, though Stuart had a rakish Bohemian tendency, and was both widely read and a talented cartoonist. He and Margot settled at Upton, five miles from Caldy, and their house, Corvally, became a second home for Russell and Malcolm. Although he kept a fairly low profile at first, Stuart gradually became leader of an unofficial resistance movement against their parents, and at Corvally the younger boys could vent their feelings freely. Stuart had never quite forgiven their opposition to his marriage, and now Russell was suffering similarly. He wanted to get engaged to Meg, but Evelyn was implacably opposed and Arthur forbade him to see or communicate with her. Being kept under his father’s thumb as a poorly paid cotton apprentice and denied his opportunity to marry was a cause of a deep resentment in Russell. The liberal and sophisticated Stuart, though unable to soften his parents’ hard hearts, encouraged him to keep in touch with Meg through Corvally. The conspiracy against Inglewood was thus confirmed.


Malcolm was carried along by this anti-parent sentiment. He and Russell composed hymns of hate against Evelyn, whom both blamed for their mutual suffering. He also became fascinated by an interest of Margot’s – the occult. Her mother was a sort of Irish mystic, and Margot was both a medium and an adept of the ouija board. In trying to get in touch with the ‘other side’, she would invoke the spirit of ‘the Old Captain’, her grandfather, a retired sea captain who had died in Naples. With so many youthful casualties in the recent war, there was, at that time, a great interest in spiritualism. Lowry became hooked and was ever afterwards deeply fascinated by matters mystical.


It was possible for him to confide in Stuart things he could mention to few others – his fears about sex, his growing desire to go to sea. Stuart decided it was time to give young Malcolm a sex education. As an adolescent, he and a friend had discovered the Anatomy Museum on Liverpool’s Paradise Street, which had a section designed to warn unwary seamen against the dire consequences of venereal disease. The exhibition was so gruesome it had almost put Stuart off sex for life. Nevertheless, in turn he took Russell and then Malcolm to view these dreadful exhibits, telling them cheerfully, ‘You must see it before you see the Isle of Man.’29 Malcolm, like Russell, was transfixed with horror, but the place took on a strange fascination for him, and he went back to it time and time again. He even copied down the words of warning which accompanied the disfigured foetuses, waxen effigies of ulcerated penises and ‘the famous pickled testicles’. ‘Man, Know Thyself’ read the stern warning sign above the door. It was a vision of hell-fire no preacher could ever rival and it haunted him.




I thought of … the faces of the poor people in Paradise Street, the wax works, one little bit of light would have illuminated even the worst mass of corruption. This seemed … an exact picture of people’s souls. Physically it didn’t frighten me at all … It amused me; or it struck home to me, a child, as some frightful drama, some good drama I hadn’t seen, better than the Ten Horses of the Apocalypse. I was fascinated by it & was going to go there again & again, I thought, I wouldn’t be able to keep away from it ‘a slave of the Museum of Anatomy’ – as B. had been a slave of the picture palace.30





Although Malcolm and Russell were still close, Russell was apprenticed now to Bustons and intent on getting married, despite the unfeeling opposition of his parents. Nonetheless, the boys would whizz off to the cinema on the Sunbeam or get out into the countryside with their books, pipes and tobacco. Malcolm also went on many solitary walks exploring the Wirral countryside. Once he stumbled across a literary landmark – Hilbre Island, where Milton’s Lycidas had drowned. He felt it was his own discovery, though it did not help him understand or even like Milton’s poem, he wrote. ‘But he had drowned … that was something …’31 The coast around Hoylake and Leasowe so imprinted itself on his mind that it provided a natural background for the childhood of his Consul, Geoffrey Firmin.


Reading O’Neill, Conrad, Masefield, and Melville and wandering around Deeside and the Mersey, the pull of the sea began more and more to assert itself; a deep chord had been struck, and the romantic Lowry found himself entranced. He recalled how ‘filthy, sinister, clap-stricken old Liverpool was dear to my heart … It was the sea that made it dear, the unwinding Mersey, those ships there, the things that told you you could get out of this fearful country altogether.’ England, it seemed to him, was ‘blighted … & damned like some poor famous old tree in a park … a tree preserved, and destroyed by civilization.’32


Even while playing golf, the sea was not far away – Caldy Golf Course had magnificent views of the Welsh Mountains across the Dee and Hoylake had the open sea to the north across the sand dunes. In September 1925 Lowry again competed in a boys’ championship at Hoylake, repeating his success of two years earlier by winning this time the competition for fifteen-to eighteen-year-olds with a respectable score of eighty-eight. Twenty-six years later, for the benefit of an editor he wished to impress, he exaggerated this boyhood success into a score never previously beaten.


His next two stories for the Fortnightly were based on his reading of his prizes from the previous term. Both were pastiches, one admitted, the other concealed, ‘The Blue Bonnet’ appeared ‘With apologies to the Author of “Mayfair”, “The Green Hat”, etc.’, a reference to the smart, cynical Michael Arlen, and ‘A Rainy Night’, owing much to O’Neill’s Anna Christie, appeared two weeks later with no acknowledgement. The Blue Bonnet’ is not a very successful piece of writing, defeated by striving too hard for witty effect, the sort of thing Lowry probably produced without effort. It is a compressed tale of the murder, more a brief scenario than a complete short story, and has a number of now recognizable Lowry devices, literary allusions (to Samuel Butler as well as Arlen), hesitant asides – ‘as one might say’ – and epithetical comments: ‘He was a man, one might say, considerably on the seamy side of mediocre’, ‘He died just before the close of the inverted commas.’ It ends with an ellipsis – ‘Moreover …’33


In ‘A Rainy Night’, Lowry is back in a railway carriage, a narrative setting he found useful; being ‘on the move’, after all, gives a narrative the impression of movement even when it is standing still. Travelling from Yeovil to Liverpool via Manchester, his narrator enjoys and notes the cinematic view from the window, like a tracking camera. He has sandwiches for the trip, and again the train is empty, ‘except for a little wizened, cross-eyed old man, who shivered in the corner of the corridor.’ The sympathetic narrator invites him to his compartment and finds he is a Swedish seaman, a fireman going to rejoin his ship at Liverpool. His odd, Scandinavian speech echoes Chris Christopherson, the father in O’Neill’s Anna Christie. ‘Py Jo, Aye forgat’ says Lowry’s Swede, Christofersen Olivsen, frequently and for no reason. ‘Py yimminy, Ay forgat’ says O’Neill’s Swede, just as often. The narrator thinks the old man is drunk (there is drinking throughout Anna Christie), and considers preaching him a sermon. But he is ill and in distress because (as with O’Neill’s sailor) while he was at sea his wife and child have died. He refuses money and the offer of a job. The narrator leaves saying ‘Good-bye, old Swede.’ ‘Old Svede,’ mutters the man, ‘And Aye am only thirty-two!’ He is later found in the carriage, dead of starvation. The twist in the tail is that on arriving home the narrator finds he had left his parcel of uneaten food in the same compartment as the starving Man.34


O’Neill’s Swedish captain had a father who died in the Indian Ocean and was buried at sea. The ghost of ‘Captain’ Boden had obviously made contact from ‘the other side’ through the medium of O’Neill’s play. Anna Christie also has an ill fireman, and Lowry’s identification with O’Neill and the adaption of Christopherson shows how close he got to the writers he admired. The shadow of the old Swede cropped up again in another guise years later in Ultramarine:




– reminds me of a chap who fell down in New York on Forty-seventh Street … Everybody thought he was proper stupefied drunk. Policeman picks him up! This man’s not drunk, he says. What’s your name? My name is Christopher Christ, the chap says. And I’m starving –35





Apart from his lone drinking while Hardy was at the shooting range, Lowry also managed occasional clandestine pub crawls in other company. Ralph Izzard and a group including Lowry often dodged games and hooked it into the town for a surreptitious pint. But some time in 1926 Lowry started slipping off alone to theatres, the Festival Theatre and the New Theatre. In January he was able to feast himself at a Shakespearean Festival at the New (Merchant of Venice, Macbeth, The Tempest, King Lear, Hamlet and Romeo & Juliet), and early in 1927 he took Izzard to see Congreve’s Love for Love, considered very daring at that time.36


In taking his inspiration directly from others, Lowry was quite conscious that he was walking the tightrope between originality and plagiarism, but his attitude was distinctly cavalier, and in May he told a girlfriend that ‘plagiarism is the least socially harmful form of theft’.37 But in his next published story, ‘Satan in a Barrel’, which has Judge Jeffreys, judge of the Bloody Assizes, in hell, he starts with an admission ‘Pirated history, this story.’ At least, he argues, that is what the reader will say. All that needs to be known about Jeffreys is known; it leaves no scope for the imagination. But why not? ‘Untruths, especially when they might be true, are most satisfying,’ – his own philosophy in telling his friend Hardy about his bankrupt father and dead mother. The reader is being offered a piece of invented history, but also an underlying ‘truth’.


Jeffreys is presented as an alcoholic imprisoned in the Tower of London awaiting his fate. Offered salvation by ‘the Voice of Grace’, Jeffreys chooses Satan. His soul is in hell, he says, and in time his body will be lodged there, too. Although the story takes the form of a disguised religious homily (evil is punished and good is triumphant), some of Jeffreys’ arguments must have raised a few pious eyebrows at the Methodistic Leys. ‘It is ridiculous to pray,’ he says. ‘Praying is naught. Praying is canting, hypocritical. One goes down on one’s knees and prays honeyed words to a Being you don’t understand and believe in less.’38 He likens the power of prayer to the power of delirium tremens, and curses life, Fate, Christ and Christianity. Lowry had discovered a device for making blasphemy intellectually respectable – it all happened in a dream. ‘The psychology of dreams,’ he announces, ‘is an interesting study.’


‘Satan in a Barrel’ was a big step forward in Lowry’s fiction-writing. We are in strangely familiar territory. The soul of an alcoholic sinner is at risk of eternal damnation. As distant clocks chime out the last hours of his life, he debates ways in which he might have saved himself, hears voices and predicts his own death from drinking too much brandy before choosing hell-fire. There is a sense of Lowry himself speaking, through this fictional dream, with a voice of his own, echoing perhaps the incipient inner conflicts of the young Rabelaisian toper. In this he prefigures an older Lowry, and the doomed Consul who sprang fully grown from his own tormented alcoholic experiences.


If he was regarded by his schoolfellows as an eccentric, this opinion was strongly reinforced at the end of January when he turned his hand to sports reporting. Earlier, the Fortnightly’s editors had been criticized by sports master Mellor for the tone of some of their reports. Shrewd readers interpreted this as a ploy to embarrass Balgarnie, his rival. But if he had been upset by what went before, Lowry’s reports must have enraged him. Alan Baddeley, then the editor, thought that using Lowry was Balgarnie’s way of getting back at Mellor, and in the budding satirist he found a willing ally after his thrashing at Jesse’s hands.


Typically, Lowry used a model for his hockey reports – the flowery soccer column by Thomas Moult in the Sunday Dispatch, read eagerly every week by the boys in West House.39 After all, why write pedestrian reports for boring sports addicts when you could write a piece of satirical prose, ruffle a few feathers and amuse the pathologically slothful? Why call a rugby ball a ball when you could call it an oval, or write about a huge kick when you can bring in a Rabelaisian reference? And why pretend that the home team put up a good effort when they plainly stumbled about the pitch like an uncoordinated corps of drunken ballet dancers? Although these hockey reports (signed ‘CML’) began soberly, the first report concluded that ‘Lumsden was torpid’ and ‘Haller, our goalkeeper, who was compelled to fox for the majority of the game, made one save for us, just before half time, with a Pantagruel kick.’40  Of one failure after a run of successes he commented, ‘Still, Shakespeare had his “Pericles”: comfort in that.’41 And of a drawn match with Peterhouse he noted that the only interesting incident was a nonchalant one-handed catch brought off by a somewhat bored referee. The feat brought one of the few outbursts of applause heard during the match, he wrote.42


These modestly amusing reports were clearly excuses for Lowry to indulge his sense of irony, his love of wordplay and teasing obscurity. Three anonymous letters of protest to the Fortnightly were aimed as much at Camel the storywriter as at CML the hockey reporter. ‘I am in the habit of reading the reports of the hockey matches to refresh my memory with regard to the game,’ wrote one. ‘Imagine my surprise, therefore, when, on opening my copy of the current issue of the Fortnightly, I found, instead of a report, a novelette by W. J. Locke, writing under another name.’ No one was more unsuited to writing hockey reports than CML. The majority of readers did not read W. J. Locke or J. Farnol: ‘in fact one has to be educated to digest W.J. Therefore may we suggest that the reporter take his “Pantagruel” phraseology elsewhere and put it to better use.’ The implication that readers of the Fortnightly were too uneducated to understand W. J. Locke suggests Lowry’s own hand behind this one. Another letter urged ‘let your contributor continue with his undoubted talent … in another vein,’ while a third demanded explanations of the use of typographical devices such as ellipses and ‘absurd words’ like ‘fox’, ‘torpid’, ‘Pantagruelian’ and ‘Pericles’.43


Balgarnie may well have initiated and orchestrated this correspondence for fun and to further ‘get one over’ Mellor, but in the following issue, Lowry replied to his critics in style. He had not, he wrote, the slightest intention of apologizing. He could not say that he read his critics’ ‘childish slating’ with any interest. From their style he could only assume they were new to the school and not old enough to contribute to the magazine. He wondered whether they were actually at the school. Not to understand ‘Pantagruel’ meant they had not read (perhaps were not old enough to read) their Rabelais. A fox, he condescended, was ‘an animal which, in its spare time, foxes. Hence, the verb, to fox.’ Finally, the coup de grâce: ‘One of you remarks that I have undoubted talent: this is an error of etiquette – you should never tell people that they have undoubted talent: you will find me making no such mistake with you.’44


Despite this spirited riposte, his next few reports were more restrained, probably because the First Hockey XI were due to visit Paris, and Lowry was set on going along. He therefore held himself back until the last Fortnightly of the Spring Term, then filed reports which were more Tom Moultish than ever. One game ‘was remarkable chiefly for its inability to “begin”’, some players spent much of the game ‘wandering round like mislaid ewes and hitting at this and that,’ and the game finally ‘sank … into delirium.’45


His funniest report, of a match with Guy’s Hospital, was a model of displaced hyperbole. The editor prefaced the piece with the curt message, ‘Our so-called reporter, who has gone away for his holidays, leaving us to grapple with this, is hereby sacked.’ There followed a hockey report masquerading as a play review. Unlike rugby, soccer or cricket, he began, hockey was not susceptible to ‘romance’, but he was called upon to report on a match which was frankly not worth reporting. Hesitating to write a straightforward report he could perhaps compare it to a poor play and write a suitable notice thereof. The first act was ‘about as diverting as a musical comedy without any music; the second as a farce without a single laugh (or) epigram.’ Having established this device he let his imagination rip. One player not only forgot his lines but sulkily refused to heed the voice of the prompter; another ‘suffered from stage-fright and missed several cues.’ The backstage crew performed as well as ever, though the goalkeeper, ‘so promising, made the unforgivable mistake of shuffling his feet while delivering his lines.’ He ended with a flourish: ‘It was slightly before the final curtain that I crept (complete with hump) towards a door which, had it been there, would have been surmounted tactfully with the legend EXIT.’46


The dramatic slant of this report sprang no doubt from the fact that he was at the same time rehearsing for a part in the school play, Ian Hay’s Tilly of Bloomsbury. Rehearsals coincided with the games and as he wrote he was also ‘waiting to go on’. Reviewing the play in the Fortnightly, Balgarnie wrote that ‘Lowry acted the character of Percy with a delightful breezy abandon which made one regret the unsatisfactory way in which the part peters out in the second act; if he had fault, it was that he was a little too emphatically resolute.’ In other words, Lowry overacted.


On 1 April, The Leys’ hockey team set off for Paris. Before Malcolm left for France, Russell had tried to teach him a few basic French phrases. It proved difficult, so finally he settled for one all-purpose phrase he could repeat when stuck – ‘Ça va’. He said this so often that by the end of the trip he had acquired a new nickname, ‘Monsieur Ça va’.47


Monsieur Ça va, it seems, shared the stereotypical view of foreigners then prevalent among public schoolboys, and on his return he wrote a humorous account of his time amongst the comic French. It is reported that he spent most of his time in the City of Light drunk, having discovered Pernod.48 Certainly he did not spend all of his time watching hockey, and undoubtedly visited as many cinemas and theatres as he could. He also discovered the Grand Guignol theatre near the Moulin Rouge. This became an obsession to compete with the Paradise Street Anatomy Museum, and later, whenever in Paris, this was one place he insisted on visiting. ‘Abroad’ was a revelation, and this is probably where he truly got the ‘travel bug’, something he took a long time to shake out of his system. The excitement of freeing himself from English middle-class restraints would gradually take hold of him – yet another powerful drug to cope with beside acting, writing and alcohol. As usual he memorized the films and plays at various cinemas and theatres, especially the Grand Guignol, and also saw the famous circus troupe, the Ten Fratellinis, storing the memory for future use.49 But he did watch some hockey, and he did write some reports, mostly full of Wodehousean jokes at the expense of the French players, and once noted a ‘sign which read, “Sportifs! Respectez les decisions de l’arbitre: soyez calmes et silencieux.”’50 It foreshadowed another notice enjoining orderly conduct which he later found so fateful and sinister in Mexico. The following term, he gave a talk about the trip to the school Literary and Debating Society. The Fortnightly reported that, ‘C. M. Lowry … gave an amusing account of the Frenchman’s characteristics illustrated with excerpts from his vocabulary.’51


Following the hockey team, he had found two new friends – Philip Nichol from West House, and Tom McMorran from B House. All were keen on golf as well as hockey and went once a fortnight to play at the Gog Magog course just outside Cambridge. Not long after his return, Lowry and a friend (McMorran perhaps or Jimmy Furniss) went to hear Paul Whiteman and his orchestra, over in Liverpool from America. He made a day of it by taking in the Anatomy Museum first.




Could the end of the endless hunger that tore us to pieces [be] that the hunger started to eat the man himself, bit by bit, this I couldn’t understand or believe. We went outside past the pickled testicles laughing quietly and spent quite a long time trying to pick up a couple of women, though what we were going to do with them exactly we didn’t know. Then we had tea and cakes at my mother’s favourite restaurant & then … we went to the first house of the Liverpool Empire & heard Paul Whiteman’s violinist play Pop goes the Weasel.52





The story of following women in the streets with the vague aim of picking them up occurs both in story notes and in his ‘lost’ novel In Ballast to the White Sea, where it became more purposeful and less of a ‘lark’. In going to the museum in Liverpool’s Red Light district he must have been very conscious of the women touting for business, as well as the dangers of patronizing them. He told his analyst thirty years later that his first sexual experiences were with prostitutes while still at school.53 But he also claimed that he was still a virgin when he went to sea, so probably, out of fear, these contacts stopped short of intercourse. For someone with Lowry’s Wesleyan upbringing and its attendant sense of sin and guilt, combined with the knowledge gained at the Museum of the most pathological cases of advanced syphilis, the whole business of casual sex in the dangerous purlieus of the Liverpool dock area must have been fraught with excitement and terror.


If his childhood was finally in the process of slipping away from him, he parted from it with mixed feelings. Retrospectively, in his poem ‘Autopsy’, he saw his whole childhood as one of utter wretchedness.




An autopsy on his childhood then reveals:


That he was flayed at seven, crucified at eleven.


And he was blind as well, and jeered at


For his blindness. Small wonder that the man


Is embittered and full of hate, but wait.


At this time, and always lost, he struggled.


In pain he prayed that none other


In the world should suffer so. Christ’s


Life, compared with his, was full of tumult,


Praise, excitement, final triumph.


For him were no hosannas. He writes them now.


Matriculated into life by this, remembering how


This laggard self was last, last in everything,


Devoid of all save wandering attention –


Wandering is the word defines our man –


But turned, to discover Clare in the poor snail,


And weave a fearful vision of his own.54
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CHAPTER IV


LOVE AND THE OCEAN WAVE


1926–1927







Love is like the measles; we all have to go through it.


JEROME K. JEROME





Shortly after returning from Paris, Lowry was smitten by love. Carol Brown, one of the family who had rescued him after the great fall from his bicycle, suddenly became the centre of his passionate attention. She was now eighteen, a fun-loving young woman, a talented tennis player, and about to become a student at the Liverpool City School of Art. Lowry had taken her for a walk in mid-April, serenaded her with his ukulele, and when she gave him some innocent encouragement, he became a man possessed.


He wrote her a nine-page letter from Inglewood after a sleepless night in which he climbed out of the window and walked to Heswall (Walter Greenaway, cat burglar, would have been proud), where he smoked three pipes, walked home in time for breakfast and a bath, and then went otter hunting.


In the throes of desperate love he waxed hyperbolic.




I’d die for you, Carol. I’d sell my soul for you. If you were bitten – I’d sail round the world to make the fellow who bit you apologise to you for it again … I’ll love you still when you haven’t a tooth or a hair on your head … if I’m in your way, I’ll … run away from home, school, toil, kindred, and become an assistant bartender in Honduras or somewhere without ½ a sou if necessary





He knew he was not much of a catch, but, ‘there’s always one chance in 1 million twenty thousand, five hundred that I might win the amateur … Championship.’1


At the end of April she came to see him off on the train back to school then wrote him first an encouraging letter, then one telling how one of her admirers had told her their love was ‘predestined’. In a flood of pleading letters he opened his heart to her. He slept with two photographs of her under his pillow, he said, but vowed that his passion for her would not interfere with his work. He and his friends, ‘Mac’ (McMorran) and ‘Nick’ (Nichol) formed a sort of Stalky and Co., and Mac was also in love. They sought solace in the verdant Cambridge countryside with their pipes and plenty of navy-cut – or Empire-grown shag in his case – and swore to marry no other but their present loves. He tried to impress her with his commitment to art rather than money, and deplored its sacrifice to public taste. When he sent a good, even clever, story to magazines like Short Stories or Lots o’ Fun, it was often turned down simply because it was a good story.




Dear Sir, (they say) … If you are clever enough to lower your art to the writing of a bad enough story for our pages, we should be obliged. If not, not. In the meantime thank you very much for the temporary divertion [sic] you have afforded the Editorial staff of Short Stories, (or Lots o’ Fun).2





And as for her own work, he warned her that, ‘Filthy lucre ruins the romance of the thing.’3 He described a dream house for them to share which she would decorate with her pictures. They would have their own bathing pool ‘with really decent deep salt water, and a high dive – and a tennis court.’ He swore that never before had he told anyone he loved them.


This letter, posted on 2 May, should have arrived at her college address on the third. But that day the General Strike began, and when there was no reply he wrote a stream of ever more frantic letters. Extraordinarily enough, he seems to have been oblivious to the cataclysm which was about to shake the nation to its foundations. The national and local press and radio had been full of the impending strike. Apart from the mobilization of troops and special constables nationwide, four thousand Cambridge undergraduates had volunteered as strike-breakers and hundreds were out around the country working both for and against the strikers. With the country at a standstill, Britain was faced with the real prospect of revolution. But all this seems to have passed Lowry by; his passions were directed elsewhere. Although he said thirty years later that as a boy he had thought the strike had been great fun,4 there is no evidence from his letters that he was anything more than a deaf bystander blinded by love. Throughout that week of social upheaval, he continued writing heartbreaking letters to Carol, pleading with her, ‘Why don’t you write?’ and urging her to set him ‘some Herculean labours’ to prove his love. Equally distracted by art and passion, Lowry sent his beloved a short story about a man who invents a self-playing piano, and that week, too, the Fortnightly published his Paris hockey reports.


Not only did the General Strike pass him by, but lessons became just occasions for composing ever more complex love-letters. In Geometry he wrote:




I’m so blindly in love with you (the hypotenuse IO is common. Quite so, DP=OQ, being radii, absolutely yes) that I can’t see my way properly, and don’t know what I’m wishing or what I want, just all I know is that if a quadrilateral is described about a circle, the angle subtended at the center [sic] by any two opposite sides are supplementary, which is stated and proved in the converse theorem, and very neatly avoids sentiment, which you must hate from me.5





When a reply finally arrived he sprang for his pen. He had completely forgotten ‘this ’ere strike’ and been ‘smitten, struck, and otherwise afflicted’ by the idea that she had so many friends she had forgotten about him. ‘Consequently I have been tottering to every post like a swerving snipe to see if there was a letter for me, from you.’


Wanting to impress her with his singularity he gave a deliciously ironic account of how The Leys’ authorities regarded him. He had a reputation for being cynical, he wrote, and composed cynical letters to the Fortnightly lambasting the school for hypocrisy, though it was no more so than any other public school; it just amused him to say that it




Bisseker actually phoned Balgarnie for half an hour the other night while I was supping with the latter … telling him the following home truths.







	that I was a danger to the school.


	that the Fortnightly would be blasted everlastingly if they published my latest excrescence on the snobbishness of prefects singing out of one corner of their mouth in chapel, and giving punishments with the other.


	that the Fortnightly would be blasted everlastingly in the after life, for entertaining such an immoral character as myself on their staff.


	that my works, fairly smart no doubt, were viper’s productions, cheeseparings and hogwash.


	that he doubted of late whether they were even smart: that they were mere braggartly cynicism.


	that I had been reading Alec Waugh (which was quite true, rather a hit, that), that not only had I been reading Alec Waugh, but I had been reading Noel Coward, Michael Aden, Eugene O’Neill, and Samuel Butler.


	that I was not original, although I thought I was.


	that it was rot.


	that I was a disgrace to the school.


	that I would continue to be a disgrace to the school.


	that my works were boa-constricterine and adderesque.


	that they were cheeseparings and hogwash.







Here I went out. When I came back, the great W. H. Barrelorgani was shaking with laughter. ‘I don’t advise you,’ he said, ‘to agitate about the insertion of that particular letter. I gather from the Head’s remarks that you are (cough) not much thought of by him. That is the horrible effect of being CYNICAL. Have a meringue?’ I had.6





Carol was intending to come to The Leys’ Prize Day, ostensibly to see her brother Colin, who had been there for just a year, and Lowry eagerly offered to find her a room. Although top for Essay, he told her, he did not expect to receive a prize because he refused to answer the set questions or read the set books. However, the Fortnightly, which had given him a prize the previous year, might give him hush-money this time.


In reply he received a long, illustrated letter driving him almost delirious, and wrote back telling her of a certain mysterious acquaintance, Richard Connell. Connell was an American writer, whose short stories Lowry had been sending to Carol, passing them off as his own – his first major excursion into plagiarism, the form of theft least dangerous to society, as he later styled it. Connell was, he told her, ‘the biggest liar, the biggest coward, the bravest man, the most immoral and the most puritanical man, the most insipid drunkard, and the worst and the best friend alternately that one might hope to have’. He sought for inspiration in drink and went to church to dream up ‘a story about dopes’. ‘He is, of course, quite mad – having in that respect a very similar temperament to myself.’7 Then he pretended that Richard Connell was a pseudonym he used in trying to sell stories. However, he had given her a remarkable self-portrait. But if confession was good for the soul it also left him feeling bad about himself. ‘I have almost given up hope that you could ever love a misfit like me … Every moment I live I love you more and more and realise what a hopelessly inadequate sort of person I am.’ He tried to draw her into his work, suggesting they collaborate and publish stories jointly, a tendency he never lost – to involve the objects of his affection in his work.8


While wrestling, somewhat vainly, with his passion for Carol, in between examinations and Prize Day, he got away with his friend Hardy for a week in Nottingham. There was a Test Match between Australia and England at Trent Bridge starting on 12 June, and Hardy had invited his Rabelaisian friend home to see it with him. But the first thing Lowry asked for was a map of Nottingham with all the cinemas marked, intending to visit every flea-pit in town. On the first day of cricket, he made an excuse and slipped away, turning up again, apparently drunk, only as the day’s play ended, ‘weaving about a bit but having written screeds.’ His friend decided that it was sometimes difficult to tell whether he was truly inebriated or whether he was acting. Hardy’s sister Doris, then twenty-six and the woman of the house, took to the cheerfully delinquent schoolboy and ‘spoiled him to death’. He had brought his uke along and, according to Hardy, ‘drove the whole bloody house mad’ with his perpetual strumming.9


Carol duly came to The Leys’ Prize Day on 18 June and Lowry persuaded her to slip away for a walk along the Cam behind King’s College. Though once again she tried gently to distance herself from him, clearly he basked in her company. Before she left, he gave her a copy of Conrad’s Lord Jim, telling her that it was the greatest novel ever written. What he did not know was that she was really there to visit the man who did interest her, a student at St John’s, whom she later married. But he was still hopeful, and on the day she left, wrote to her in the form of a story. Cambridge for three days had been like ‘the very devil of a time in Paris’ for a poor clerk who normally rotted away in a London office. One day she might come round to his way of thinking, and she was, after all, the ‘Only One’. Then came the routine self-abasement. He was, he implied ‘a low type of human being’ – ‘Parallel, a dog: qualities, faithfulness, devotion; only you don’t like me nearly as much as that.’ And a touch of self-pity: there would be drawbacks to their marriage because ‘my eyes aren’t exactly the world’s best manufactured articles’ and so he might have to settle for friendship.


He seems to have realized, too, that drink, with its effect of releasing the drinker from a painful reality, was a useful weapon against those who frustrated him. In a sudden change of mood, he threatened to get drunk if she did not love him. When she wrote back chiding him for intemperance, he quickly repented. He was sorry to have worried her, he said, but he was capable of saying anything in his ‘half niblicked frog moods’ and if he had not abandoned hope of winning her he would ‘just cry hoot’ and drown his sorrows in ‘seven pints of bitter a day for a week, which would make me tight for a fortnight … and this would not be a sign of courage at all, but of superlative weakness.’ Meeting her had made him realize that he must pull himself together and look as though he meant something. Apart from a certain ability to write, he was, or tried to be, one of the world’s greatest ‘don’t care two hoots’. And he was not at all stuffy about principles, as she had suggested. ‘Religion … is like a school tie tied round a pair of white flannels – if it is tight, it is uncomfortable, and if it is loose, you might as well have none at all.’10


When she replied that she ‘liked ’em bad’, he boasted that there was no school rule that he and Mac had not broken. Nor must she think him too literary; he liked reading good books but it was only a whim, like her drawing. Balgarnie had told him, ‘(cough) Lowry, we mustn’t be so irregular, we must (cough) obey school rules more. I was thinking of recommending – er – you for a sub-prefect next term, but I perceive we’re going to be irregular … (cough) – we mustn’t be so irregular – don’t be such an irresponsible fool!’11


There was no reply to this, so on impulse he sent her a telegram, then quickly wrote asking forgiveness. It was, he said, a poor attempt at humour for which the telegram was a poor medium. She replied hoping she had not made him unhappy, but he responded that his unhappiness was ‘only a pose’. Nevertheless, to cope with his sense of solitude he went swimming alone in Byron’s Pool, which was ‘the world’s worst place to swim and smelt of people’s feet.’ Yet it was a nice place afterwards to lie in the sun being lazy and smoke Woodbines, he said. Frustrated love, he hinted, had sent him to the Romantic poets, especially to Shelley. Twenty years later, alone and miserable and reading Shelley again in Mexico, he recalled nostalgically his solitary schoolboy forays into the countryside to read.12


In June Nick and Mac went for a weekend to Inglewood. Arthur and Evelyn were away in Buenos Aires, and in their absence it was easier to have friends to stay. They spent most of their time playing tennis at Hillthorpe, where Malcolm was eager to show off his ‘love’ to the rest of Stalky and Co. Shortly afterwards, Mac wrote secretly to Carol about Lobs, asking if she realized how smitten he was, and whether the passion was mutual. He got ‘the most awful fits of down-heartidness and self loathing’ because he could not think how anyone could like him. ‘It must be admitted that he doesn’t get an awfully good time at home and has had bad luck so far in life … I have one or two things I would like to tell you about him which would melt your heart but I can’t unless you say that you really do love him.’ When she replied that she did not reciprocate Lobs’s passion, Mac wrote asking her to let his chum down lightly.




You are quite right when you say that he is a little headstrong and impulsive, but I am doing my best to keep him steady. He’s got this journalism on the brain of course and doesn’t do a stroke of serious work. I am trying to reform him in that way too, for, if he doesn’t do something he’ll never be able to get up to the Varsity next year … I am about the only friend he has got in the school, although I’ve introduced him to all my set in my house here, which has been some help to him.13





As a result of Mac’s plea, Carol decided to end the correspondence and wrote one last letter gently breaking the news. ‘Certain happenings’, she told him, made it better that they stop writing. In his reply, addressed from ‘Deep Elm’, he accepted the end of the affair gloomily but with equanimity. He supposed she had fallen in love with ‘some priceless old bean’. He always was ‘a complete mug’, and could never hope that she would love him in spite of his ‘hideous rantings, and arrogance.’ Carol married her beau from St John’s in 1932 and shortly afterwards went off to India, the wife of a District Officer. Thereafter Lowry appeared less inclined to go for girls from his own class. He wanted admiration, but he had decided, like Walter Greenaway, to desert his background and spy on the world and himself from a distance. To prove himself a hero he needed to be more than just a smart and cynical story writer; he needed to get out into the world and prove himself a man.


These extraordinary letters to Carol reveal many of Lowry’s characteristics as a writer and as a man which were to became further exaggerated as he grew older. They show that at sixteen he was already a prolific and compulsive letter writer. To each of these intensely composed missives he brought a wild originality, using techniques which were both artful and reflective of the unbounded complexity of his young mind. The reality of a geometry lesson or a conversation with his housemaster interrupt his fantasizing, or fictional characters appear masquerading as real people. And the literary techniques he was able to command as a sixteen-year-old he would later develop into a peculiarly modernist style of his own.


The sortie into hockey reporting and his passion for Carol Brown may have diverted him from serious storywriting briefly, but in the Fortnightly of 4 June he produced yet another which reflected his recent experiences and foreshadowed work to come. ‘The Repulsive Tragedy of the Incredulous Englishman’ owes something to his sea-crossing to France, his friendship with Raymond Cook, and his new-found interest in psychic phenomena. It tells of an English novelist on a boat bound for Australia meeting an Armenian hypnotist who complains of being disdained in his own land and so is planning to try his luck in the Antipodes. The Englishman is sceptical of hypnosis, but his wife is ill and, since the Armenian is a doctor, asks his help. The author is tricked into shooting the Armenian, and then finds his wife dead.14 It was as if Lowry was already seeing himself as two people – a journeying writer and a despised exile, the one straight and decent, the other malevolent. But as yet the shifting voices within himself, there in his letters to Carol Brown, had not yet found their way so clearly into his fiction.


In August, with Bruce Thompson, he entered for the national Boys ‘Golf Championship at Coombe Hill in Surrey. At Arthur’s insistence they stayed at a temperance hotel, and on 23 August they set out, each hoping to become British Boys’ Amateur Golf Champion. Thompson managed to scrape through the first round before being eliminated; Lowry was beaten in the first round. Good natural player though he was, he was not in the same class as the finalists. Possibly he was hungover that morning at Coombe Hill; he told the folks at home that he had been ill with a bad stomach.


Whatever the Head might have thought of Lowry’s subversive influence, Balgarnie thought well enough of him to appoint him a sub-prefect at the start of the autumn term, and also to put him on the Fortnightly editorial board, though he never, it seems, turned up to meetings.15 Doubtless Balgarnie felt that giving his ‘irregular’ pupil a bit of authority might settle him and that as something of an outsider he might exercise some control over other wayward members of the House. He was fortunate to have a man like ‘Chips’ prepared to look beyond the scruffy, awkward schoolboy exterior to the unusual talent lying within him. In his last year at school, Lowry was given the elbow room he needed to expand as a writer. But he was still thought backward enough to be placed in the Sixth Form Remove.


Being House sub-prefect entitled him to a small study, shared with Michael Rennie, later a film star. Evelyn sent him a few things to make the room comfortable, and in October he wrote to thank her for sending cushions and a tablecloth. ‘The study now resembles the bibliothèque of an Armenian professor of down.’ Wherever one flung oneself there were cushions. ‘It is all very pleasant.’ He was disappointed that his father had not taken her to see Juno and the Paycock in Liverpool as promised, but added knowingly, ‘Perhaps you were the stubborn one.’ In any event they had both lost out by missing it, he said.16


As well as fiction, he thought he might have a talent for songwriting, and had composed a few things with Russell. One day that same autumn, he wandered into a music room below the school hall and found Ronnie Hill, like him dodging games, improvising jazz at the piano. He had met a boy with ‘the piano at his finger tips,’ he wrote home.17 Hill found Lowry rather intimidating – a tough, muscular boy sophisticated beyond his years, who had recently taken to parading around arm-in-arm with Michael Rennie, wearing pointed sideburns and flannel bags minus turn-ups. However, he was persuaded to collaborate on a series of songs, and surprisingly it worked, Lowry concentrating on the lyrics, Hill on the music. They were prolific from the start. There was ‘Dismal Swamp’, according to Hill, ‘full of extraordinary imagery, but very beautiful,’ and ‘Hindu Babe’, which gave Lowry the chance to add to his ukulele accompaniment with rhythmic farts.18 The enlarged lower bowel identified by doctors some thirty years later could be used as a useful wind instrument, much to the delight of those privileged to hear the maestro in action. There were also ‘Goodbye to Shanghai’ and what Hill remembered as ‘that dreadful “Three Little Doggone Mice”’ with endless verses, often versions of corny schoolboy jokes. ‘How do you make a Venetian blind?/ … Poke his eyes out, we won’t mind.’ Playing with the talented Hill, subsequently a BBC dance-band leader, Lowry’s ukulele playing improved, and he was later considered by some to be quite professional, (not, however, by Hill, who thought his performances depended mostly on enthusiasm and bravado).19 As a musician he had one major drawback – his hands were too small to stretch an octave on the piano, though he had learnt to hammer out a lively tune on the Bechstein at Inglewood. He became obsessed with the shape and size of his hands, as he was with the rest of his ‘misshapen malodorous body’, but his anxieties doubtless began with the appalling chilblains from which he suffered as a child.


By the end of the year the two young composers were confident enough to send some of their songs to sheet-music publishers. Lowry may have gone in person, like his youthful doppelgänger Hugh, in Under the Volcano. ‘His method was each whole holiday to make the rounds of the music publishers with his guitar – and in this respect his early life vaguely recalled that of another frustrated artist, Adolf Hitler – his manuscripts transcribed for the piano alone in the guitar case, or another old Gladstone bag of Geoff’s.’20


Reading Shelley to absorb his frustrated passion for Carol Brown had failed to improve his own verse. ‘The Old Woman Who Buried Cats’ in the 15 October Fortnightly was a piece of whimsical doggerel about a woman carrying a dead cat in a case, looking for a place to bury it, oddly anticipating an episode in his own life six years later. In November he published a more serious poem, ‘The Rain Fell Heavily’ (which leaned heavily on a Kipling poem in The Light that Failed).




When I am dead


Bring me not roses white,


Nor austere lillies grimly bright;


But bring me from the garden roses red,


Roses red, wind-blown, sun-kissed;


The roses that my life hath missed –


When I am dead.21





His taste in poetry was less well-defined than his taste in fiction. At Caldicott he had learned to enjoy Hood, Flecker, and Francis Thompson. He had already acquired a love for Shakespeare, but Byron, Keats, and Shelley burst into his life only with his first ‘pangs of dispriz’d love’, and there was a wilful attraction to ‘mad’ poets like Clare and Blake. Of his alter ego he wrote that what drew him to Blake as a child was reading in his father’s Times that the poet was ‘cuckoo’.22


As a drama critic he was more self-assured. Ben Greet, an itinerant player-manager in the Wolfit style, brought a play to The Leys once a year. That October it was Macbeth, and Camel was sent to review it. ‘Macbeth,’ he wrote, with the confidence of an experienced hand, ‘is quite a good play, but it must be supremely well acted to make it “go” at all,’ and he could not say for sure that Ben Greet’s performance exactly ‘went’. The final applause he thought was sincere, and ‘although there were some ironical cries of “Author!” I am glad that he was unable to be present.’ The witches’ cauldron was obviously no cauldron, the thunder no more than ‘indifferent work on the bass drum’, and the chairs at the banquet clearly out of classroom number six. The witches were ‘more like respectable spinsters of West Kensington than witches,’ and he could produce a better duel with a knife and fork than the one between Macbeth and Macduff. And how had a piano managed to find its way on to a blasted heath? But the afternoon was not entirely wasted. After all, ‘Shakespeare’s words are Shakespeare’s words.’ His conclusion had that firm ring of hesitancy which by now had become his stylistic trademark. ‘I should say on the whole that it had its dramatic moments, and some moments which were – er – not dramatic.’23


In a sudden burst of energy, he plunged into debating, opposing the motion ‘That this Society deplores the literary tastes of the modern schoolboy’, and in an issue of the Fortnightly (also carrying advice on novel-writing by James Hilton), attacked the idea that ‘Public school men are better than self-made men’. This was neither patriotism nor snobbery, but childish. He was not exactly a socialist nor any special kind of fanatic, ‘but I do say that the epigram … caused one of your most sober and law-abiding readers to feel as though he were being slowly beaten to death by a short-sighted spinster with Freudian leanings with a sack full of wet dough on a rainy February night in Wigan.’24 Arthur Lowry, the self-made man who sent his sons to Public School, might have disagreed, but he had no reason to believe that his youngest son’s claim to be both sober and law-abiding was anything but true. Three or four more years would change that forever.


Maybe in anticipation of soon being out in the world ‘roughing it’ in the way of sailor-heroes in countless sea novels, Lowry all at once threw himself into physical activity. He quickly won himself a regular place at inside three-quarter in the school Second Rugby XV beside his friend Rennie, and began to gain a slight reputation as a sportsman. ‘Lowry – er – wormed his way through the opposing pack several times before being tackled,’ wrote a knowing Fortnightly reporter, catching something of his bull-in-the-China-shop style of play.25 ‘Lowry had plenty of energy,’ wrote another, ‘but he was usually tackled with the ball, a fatal thing for an inside man.’26 In other words he was too much an individualist to be a good team-player. His end of term assessment was ‘plucky’.27


Arthur, too, needed pluck in 1926, a difficult year for Bustons. The firm had had trouble with an unscrupulous South American agent, and the Buenos Aires trip with Evelyn had been undertaken in an attempt to sort out this muddle. Following a complicated lawsuit, both Buston and Arthur’s cousin, F. E. Lowry, retired, leaving Arthur in charge. He immediately took Stuart and Wilfrid in as partners, leaving Russell, however, still in a fairly junior position. He must have been wondering what on earth could be done with Malcolm, and one idea may have been the diplomatic service. Farcical as this may seem, Arthur was a poor judge of character, and Malcolm had become quite adept at concealing his inadequacy behind a jaunty façade. Such a career, however, required a university education, so that Malcolm was expected, unlike his brothers, to try for Cambridge Entrance. But in the meantime he was making his own plans to escape.


The passion to travel and to write was accompanied now by a passion to be loved. Having accepted that his feelings for Carol were unrequited, he was desperate for a girlfriend with whom to indulge romantic dreams of rose-covered cottages and children, and to whom he could write letters of tender and extravagant passion. ‘You cannot live without loving’ became a key motif in Under the Volcano, but now he was the only Lowry without a partner, something he must have felt keenly. The years of emotional starvation following Miss Bell’s departure were beginning to tell. The replacement he finally found for Carol not only satisfied his need for love but was to become enshrined as Janet, the adored but absent virgin in Ultramarine. Her name was Tessa Evans, and if the basis of the novel is barely disguised reportage, as it seems, she was a shorthand-typist he met at a dance hall in New Brighton. Since he was no dancer and very inhibited, the courage to approach her probably required the fortifying power of a few drinks. Tessa was young and naive and sentimental, as her letters to him reveal.


She was sixteen and lived with her parents at 26 Thirlmere Street, Wallasey. In Ultramarine, she becomes Janet Travena, the surname a part-anagram of Teresa Evans. She was flattered enough by his attention to fall head over heels for the handsome public schoolboy with a well-educated voice, mysterious far-seeing blue eyes and a mop of copper-coloured hair, who spoke poetry and shared with her his dreams of travel and literary success. She called him Lobs, and they spent a great deal of time together wandering the Wirral countryside, playing golf and visiting cinemas and theatres in Liverpool and Birkenhead. Failing to win the socially poised Carol and then sweeping this young typist off her feet must have made him aware of how readily he could charm girls from a lower class. His friend McMorran, now up at Christ’s, had a similar experience when he fell for a shop-girl. When his family heard of it they persuaded him to drop her as socially unsuitable. But Lowry did not make McMorran’s mistake, and Tessa remained his secret, though Russell got an inkling of an attachment when he saw him taking off frequently for New Brighton.


They met some time in 1926. Whether Lowry met her family, and whether, like Tom Hardy’s family, they were driven mad by his ukulele, is unclear, but from her letters it seems they contrived to spend time together in her bedroom at Thirlmere Street, and may even have come close to consummating their passion. Later, when he went to sea, he left a ukulele behind in her room, and her letters to him were full of remembered sweet nothings and mutual entwinings after twilight.


At the beginning of 1927, Lowry was still a seventeen-year-old schoolboy, and House sub-prefect under the benevolent eye of W. H. Balgarnie. Nevertheless, his position did at least allow him to indulge in one of his favourite pastimes, reading aloud. Now he read at bedtime to the juniors of West House, and later recalled how his reading of F. Anstey’s Vice Versa caused so much hilarity that Balgarnie had to come and put a stop to the noise. The book duly turned up in the Consul’s library in chapter 6 of Under the Volcano alongside Wodehouse’s Clicking of Cuthbert, and Peter Rabbit. ‘Everything,’ says the Consul, ‘is to be found in Peter Rabbit.’28


Songwriting with Ronnie Hill was working so well that they planned to continue it by going to Christ’s together. McMorran was already there, and for Lowry, with a literary career in mind, Christ’s also meant following in Hilton’s footsteps. But just then he was more isolated than ever. By the end of 1926, Hardy, Rennie, Cook, Mac and Nick had all departed, though he still saw McMorran, who had digs in nearby Earl Street, and who was now himself sweet on Carol Brown. In February he sent her news of Lobs.




The lad is sneaking out to lunch with me on the sly. I always thought it a crying shame he never had any lessons to help him with his dancing as he has an inborn sense of dance-rhythm. He and another boy, a little younger, have composed up to half a dozen dance tunes – mostly Fox-trots, one called “Charleston Girl” is now selling well and there are several on trial at different publishers!29





Charleston Girl’ was not selling well, but Lowry, ever hopeful, was claiming that it was – a habit of anticipating success which he never quite shook off, to the confusion of his friends. What was true was that he and Hill had prised £100 each from their parents to pay for two songs – ’Goodbye Shanghai’ and ‘Three Little Doggone Mice’ to be published in London.


Apart from seeming to offer him the best chance of self-fulfilment, he also hoped that writing would make him independent of his father, and craved the freedom of an adult to travel and to acquire material for his work. Even so, he continued to enjoy a few school activities – debating, acting, rough-and-ready rugby and robust hockey. More importantly, school still offered him an outlet for his writing. He read a paper on ‘Walking’ to the Literary and Debating Society that only added to his dotty reputation.




C. M. Lowry’s paper on walking was, as might have been expected, amusing. It mattered not whether the speaker had ever gone on a walking tour himself, or if he had, whether he had experienced the misfortunes he related. He was never dull. In particular he excelled himself in a description of a village inn on a Saturday night.30





Performing in another school play, Drinkwater’s Oliver Cromwell, he was judged as having ‘a pleasing vigour’ as General Fairfax and being ‘suitably diabolical’ in another minor role. At an inquest on the production, with Frank Ives as ‘Coroner’, some of the complaints about ‘masculine “females”, unloverlike lovers, diminutive generals and turncoat double-rollers”’ seem to have stung Lowry. In response, and speaking ‘as a neutral’, he proposed ‘that this Society should attempt plays of a lighter and more boisterous character.’ The Fortnightly complained that ‘He judged authors by their private lives, and was somewhat indistinct.’31 But indistinct or not, it was practically his parting shot at the school.


Hardly anyone knew about his plans, including Ronnie Hill, even when the two appeared in an end of term concert to great applause – unusual because the event was normally a dignified affair, Chopin piano pieces and, at the most, folk songs like ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ or ‘Cockles and Mussels’. Jazz with piano and uke was decidedly daring. Afterwards Lowry slipped away from The Leys without so much as a farewell fanfare.


The fact of his leaving must have been settled at least by early March, when he was still rehearsing in school plays and turning out on the rugger pitch. Now, rather than return to Inglewood, he escaped to London. McMorran told Carol on 21 March: ‘Dear old Lobs (alias Malcolm) whom I consider as quite my best friend (male!) is going to put in a week with me after he leaves Leys for the last time.’ However, as, Mac’s sister reported, Lobs was not a successful house guest, too inclined to drunken excess for a genteel family like the McMorrans.32


Whether he planned simply to run away to sea to frustrate Arthur’s plan to send him to university, or whether he intended taking a single trip just for the experience, is not clear. Like Ishmael in Moby Dick, for whom ‘a whale-ship was my Yale and Harvard,’33 he was determined on a different kind of education. There was the added attraction of following in the footsteps of Conrad, who also went to sea at seventeen – not the last such pilgrimage he would take in the footsteps of a literary hero. He may also have felt, as Hugh Firmin did, like ‘a shipless buccaneer’ … ‘under a sad curse of futility because [he] had not sailed with [his] elder brother [s] the seas of the last war.’34 Few chances to prove oneself existed for his generation. However, when Stuart learned what Malcolm intended, he knew his father would be opposed. He also knew Malcolm was both stubborn and cunning – he had insisted slyly that he wanted to be an AB before he became a BA.35 Apparently it was Stuart’s intervention which finally made Arthur relent. Stuart, at least, knew of Malcolm’s hope for the trip because they had discussed it as they had discussed the wide world, books he was reading, and his ambition to write. He could also remember the sea-fever which had gripped his brother as a boy.


To Malcolm the sea always spelt ‘escape’, but here it was conditional on future imprisonment. His father was won round only on condition that he agreed to work for Cambridge entrance on his return, and once Malcolm had agreed, he very generously offered every assistance, including money. The easiest way to go to sea as an amateur in those days was as a carpenter’s mate, but he refused this comfortable option, determined to ‘rough it’ and endure the same hell that Conrad’s and O’Neill’s sailors had before him. (It was O’Neill, he said, who sent him to sea.)36 Despite high unemployment among seamen, Arthur, through contacts with J. Alfred Holt, arranged for him to be taken as a deckboy on Holt’s Blue Funnel freighter SS Pyrrhus, due to sail for Yokohama from Birkenhead on 14 May.


Malcolm was keen for Russell to go as well, but he was too involved with Meg to want to ship out. Nevertheless, they read up about shipboard life together, boned up on sea-knots, and learned to recognize ships by their superstructures. Russell gave Malcolm a clasp knife as a parting gift and they composed a suitably appropriate sea song for him to take along.




Marching down the road to China,


You’ll hear me singing this song,


Soon we’ll be aboard an Ocean Liner


Sailing for Hong Kong,


And when we’ve put these yellow faces


In their proper places


We’ll be home once more,


And I’ll take my Alice


To the Crystal Palace


At the end of the China War.37





It would not be a hit on Pyrrhus with ten Chinese stokers on board.


At that stage, according to Russell, he had said nothing about basing a novel on the trip; songs and short stories were uppermost in his thoughts. And leaving Tessa must also have exercised his mind. He had already confided his plans and dreams of life at sea to her, and their parting was a suitably poignant and heart-wrenching affair. Having little feeling for his own family, she supplied him with a sailor’s dream of home, and was as important to him on the trip he was about to undertake as his experience of the sea itself and his sense of escaping from an England blighted by industrialization and strangled by hypocrisy.


But as well as the romance, he had the mercenary idea of using his trip to gain publicity for himself as a writer. He contacted the Liverpool Echo who sent a reporter to Inglewood to interview him. Surprisingly, the reticent Evelyn also agreed to be questioned. Her son, she said, hoped to write short stories and foxtrots while at sea and would then go to Cambridge. The impression given to the reporter must have been that of a rich mother’s boy going off to ‘rough it’ just for fun – not entirely true, but then not altogether false. Not long before he sailed, copies of the sheet-music of his two songs arrived from London. It looked most impressive, ‘Three Little Doggone Mice’ appearing as ‘Just the Latest Charleston Fox-Trot Ever … Featured with Great Success by Alfredo and his Band’ – an unlikely story. Alfredo probably took a slice of Arthur’s hundred for the use of his name. The next thing was to publicize the songs and get variety performers interested in using them. Malcolm and Russell went around the local Merseyside music halls trying to persuade sweating variety performers, including the highly successful Two Leslies, to plug their songs, but without success.


Pyrrhus was to sail from Birkenhead on Saturday, 14 May, but the crew were required to sign on at the Company Office at India Buildings in Liverpool’s Water Street three days before. She would sail for Yokohama via Singapore and ports along the China coast, with a crew of fifty-one men under Captain William J. Elford, a 51-year-old Lancastrian, returning by 26 September; a round-trip of twenty weeks. Having refused Arthur’s offer of money to ease things for himself, he stood, as one of the two deckboys on Pyrrhus, to get 12s. 6d. for an eight-hour day, seven days a week. Only the Junior Assistant Steward got less, a miserly 10s.
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