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I made hay while the sun shone.


       My work sold.


Now, if the harvest is over


       and the world cold,


Give me the bonus of laughter


       As I lose hold.




 





                           John Betjeman






















I





I ARRIVED AT Eton in the afternoon of January 22, 1922. My father, bowler-hatted, and my mother, carefully dressed down for the occasion, were with me, and we brought between us a hip bath of brown tin, a folding chair upholstered in red rep, and a few suitable pictures – by Cecil Alden it might be, bright with tally-ho heartiness.


It was not a happy day. My room in Cotton Hall House looked down on the lavatories, which echoed with regular regurgitations, and smelled commandingly of Jeyes Fluid. There was a folding bed in one corner, a deal ‘burry’ for clothes and books, a wall cupboard for tea-cup and plate, a red-covered ottoman for gym-shoes and flannel shorts, and by the grate a coal-scuttle, only filled three times a week for a fire to be lit in the evening. Four days of that week I could, in winter, write my name in the damp on the meanly-flowered wallpaper.


We had called on m’tutor, Mr Whitworth, a florid schoolmaster with a slightly dotty wife, and on m’dame, Miss Dix. I was the only new boy in the house, and so I was briefly an object of curiosity. I had never before been sent to a boarding-school, partly because my parents simply forgot, and partly because I was thought to be so precociously clever and so highly-strung that I was daily in danger of a brainstorm. That this was utter rubbish did not prevent my undergoing a lamentable apprenticeship to life, held back from any possible proficiency in learning, schoolboy athletics – in those days the main commitment of school existence – or plain awareness of the world, except from the hothouse comfort of an overheated nursery, or, worse, an overheated drawing-room.


So there we sat, in a miasma of Jeyes Fluid, while partly I dreaded the moment of being left alone, and partly I longed for it, so as to celebrate my escape into the society of other boys.


From this distance of over sixty years I look back on the three of us as though on a faded danguerreotype. My father is very much the colonel, with mouse-coloured hair and moustache, gold watch-chain – he considered wrist-watches, like suede shoes and, Heaven knows, pocket-combs, marks of the beast (an effeminate beast); my mother ran to strapped shoes, mink capes, a regimental brooch in diamonds – the Coldstream, of course – and sufficient but not obtrusive pearls; I, to judge by surviving photographs, have a deceptively angelic appearance, inevitably muffish and on this very day no doubt glandular with emotion. We sit by the empty grate with nothing much to say, while from the passage outside my room sounds the scuffle of small boys arriving after the Christmas holidays, the scrape of suitcases on linoleum, and a banging door or two. I remember hoping not to cry.


I suppose no parents can have tried harder than mine to deserve well of their children. They were endlessly loving and unselfish, endlessly, also, at odds with reality. That they had children at all seems to me today prodigious. True, my only brother and I were separated by eleven years, a world war, and a sequence of miscarriages. We did our best, my brother especially, to sing out our descant to the throbbing vox humana of parental love. But it was our parents’ fate to repeat with their sons the impasse which blocked their pleasure in each other. Each was so set to fall in with some presumed desire that very seldom did either even approach the satisfaction of a wish. My father suggested plans, pleasures, excursions, because he thought they would please my mother; my mother agreed to something she did not at all want simply because she thought it would please my father. Both were wrong. And similarly my father was always putting himself out in order to teach me swimming, riding, shooting: all of which I detested, muff that I was.


Now that both of them have been dead for a generation, now that it is too late by so many years, I see them more clearly and love them more than when they were alive. On that particular day at Eton they must have been utterly themselves, my father casting his mind back to old cricket matches on Upper Club, hearing an ancient voice from the Nineties calling to the cricketers, ‘Water Boils!’ as the match broke off for tea, telling little tales of Toddy Vaughan, his housemaster, and of old Dr Warre, and of the day when he represented Wales at Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee procession through the streets of Eton and Windsor; my mother trying to slip into my hands unnoticed the little leather-bound book into which she had copied the ninety-first psalm as a talisman: had it not brought her brother safely through the Battle of Mons?


And then I was alone. One had a frugal supper, prayers, and lights out at 9.15. The next day the big boys of the school were to arrive, athletic giants of fifteen, and the day after the very big boys, among whom one, Dunglass, later Home, paid me a visit on the instructions of shared relations. He was in Pop, he could wear coloured waistcoats and seals on his top-hat, and he deigned to instruct me in the rules as they affected small boys: which side of the street to walk on, the need to keep a great-coat collar turned up, the simple procedures of fagging. No one could have done it better; he hit exactly the right note of friendly distance, and I could have foretold, nearly forty years ahead of the time, that one day he would be chosen Prime Minister.


My first years at Eton were happy ones. Hopeless at games, I managed to win a few silver cups – for shooting on a miniature range when my neighbour (I thought) accidentally shot bull’s-eyes on my target; for winning a quarter-mile race out of plain agoraphobia (I ran fast in order to get away from the rest). I did very little work, but I had a talent for passing exams by cramming my brain at the eleventh hour, so that I soon acquired shelves of morocco-bound prizes, to the distress of Mr Whitworth, who knew perfectly well that though I might do brilliantly on Tuesday I should have forgotten my sudden skills by the week-end.


But after a year or two I became bored. My parents, expecting the worst, launched my school career by promising to take me away when I wished it. But when I did wish it, longing to learn a foreign language in France or Switzerland, they refused flatly. People would say that I had been sacked, they told me. They reminded me of their sacrifice in keeping me at Eton; they reminded me how happy I ought to be, with my morocco-bound books and my tiny athletic triumphs, like winning the house fives only because I was partnered by the hefty son of a Bishop.


There were, of course, compensations. One was the friendship of M. R. James, the Provost, who used to ask me to dine in the shadow of Handel’s organ, give me excellent claret, and send me back to Mr Whitworth at a delightfully late hour. Another was the occasional breakfast with the Headmaster, Dr Alington, marred only by his habit of picking on one small shy guest and reducing him to tears in order to amuse the rest of the company. And then there were the moments when one could forget one was at school: Sunday walks up the river, between banks of Queen Anne’s lace, or under the great elms, now felled, which formed avenues up the Long Walk in Windsor Forest; or bicycle rides with dear Miss Dix, or illegal visits to raffish neighbours, like (surprisingly) Tallulah Bankhead, who gave us a Sunday cocktail before evening chapel.


Most of those who claimed Tallulah’s friendship were caught by masters. They lined the streets by her house to protect the morals of the school. But I and my friend Tony Wilson used to order a taxi into the yard of the White Hart and travel on the floor with a rug over our heads, and we got away with it. For, as in all schools, outwitting the authorities kept us constantly happy. I remember being taken out by a raffish friend in his 45 h.p. Renault, a great yacht of a car with scarlet leather seating and a mahogany body studded with gold nails. Naturally, I insited on driving it, and on the outskirts of Maidenhead I was dashing along when I saw my tutor sedately bicycling just as he saw me, wobbled in rage, and fell off. I made my friend drive me at reckless speed back to Eton, and at once rehearsed a contemporary in a different version of the afternoon’s activities. I had played fives. I had won the first game 15–7, and lost the second 8–15; I had all but sprained an ankle; and so on in careful detail. Eventually my tutor returned, and I was sent for. ‘In Maidenhead, sir? But I was playing fives with Akers-Douglas.’ ‘Leave the room. Send Akers-Douglas in.’ We were separately interrogated for half an hour, but as our rehearsal paid off, and we told exactly the same lies in minute detail, I got away with that too. On such occasions one used to put one’s face temptingly close to Mr Whitworth’s right hand, because if he were to hit one he could be reported to the Headmaster. He became purple, his fingers stretched from his cuff, but hit one he never, alas, did.


And then there was the Cockpit, our quaint tea-shop in the High Street, presided over by the two Miss Masters, with whom we had an arrangement: David Herbert, Hamish St Clair Erskine, Roddie Henderson, Peter Beatty, James Lees-Milne, myself, and one or two more. We had our own room, protected by the two old ladies of the house, where we kept a forbidden gramophone, and secret stores to be shared with illicit visitors from London. Here we held court, eating baps and honey, swigging an occasional cocktail, listening to records of Edythe Baker playing ‘My Heart Stood Still’ on her white piano, telling each other lies about our parents’ Isotta Fraschini, their villa at Cap d’Antibes, their partridge shoot in Suffolk – for we were appalling snobs.


It was usual in those days for anxious elders to accuse the public schools of almost universal sexual corruption, but in reality we were on the whole an innocent lot. More than sixty years later, I sometimes see an elderly gentleman, bald, stout, with a sad moustache, and I remember that once he was a self-conscious Adonis, top-hat to one side, proud of his reputation as a school tart. We believed in a system of live-and-let-live; we made vulgar jokes; we repeated ribald rhymes to show our sophistication; but very few of us translated vulgar ribaldry into action.


For my part, I remember very well the shock of an initiation which brought on uneasy consequences after I had been in the school for a year or two. One of our pleasures was to go to the rehearsals of the Music Society – a weekly event which gave us an excuse to leave our houses after dark in order to gather in the Music School and struggle through the choruses of Acis and Galatea and some four-square cantata by Grieg or Hamish MacCunn. One night, walking home with a fifteen-year-old, I must have revealed by an embarrassed silence that I did not understand what he was talking about. Once, on a golf-course, my father – equally embarrassed – had spoken incomprehensibly about bees, flowers, about anything rather than the concrete problems of small boys; and there the matter had rested. In the dark street Dandy Wallace had stopped and cross-questioned me. Surely I knew what used to be called the Facts of Life? I confessed that I did not, and Dandy took pity on me. The very next night I was to cut prayers, he informed me, and begin my education. He conducted me into the gloomy lavatories under my window, and there, dizzyed by Jeyes Fluid and the warming sense of a wide horizon, I was treated to a lecture which covered most of what I now know, since sexual mechanics are neither abstruse nor variable.


Under the Eton system, we occupied the same seat at meals, between the same neighbours therefore, and the following morning at breakfast I came under attack from the boy on my right, who had noticed my absence from prayers the night before, and also that Dandy was absent too. ‘I know what you were up to,’ he said, and turned his back. Usually he and I went down town between schools to eat a devilled sardine or something of the kind, but that morning he refused to speak to me. It was the same at luncheon, and at tea, which we ate together in his room or mine. After an entire day of ostracism, my nerve cracked. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘you are perfectly right.’ My voice too cracked a little. I felt myself, in every sense of the word, totally abandoned. My friend, who was a fox-hunting type, already preparing for his eventual role as Lord Lieutenant of Warwickshire, was stricken; his only thought had been to tease me, and now suddenly he found himself with a cause on his hands. First he announced he would Kill Wallace. Then he imposed on me an alternative course of action. I must at once send for my father. And so cowed was I that I did. Come immediately, I wrote under dictation. Something frightful has happened.


I knew I could not tell my father about the matter in speech, so on the special grey paper we used for ‘Sunday Qs’ – a weekly examination in divinity – I wrote a delusive little essay, which I gave him to read a day or two later. He was standing on Barnes Pool Bridge, in Eton High Street, and I can see him now, wearing a rather clergymanlike overcoat, hanging straight from the shoulders, unwaisted, and of course a bowler hat on his head. He read, not understanding. ‘You were in a lavatory,’ he said, ‘and there was someone else there too. Well? That happens, you know.’ Faltering, I filled in the gaps, and my father laid his head on the parapet of the bridge. Would his hat fall into the stream? I wondered. He stood up straight, saying not a word, and we walked along the street to a teashop where my censor, foreseeing a difficult afternoon, had promised to meet us. We sat down to a banana sundae, choking, but ever silent. And then my father, still with no word, caught the London train.


He never referred to the matter – my mother wrote later that she could not imagine what I had told him, but that his distress on reaching home was equalled only by his reaction to my grandmother’s death. However, the miserable aftermath of this confession was to undermine his confidence in me over years. I never dared ask a friend to visit me in the holidays for fear my father might yet again creep up to the room in which we were talking of Wisden averages or the prospects for the House Cup, throw open the door, pause, and glare, still silently.


As to my censor, I soon forgave him the jar he had given me. I even returned good for evil. Not long afterwards he came to me in agitation saying that his first cousin, from America, was about to pay him a visit at Eton. Up to the age of ten the cousin had lived in expectation of inheriting a peerage, a fortune, a great house near Kenilworth. Then Robin had been born to a senior branch of the family, and his expectations were erased in a flash. Robin told me that, when he was a baby, his cousin had put ground glass in his bottle, and a little later had inaugurated various gestures of a destructive kind: leading the little boy towards open manholes, sawing through the support of a swing, and so on. Now he was convinced that he would be poisoned, and he begged me to come with him to the White Hart and taste his food. I obliged. The cousin turned out to be a glamorous Hollywood success, a script-writer who needed no adventitious peerage, no abbatial Warwickshire seat. He seemed out to please rather than poison, but I credited my own presence with his forbearance, saying that he must have been nervous at the prospect of killing us both.


I did not long associate the Eton Music School with private tensions. I had been born with a musical gift – my mother in her day was an excellent amateur violinist – but I was not allowed to develop it. As always, I was thought too delicate for any concentrated work, so that only when I reached school age, too late therefore, was I given any training; I could play the piano tolerably well, but I never acquired more than an adequate technique. At Eton, music became more to me; at home it had merely signified pleasant sentimental noise, aspiring at best to the charming level of Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne Wörte. Now I discovered Debussy; I sat in a chapel stall and listened to the Brahms Requiem; in the holidays I went to the Queen’s Hall and listened to César Franck and early Wagner – a limited list, perhaps, but I had nobody to help me extend it until much later.


It was the same with books. I read the whole of Scott, even to The Doom of Devorgoil. When I was quite small we spent a summer in Surrey and there, in my bedroom, was a set, bound in an ugly mauve which I found very beautiful, of the Waverley novels. I used to wake early, in order to finish The Pirate before breakfast and rush on to the opening chapters of Quentin Durward. One never recaptures the delight of literary adventure at the age often. The six o’clock summer sun lit the dew on the lawn; as a London child I was already intoxicated by the yellowness of cowslips and the intensive glow of dandelions in the garden below my window as I perched under an opened dormer, in a haze of pleasure which embraced The Lady of the Lake, and a swing by the tennis-court, and a dramatic railway tunnel nearby from which a plume of sulphur-smelling smoke and a windy rumble announced the invisible sudden presence of a train in the cutting. I had no guide to direct me in my reading. My mother – to my father’s delight – still re-read the novels of her adolescence, with titles like The Sweet Girl Graduate; my father recommended Henty and Masterman Ready; my grandmother hid Ballantyne’s Coral Island on top of the wardrobe as too exciting. So, on my own, I absorbed an odd diet of Novalis in translation, Johnson’s Lives of the Poets, especially the short ones like Dyer and Garth (Richard Savage seemed altogether too long); I got by heart the poems of Herrick, out of another hideous little book bound this time in limp suede; I set on the same level The Secret Garden and Treasure Island, Alan Breck and Mr Scrooge: each seemed an equal part of a grown-up world which I never knew had ended fifty years earlier, for my entire family was comfortably rooted in the late nineteenth century, buoyed by confidence in an Imperial England which, it was assumed, would take even the First World War in its stride.


By the time I was fifteen I was dreadfully home-sick. Once I even wore the same woollen socks, day and night, for a week or two – baths at Eton in the 1920s were infrequent – simply because I had first put them on in my own room at home. Home at that time was a towering brick house in Buckingham Palace Gardens, a Willett row house in the London Dutch manner of the 1880s. One said of such houses that their glory was to be different: no two houses in the row were alike. I suppose, and hope, ours was unique. Much later the house was converted to offices, and one floor became for a time the headquarters of the National Trust. It had a dark hall, hung with the heads of animals shot by my father in Africa, stairs leading to a long even darker gallery, which linked two drawing-rooms, neither large nor well-proportioned, and then three floors of bedrooms, with a single bathroom between them. Over twelve years my mother’s passion for box-rooms eroded what started, then, as a large house. A garden room on the ground floor first filled with junk; next, a bedroom here and a bedroom there. Deep closets were lined with medicines twenty years old; trunks of Victorian dolls’ clothes were piled in with Worcester dessert-services and my grandfather’s splendid dolman. The very top and bottom of the house were forbidden ground. In the basement lived Gallagher the butler, who slept in a kind of recess constructed to guard the safe; and from the top of the house there might at times be heard the sound of ‘fourth floor laughter’, in the expressive phrase which formed part of the private language put together by Lytteltons and Barings, and described the shrill hilarity of the maids.


From my Eton room above the sonorous lavatories I thought of all this with anguish. I wanted once again to be young enough to watch, from the nursery balcony, the Buckingham Palace guard marching out of Chelsea Barracks. They always changed the tune in front of our house – an event I took as a personal tribute to my father. I wanted to be younger, and so safer still; to relive the Proustian moment when my mother came to see me in bed and perhaps to lie beside me and sing ‘Once in royal David’s city’ while I went to sleep. I was an odious child, and sometimes postponed this happiness by refusing to say good-night. ‘Go away!’ I would yell, and then my mother would descend three flights of stairs until I could hear the click of the drawing-room doors. ‘Come back!’ And back she came; perhaps twice or three times, until peace was made, and she lay on my nursery bed and started softly to sing.



















II





IF WE CONSIDER living as an arc it is hard to say which of the extremities that attach that arc to the general ground of living is the more melancholy, whether the difficult beginning or the difficult end. The end offers at any rate the consolation of endurance. Though arrival only signifies a fresh departure, a man has at any rate accomplished his temporal journey in one piece. I can remember Osbert Sitwell, asked to describe the trenches of the First World War, replying that at least they were better than school. Although I do not look back with horror on Eton, I find I have a recurring dream in which I am still there, after fifty-eight years, lost, unable to find school-room, playing-field or chapel, and saying to myself, I’ve been here for nearly sixty years. Surely it must end soon?


The pleasantest things about Eton were those moments when one escaped: sculling up river to Queen’s Eyot, to eat a duck’s egg and gossip under the willows; to be asked briefly into a private house, all chintz and roses and cucumber sandwiches; to be taken on the Fourth of June to dine with one’s parents at the Guards Club in Maidenhead; better still, to be allowed out on one’s own. If I have said that we were sickeningly snobbish, our snobbery was nothing to that of our masters. So, should Aunt Elsie ask me to lunch on a Sunday at Burnham Beeches, I was allowed to go because she was a Dowager Countess. More resoundingly, one might be invited to play tennis by the Duke of Newcastle at Forest Lodge. The pleasures were not, in reality, so great. Aunt Elsie boasted that you did not need a good cook if you had a chafing-dish, and accordingly she confected for herself delicious little omelettes and the like, while her guests lunched off cold ham and an undressed salad. The Duke was not quite right in the head, and dwarfish in body. But both were a welcome change from Mr Whitworth and dear Miss Dix.


There was always the river. The crumbling banks of the Thames above Eton were planted with great arching trees which threw heavy shadows on the water. The water smelled brackish in the shadows, and there was always the chance that a swan might attack, threatening to tear the shiny fabric which covered the flimsy shell of an outrigger. I decided after one summer that cricket was not for me. I was probably the only boy unable to bowl whose batting average began with a decimal point. In the winter things were better. For years I ran up and down the field, playing our special Eton game of football, without ever discovering the rules. One could get away with this – though once, when an opposing side had been decimated by influenza, I was lent to them as a makeweight and on this single occasion could do no wrong, scoring again and again against my own side, so that in the evening I was beaten by one of the big boys for disloyalty. Usually, however, I ran up and down aimlessly, a technique unknown to cricket. And then, to my father’s distress, I became a wet-bob; I chose to row. In a ‘perfect’, in a four-oared racing shell. Or to scull, with a wary eye to the swans, and a constant terror of turning too slowly under Windsor Bridge and being carried over a thundering weir.


It does not seem so long ago; and nursery days still cast a bright morning cloud, as if a lifetime of promise lay ahead. I can see Peter Scott in his pram from my night-nursery window and hear my nanny of the moment say what a good little boy he was. He never had a cold because his mummy – perhaps fired by memories of her heroic Antarctic husband – rubbed him in oil and left him naked in the garden whatever the weather. I hated him, because I always had a cold. Incidentally, I usually hated my nannies, nine of whom, since I was so detestable a child, I ran through in all. I remember two with pleasure: Miss Tomlinson, who, when she left after a year or so, departed in a taxi with yellow wheels, so that whenever I saw its twin in the street I used to be sick; and a huge lady who was sacked by my father when he surprised us by coming up to the nursery and finding me, on the table, patting her red face and saying, ‘I don’t love you, nanny, but you are beautiful.’ This was a judgement summarily to be scotched, he thought.


Later, there were nursery governesses. One, a Christian Scientist, kept her teeth in a glass under the bed, and I at first feared they were a pet snake which one night would climb out and nip me. Another paid me out in my own coin by telling me repeatedly, and curtly, that she had no time for me, so that I used to sit bawling with misery, on the open top of a Bournemouth bus, begging to be given ‘a second chance’. My mother took no part in these commotions once the war broke out in 1914, but decided she was not able to cope – it was simply, I think, that she missed my father, who marched away from Windsor with his battalion for France early in August. So I was left much of the time with my grandmother, while mama stayed upstairs with nurses or was passed from one fashionable nerve-doctor to another.


This, I repeat, was a very poor introduction to school life. I had, at the age of eleven or so, briefly gone to a day school in Sloane Street, organized by a sensible man called Mr Gibbs. His scholars, sporting red caps famous in their day, were mainly little fellows of six or seven on their way to boarding-school, so that hardly had I arrived than I became, from seniority only, head boy. My confusion was utter. I could not kick a football or bowl at a wicket because my experience of life had been limited to the interests of an old lady who took me in her electric brougham to ‘leave cards’ on other old ladies or to stay in country houses as if I were my own dead grandfather. I longed in vain to be like other boys. One day, shuddering, I pulled the tail of a kitten until it howled with pain, simply because I had read somewhere that nasty boys did such things and I ached to be a nasty boy. Likewise, a few years later, arrived at Eton, I seemed to myself to bring with me the cotton wool wrappings of a home life. Very early in my school career I needed some note-paper and found I had a few sheets of dolls’ stationery and a miniature pink-edged envelope which had belonged to my mother. As an aide-mémoire I jotted down on the paper some elementary facts, such as ‘2 pints = 1 quart’, or ‘16 OZ. = 1 lb.’ and printed carefully on the envelope the words ‘Useful Information’. Months later the envelope turned up and someone had added to it ‘Thanks for Information’. I prayed for death. I felt I never could live down the disgrace of the pink-edged envelope and its childish superscription.


The pains of adolescence have been so thoroughly researched that I do not propose to enlarge on my own experience. To my grandchildren today that experience must seem bizarre to an extreme, so utterly buried is it under the accretions of time, like some Mayan city under lianas of jungle. Like that city, too, the world I was born to has gone all but unrecorded. Journals and letters are no longer kept; moreover, the fossils I knew when they too were young were both unobservant in the main and inexpressive. Those who record their own lives usually follow much the same patterns. They started very poor and very unhappy, they ended richer and unhappier. My own case was different. I was born neither rich nor poor, and with a temperament rather happy than not. By the time I reached Eton I was beginning to climb out of the larva stage. But I had fitted so easily into the cocoon which enclosed my beginnings that my small wings found it for a long time both painful and unnecessary to stretch.


The cocoon was made of very different fibres. On my father’s side, I was entirely Welsh. The youngest of eight children, he had been born to a classic Victorian magnate, who was the first to organize a mail order system and also a pioneer of the parcel post – unromantic activities, perhaps, but rewarding. Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century his fortunes grew. His Royal Welsh Warehouse, in Newtown, Montgomery, distributed his goods, and in particular the red flannel petticoat, all over the world. Clients ranged from Florence Nightingale to the Russian Government, and as he progressed towards his knighthood – his children said that he refused a peerage because he disapproved of hereditary honours, but possibly he was not offered one – he spent years in Parliament as Conservative Member for Montgomery Boroughs. When I remember him he was over eighty, and slightly dotty, an old gentleman in a donkey carriage who used to swoop upon me in the park at Dolerw, his Newtown home, and plump me down on his knee. For years I could not see without terror a coat topped by an astrakhan collar. My grandmother, called Noonie to distinguish her from my more familiar grandmother in Yorkshire, was a lively old lady with a great silver loaf of hair and a Welsh burr to her voice, as had some of the aunts, most of whom my father angrily disliked. There was Aunt Nell, whose vegetarian son refused to sit on anything made of leather; there was ‘that little cat, Cis’ as my father called her; Aunt Katie who had a mongoloid daughter; and Auntie Rose, whom my father positively liked. Flanking them were Uncle Pryce, he too a long-standing Member for Montgomery Boroughs, and a baronet; Uncle Bert, who also wore an astrakhan collar and had impoverished his entire family to a degree which brought on him my father’s ready displeasure; Uncle Ernest, who was totally deaf as the result of treatment from some great expert after a little hardness of hearing had descended on him in youth. He had been, like Uncle Bert, an eminent rugger player – both, I think, played for Wales – and lip-read so perfectly that nobody noticed his deafness. As a small child I used to be disconcerted whenever he came to see me -which was not often -because my father could not be bothered to speak out loud to him but merely moved his lips, so that talk followed a pattern of silence on the one part, countered on the other by Uncle Ernest answering with enthusiasm. I could make no sense of this. There were consorts, too. Aunt Nell had a husband who was chairman of Humber cars – which meant that we had to buy a Humber from time to time because of the comfortable discount; Heaven knows who Aunt Cis’s husband had been; Aunt Katie’s husband, Uncle Archie, disapproved of me because I was always late for breakfast; Uncle Pryce’s wife, Aunt Beatrice, was a demon on the tennis-court.


And then there was Aunt Ida, wife to Uncle Bert. My father’s disapprobation extended to her, and he was especially vexed when, after losing her elder son in the First World War, she developed psychic powers. In trance, she required certain colours of pastel to be made for her, and later drew out lengths of fresco. These she showed to her friend Sir Arthur Evans, who found that they prolonged and embellished his piecemeal discoveries at Knossos. The disagreeable colour schemes of Knossos are thus, we were told, attributable to Aunt Ida’s psyche. One day, in 1919, after tea, she slipped into a trance in my father’s presence, covered a large sheet of paper with charcoal, and then went over the sheet with an eraser. The result was a picture of the Russian Imperial family upside down. Even my father was a little impressed, since, when not in trance, she was said to be unable to draw at all.


By the time I was born, on November 18, 1908, at 17 South Street just off Park Lane, a house later pulled down, the fortunes of the Royal Welsh Warehouse were about fatally to decline. My grandfather had expanded into Canada and among other things had bought a great many acres on the edge of Calgary. After years, during which Calgary grew if at all in the opposite direction, he became bored and sold his land for what he had paid for it – a reaction which today fills me with sadness.


At home, he had discouraged all his sons from interfering in his business. They might go into the Army or Parliament; but they were not to enter the Royal Welsh Warehouse. With the consequence that, when he died at eighty-five, he left no effective heir and what had been for some sixty years a powerful commercial empire sank into obscurity.


With the years, therefore, we felt ourselves uncomfortably poor. From time to time my father would summon us to his room and give us a warning, ‘I have done my best,’ he might say, ‘but now I can look no farther ahead than April.’ He left the army, which he loved, and briefly ‘went into the city’, which he loathed. There he lost much of what money remained. Nothing ever changed, though. There was a Humber, it might be, and (since neither of my parents could drive) a chauffeur. There was a butler, and a cook and such maids as were needed. At the appropriate time a hired omnibus arrived from the Southern Railway and the servants and I and a great many boxes were loaded on it to make a short train journey towards a summer in the country. My mother handled this Hegira each year with skill. ‘I can’t face it, Harry,’ she would say. And she went to her room, and pulled down the blinds while my father coped.


Herself was of a different stamp from my father, although for nearly fifty years they adored one another unreservedly. Mama was of Yorkshire and Northumberland stock, with a touch of Ayrshire thrown in. The third of four children, she had been brought up between Beningbrough, her father’s home near York, and 51 Charles Street, Berkeley Square. As Vere Dawnay, she had been devoted to her younger brother and her father, and very much less to her mother who in turn preferred her elder children.


Old pictures show my mother to have been graceful, charmingly pretty, and with a look of innocence edged by apprehension. This was a look which remained with her into married life, and, indeed, she did not expect things to work out happily, although in fact her life was, so far as exterior circumstances went, a happy one. It might have been happier still had she been encouraged to use her natural gifts, which were real and varied. She wrote a little and published a poem or two, she composed a simple hymn to her own words which brought in a comfortable sum to a military charity; she was much sought after as an amateur actress in days when great country houses put on performances of, say, The Importance of Being Earnest – her star part was that of Cecily. Uncharacteristically, she was a medal-winning high diver, and family legend had it that Queen Victoria came to the Bath Club where a special platform had been built for her, and sank forwards, murmuring My God! My God! as mama executed her swallow dive backwards.


None of these activities, however, was supported by her parents, except perhaps the diving. Her role was to hunt three days a week with the York and Ainstey, beside her father and her brothers – she had twenty-two falls, she said, before she was seven. She detested riding, partly because a weak spine made it painful to ride side-saddle, partly because her insides reacted so unfavourably to foxhunting that later in life she had a series of miscarriages. But it seems strange, not that at the turn of the century girls were still brought up after the fashion of a long-previous era, but that my grandmother, who was both extremely intelligent and in many ways unconventional, should have fallen in with the lazy procedure of forming not a clever daughter but a successful debutante, dedicated to the stables in winter and the ballroom in summer.


Many years later, after my mother’s death, I came on part of a letter in a forgotten despatch box. It was from my grandmother to my mother. It said in effect that if my mother felt as she did it was well that she had spoken out rather than nursed her resentment in silence. ‘Of course,’ said my grandmother, ‘I am not trying to take Harry away from you. After all, I love your father.’ My mother was about sixteen at the time. And I understand that my father had been brought into her life by one of her brothers, also in the second battalion of the Coldstream Guards. My grandmother, who never doubted her own ability to charm, must have been attracted to this young subaltern, and asked him to shoot in Yorkshire. My mother, shy by nature and suspicious of the world, evidently fell in love, said nothing to anyone, observed her mother, and brooded. What is likely to have been an innocent friendship was coloured dark by her suspicion and eventually she exploded. But her own natural innocence must have made things hard for my father. In the same despatch-case I came on a correspondence with a lady doctor in Canada – safely remote – which was exchanged just before my mother’s wedding. She wrote to ask what physical action marriage involved, and evidently she wrote in fear. The doctor’s answers were reassuring, but suggested a calculated lack of ardour which would have made even an elephant impatient.


I adored my mother but I immensely enjoyed my grandmother. I was very small when my grandfather died and his widow moved to a house on the corner of West Halkin Street and Belgrave Square. In that house I spent an appreciable part of my childhood, and I still feel tenderly towards the life that was lived in it, towards such exterior props as the faintly violet-tinted glass in the drawing-room windows which dated from the early nineteenth century, the possible Greuze in the library, the whistle on the hall-table used by the butler to summon a taxi. I still remember tiny incidents which diversified the sequence of ordinary days, such as Princess Beatrice coming to tea and being hauled upstairs by me with the promise, ‘I’ve got something to show you which you really will like’ – in the event, a chair with a cane seat which could be lifted to reveal a chamber-pot; or the day when my grandmother was late for her own luncheon and arrived breathless to tell the guests, ‘I saw a dreadful hansom accident in Belgrave Square. Two hansoms collided and fell down an area and both drivers were killed.’ ‘Gracious, Victoria, how awful for you,’ exclaimed the guests. ‘Awful it was,’ said my grandmother, ‘but if it had to happen it was lucky I was there to see’ – a comment which conveys her flavour well: a flavour of vivid curiosity, compassion, and toughness.


Her life had been calculated to nourish these qualities. As the granddaughter of that Lord Grey who had nursed the Reform Bill of 1832 into law, she had inherited a taste for politics; her father, having brought the Prince Consort to England at the time of his marriage, had stayed at Court until his death, first as secretary to the Prince and then to the Queen; so that her early life was divided between Windsor Castle and St James’s Palace; her younger sisters, Louisa* and Mary,† had played a part in the public life of their times, and so had her brother Albert.‡ During the nineteenth century the Grey family ramified vigorously throughout English domestic politics, and their cousinship, by the time I was born, was prodigious. In the England of fifty years ago, cousins were still the thing. My grandmother was not in the least snobbish. She had no reason to be. She had no social ambitions – how could she have? It was typical that someone who did have such ambition, like Lady Cunard, was known in my family as ‘poor Maud’ because she was a failure in the hunting field.


At Beningbrough she lived in an exceptionally beautiful house, presented with a careless and total absence of taste typical of Dawnays of her generation. She was a much-loved ‘Auntie Tor’ to her younger collaterals, and she carried within her the comfortable inner light of utter confidence in life. Thus, in 1917, while the war was going badly for the allies, she reinstated the custom of family prayers: we all repaired to the dining-room before breakfast, knelt in order of hierarchy, and invoked the Deity – a Low Church Deity, incidentally – to help our cause. A year later, when the war news improved, she abandoned this custom once more. She had done her bit.


I imagine that any intellectual interest I have inherited comes from the Greys. The Pryce-Joneses certainly had none; and the Dawnays did little beyond living prosperously in large country houses for a long time, sitting in Parliament and promoting their field sports. Though my grandfather was both a Member of Parliament and a Colonel, he used regularly to be given months of hunting leave from his military duties. One brother did much the same. Another, bachelor Great-Uncle Francis, attempted nothing whatever, so absolutely nothing that my grandmother was spurred to prompt him, Why not go in to York and learn French? Only after his death did his lucky heirs discover that secretly he had played the Stock Exchange all his life and made a great deal of money for them. Great-Uncle Downe, like most eldest sons of that period, was encased in grandeur and so set apart; Great-Uncle Eusie was for me chiefly the very handsome old husband of Aunt Lena, a far from handsome old lady; Great-Uncle Geoff had somehow been unsatisfactory, perhaps only because he had not died; Great-Uncle Guy was indeed dead, and interestingly since he had been killed many years before by a buffalo in Africa. My grandmother told a lively tale of the buffalo suddenly appearing at the end of a long narrow ride, of the native bearers shinning up trees, and of Uncle Guy, weighed down by the accoutrements of tropical adventure, standing his ground until the sad and inevitable end – the sadder because obituaries pasted into family albums spoke of his great political future unfulfilled. When I went to Eton I was given my Dawnay grandfather’s Latin dictionary, bound in full calf with a gilt coat of arms – his elder brother’s similar school-books were additionally stamped with a coronet – and I heard that, when he arrived at the school in the 1850s, a chaplain was sent with him and lodged in the town for the next few years to watch over the moral fibre of himself and successive brothers. Finally there was Great-Uncle William, husband to Anne Addie, in her older age a lady so large that no hunter could carry her and so she followed hounds in a dog-cart reinforced by iron clamps – a far cry from the days when she had ridden out with her eleven brothers and sisters. There were also two delicious old ladies, lively and always dressed after the fashion of their youth in long braided jackets and sweeping braided skirts – Aunt Edith and Aunt Alice – who together in their bizarre clothes had much the appearance of a music-hall turn. Not content with mothering this substantial family old Lady Downe, left a widow, married her sons’ tutor and produced three more children, of whom the closest to me was Aunt May Shaw-Stewart, who lived at Fonthill among Beckford’s ruins. To the distress of her relations, Aunt May became a Catholic and installed a Jesuit chaplain in the chapel of her husband’s singularly ugly house, built in the Scotch Baronial style and never completed, so that what had been planned on an immense scale, to rival Fonthill itself, consisted largely of labyrinthine back premises, lit by fierce-smelling acetylene gas. I was not encouraged to stay there, on account of the Jesuit presence, my mother warning me that ‘Aunt May will get you’. She did nothing of the kind, nor wished to, and I greatly admired her – not least the glittering sapphire clasp of her pearls.


It was a Dawnay axiom that nobody was so cherishable or interesting as a blood relation, and so it seemed right that we had such a number of them. They were, I suppose, a self-satisfied clan, not given to questionings or doubts, not introspective – though with an intermittent tendency to suicide – confident that God and the state were on their side. Many of them were frugal; when old Sir Hugh Shaw-Stewart travelled to Scotland he was made to do so second class and sitting up, while Lady Alice stretched out in a first-class sleeper. All of them put up with their marriages, their houses, their occupations, as if they were under an unbreakable contract to do so.


Because my father’s not dissimilar family seldom left Wales I saw very little of it, also because my father liked to keep it at a distance. The only real link between the two sets of relations therefore was the Coldstream Guards, in which my father, my mother’s two brothers and her father all served, and to which all were fanatically devoted. By the time I was old enough to be asked to debutante dances my mother used to look at me pityingly and commend my courage in accepting the invitation at all, ‘because, darling, as you are not in the Brigade, nobody will dance with you’. Whatever the routine may have been in 1903, it was certainly not so twenty-five years later. Young Guards officers were looked on as bores by the beauties of the later day, who much preferred the company of such un-military party guests as Cecil Beaton and Oliver Messel.


I have said that I eventually grew tired of school, and longed to be educated in France or Switzerland rather than in Buckinghamshire. This was partly because, owing to the First World War, I had no conception of any country outside the British Isles. To keep me quiet, my father, when I was fourteen or so, told me one day that the first foreign experience I was to undergo must be a visit to the birthplace of the greatest man in European history: Napoleon. He planned to take me to stay with Aunt May Shaw-Stewart, who had a villa in Corsica. We went. The expedition was not an entire success. My father had the set idea that all foreigners were thieves and corruptors; he therefore arranged that we should avoid setting foot in Paris by travelling from one station to another on the Ceinture. The trip was long; there was no food on the train; and by the time we reached the Gare de Lyon I said that I was hungry and I asked to go and buy something to eat at the buffet.


Fearing, I suppose, that I should either be robbed or corrupted on the platform, my father said crossly that he would come with me. But was my suitcase locked? No, I replied, I had no key. There was an explosion. I might have guessed, he snapped, that you would have no key. But he left the train just the same, and we were away some five minutes. In that time, a thief climbed into the compartment, opened my suitcase, saw that there was nothing of value in it, left it on the rack, and took my father’s dressing-case, which had been carefully secured, and contained all his necessary treasures. I was delighted, I remember, but we reached Marseilles in a threatening silence, missed the Ajaccio boat, and had to spend the night in a double room, chosen for economy, where my father snored so angrily that I never closed an eye, and years later had not forgiven him.


On the return journey, after an agreeable time on that magical island, and fortified by small Napoleonic relics bought in junk-shops, we shared a sleeping-car and I announced that I wanted to unpack my pyjamas. There was another explosion. Why couldn’t I sleep in my shirt? My father insisted that he alone could extract the pyjamas, climbed shakily on the lower bunk, lifted high the suitcase and dropped it on his head. In consequence, when at last we reached Victoria Station and were greeted by mama, asking eagerly if we had not had a marvellous time, she was again answered by total silence. My father did not speak for the rest of the day.


In retrospect, his silences appear more absurd than alarming. Fifty and sixty years ago, however, children held a father in awe. Mine, moreover, was a deeply disappointed man, and we all felt sorry for him. Life had begun so very well: he was a triumphant Etonian, an exceptional games-player who was equally successful at Cambridge; he cut short his University career so as to go with the Coldstream to the South African War, which he sincerely enjoyed; home again, he embarked on a happy marriage and revelled in his army life at Windsor or in London; he played polo, he was a fine shot; he was among the early officers of the Lugard period to explore the Niger, from which he returned with a quantity of animals living and dead. And then, in 1914, before he was forty, it all ended. Halfway through the war he was seconded from his regiment to Haig’s staff, and thus disastrously lost regimental seniority. By 1918 he found himself facing a new world, the world of Noël Coward rather than Lily Elsie, of Ramsay MacDonald rather than Arthur Balfour, a world in which cousins played a diminishing part. He faced it, too, with a declining income, a wife in unsteady nervous health, and an elder son utterly unlike himself. No kinder, quieter man ever lived. By the time I left home and married I found this out for myself; but before that there had been difficult moments, largely through my fault, compounded by the fact that my father never adjusted himself to the twentieth century. His unique idea of pleasurable living embraced Purdey guns, I Zingari cricket matches, The Pink Lady, and an overall gloss of mild prosperity – he thought of outright riches as showing a lack of tact, if only towards himself. Towards me he was wary. Could I not, if I tried, grasp a mashie properly? Must I, gun to shoulder, always close the wrong eye in panic as a pheasant came noisily over? Following the big explosion, his frequent bouts of silence were due to inability to find the right words of rebuke – for he was a man of profound courtesy by instinct, and he would have wished to use only words of praise. But how could he praise a son who took taxis instead of the bus, who came home at four in the morning, and when chided for making the house ring with the dreadful cacophonies (as he found them) of Ravel and Stravinsky, turned odiously to piano arrangements of the overtures to Zampa or Masaniello?


He was a careful but not a practical man. For example, he made my mother keep accounts. Each evening she would open a tall ledger and question him about the day’s expenses. Had he bought an evening paper? Had he taken the Underground? ‘Oh, Harry,’ I would hear, ‘you must remember. Or my accounts will be all wrong.’ Item by item, in an exquisitely legible hand, the pennies were jotted down; and only years later did I find that no page had ever been added up. The delicate copper-plate entries stood each on its own, so that no possible deduction could be made from nearly fifty years of record.


If I learned to be leery of my father’s silences, I was equally so of my mother’s nervous system. Her main symptom of distress was inability to meet any test, however small. She could not take a train, she said; she could not face strangers; she could assume no responsibility.


It had not always been so. When I was very small, my parents hired a house on the verge of Windsor Forest almost next door to the house, Queens Acre, made famous at that time by Howard Sturges, Edith Wharton and Henry James. A drawing-room window of our house looked towards the curve of the drive, and one day she was sitting by herself when she saw my father’s commanding officer and his wife walking up to the door. She had no time to say to the butler that she was not at home, heard voices in the hall answer that the visitors would wait while the garden was searched for her, and in panic climbed behind a sofa which stood across a deep bow. The visitors sat on the sofa and began to discuss her in low tones. Yes, the room was quite pretty. Evidently my father’s young wife had a little taste. Mama lay on the ground, until a pinch of dust brought on a sneeze. At which she rose up, as though it were the most natural thing in the world, and extended a welcoming hand, without comment. The guests fled.


Twenty years later, she could not have done this. I remember an evening, in Windsor Castle, where my parents lived in Henry VIII’s Gateway, when they were asked, at a few hours’ notice, to dine with the King and Queen. Mama at once became prostrate. She couldn’t, she couldn’t. But she did. And I remember sitting in a bathroom, myself distressed to the point of tears by her plight, expecting her to collapse, die even; yet awaiting her return a few hours later, in the best of spirits, having had a splendid evening – for, even in her moments of despair, she could rise above them to be excellent company.


There was a strain of eccentricity in the otherwise unsurprising temperament of the Dawnays. Mama, for instance, had a natural taste for martyrdom. She considered that she had been hardly done by, that everybody else was more fortunate than she. She observed with indignation that other contemporaries of hers were richer or grander than she, who knew herself to be more accomplished and certainly nicer than they. She was not so bizarre as her elder sister, Aunt Margie, who had married a clergyman whom she met on an East End soapbox – not necessarily a strange thing to do, but an act which gave rise to her father’s remark, ‘There are only two kinds of people I heartily dislike: clergymen and Buxtons. And dammit if my elder daughter doesn’t marry the one and my elder son the other.’ His dislike of Buxtons was quite impersonal. They were Liberals and that sufficed.


The clergyman was another matter. He was a handsome clergyman – the kind of ecclesiastic who turns up in high-minded Edwardian novels. The pleasing thing about him, in the eyes of his future in-laws, was that he was extremely, even fanatically, Low. Two candles on the altar, a plain, clean surplice, long impromptu prayers; such was his note. He was for a time chaplain at Sandringham, and later a canon of Bath, but he was not marked for preferment and ended his career in a remote Lutheran limbo, detecting the enemy hand of Rome all round him. My aunt was outright eccentric. Asked, for example, to one of the annual Buckingham Palace garden parties she would go in sand-shoes and wearing a mackintosh hat, but carrying better shoes and a smarter hat in a paperbag, only to be fetched out if the weather held. Like the black citizens of New York today, only half a century earlier, she wore a radio round her neck, and advanced on shopping expeditions to Selfridges, playing it loudly. She worried about money, without much reason, and I was not allowed to visit Sandringham after my nanny reported that I was made to share a breakfast egg with my cousin Alexandra: a parsimony paralleled, when she came to tea with my grandmother, by her habit of shovelling the cake, with quick dexterity, into a canvas sack, observed only by me, whose head at six or seven years old was level with the tea-table. She loved animals and from time to time had an instinct that somewhere an animal needed her. On one such occasion she was asleep in Bath when the afflatus came on her, and she walked about the streets that night until she found a swan with a broken leg. Having no other resource, she tied the lace of one sand-shoe round its neck, helped it home – having bound up the leg with a second lace – and kept it in her bathtub until it mended.


Such, then, were some of the fibres which bound me to my home. And, to make me a still more unsuitable candidate for Eton education, I was both spoiled – in the sense of beinghumoured in every possible way – and neglected. My grandmother carried me about with her as though I were a cavaliere servante, and so I spent too much time with elderly people whom I considered my contemporaries. I remember walking round the lake at Buckhurst, and explaining to Sir Rennell Rodd, then ambassador to Rome, what he must do in the problem of the Alto Adige – I must have picked up my solution a week-end before. I was quite prepared to lay down the law about the bank-rate to the Governor of the Bank of England, or to explain the mechanics of recruiting to Kitchener. I did not, though, like to be put in a subaltern position. When T. E. Lawrence came to call on Uncle Alan and Aunt Elizabeth at three in the morning, I was outraged at being hauled down to the drawing-room, heavy with sleep, and encouraged to listen to accounts of desert exploits which meant nothing to me. All I recollect of Lawrence, after several such sessions, is the image of a small man talking a great deal and walking about the room, when what I wanted was either to explain to him what he should have done at Deraa, or be allowed to sleep in peace.
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III





ETON IN MY time was not a very lively place. Because the stars of the 1920s were a few years older than I was I did not know them until after I had left school. Among them were Harold and Willie Acton, Brian Howard, Cyril Connolly, George Orwell, John Lehmann, Anthony Powell; but the only creative schoolboy I was in close touch with was Henry Yorke, later to become celebrated as Henry Green, but in those days a violinist in my house, not an embryonic fiction writer. He was not a good violinist; his only piece I think, was a version of Mendelssohn’s ‘On Wings of Song’. But I had to accompany him in that, and although he played a constant quarter-tone flat we won an inter-house competition. The Eton masters were too often heirs of the nineteenth century – the head of the science school had been there in my father’s time, thirty years before. We were taught to turn Christina Rossetti into Greek iambics, a process which amounted to hemming together a succession of ‘poetic’ tags lifted to suit the scansion from a textbook. We heard a great deal about the age of Walpole – the phrase ‘Peace, Retrenchment and Reform’ was etched on my mind for ever as we marched back and forth across the same historical territory. We read Daudet’s Lettres de mon Moulin laboriously: we owned, and used, a slide rule; once I made a crystal, and often I weighed small objects in water, but that was the extent of our scientific training. The only master I remember as a natural stimulator was George Lyttelton, who did more than make us learn ‘Lycidas’ by heart: he communicated a delight in writing and reading. And there was also the slightly cracked figure of Arthur Goodhart, who could be trapped into abstruse predicaments and pronouncements by his ruthless class. ‘Oh sir,’ we might say, ‘can you explain cross-rhythm to us?’ Goodhart was an accomplished musician, and he responded at once. ‘It is like this. With my right hand I go one two one two; with my left, one two three, one two three.’ And loudly he beat the desk. ‘At the same time, with my foot I go one two three four five. Just listen, boys.’ And he set up a racket which had the untamed vigour of epilepsy and deafened the class-rooms on either side. Or he could be persuaded into saying things like, ‘I might say yes, and I might say no, and I might say nothing at all.’ And, ‘Certain country gentleman know their Horace extremely well.’ I liked Goodhart very much. The moral tone of his house was deplorable, the pleasure-promoting devices of his pupils endless, and I sadly regretted that I was responsible not to him but to the austerer Mr Whitworth.
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