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Foreword





The pieces collected here were, with one exception, produced on request—mostly, of course, as reviews, for it is an unexpected consequence of becoming known as a writer that you are assumed to be competent to assess other writers. But for every request complied with, several others were declined, for which either the time or the interest or the capability was lacking. It was, of course, flattering to be asked, but only up to a point: newspapers and magazines have to be filled, and if you won’t do it someone else will. It is only the very prolific or the very needy who can afford to say yes to everything.


There is little coherence, therefore, in what is here reprinted. I have never proposed to an editor that I should write this article or review that book, so that what I produced was someone else’s idea rather than my own. This is not to say that such tasks were undertaken lightly. A good reviewer combines the knowledge of the scholar with the judgement and cogency of the critic and the readability of the journalist, and knowing how far I fell short of this ideal made me all the more laboriously anxious to do the best I could. I have heard it said that anyone who has spent three years writing a weekly essay for his tutor finds literary journalism easy: I didn’t. I found reading the books hard, thinking of something to say about them hard, and saying it hardest of all. That I persisted was due to the encouragement of friendly literary editors, in particular Bill Webb of the Guardian, Karl Miller of the Spectator, the New Statesman and the Listener (and now, of course, the London Review of Books), and Anthony Thwaite of the Listener, the New Statesman and Encounter, and I should like to record my gratitude to them, reluctant though my response may have been at the time.


The piece written on my own initiative was the introduction to All What Jazz (1970), the collection of jazz record reviews I had written for the Daily Telegraph between 1960 and 1968. I had originally intended to publish that book privately, which is why it was printed by the now defunct firm Hull Printers; my publishers took it over only when I wrote asking if they would be prepared to distribute it. This may also account for the light-heartedly aggressive tone of what I wrote, and the enjoyment with which I wrote it. In fact I went on reviewing records until the end of 1971, and a few pieces from these last three years have been included along with the introduction.


Although I rarely accepted a literary assignment without a sinking of the heart, nor finished it without an inordinate sense of relief, to undertake such commissions no doubt exercised part of my mind that would otherwise have remained dormant, and to this extent they probably did me no harm. They are now reprinted because some of them have begun to be quoted out of context, and I should like to reiterate the latter, especially their dates. They will, I hope, also carry the rest, whose exhumation would otherwise hardly be justified.


Apart from minor verbal amendments, the pieces are reprinted as they first appeared. The order is chronological by date of publication except for the section ‘Recollections’, where the order is chronological by subject-matter.
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Introduction to Jill





I


An American critic recently suggested1 that Jill contained the first example of that characteristic landmark of the British post-war novel, the displaced working-class hero. If this is true (and it sounds fair trend-spotter’s comment), the book may hold sufficient historical interest to justify republication. But again, if it is true, I feel bound to say that it was unintentional. In 1940 our impulse was still to minimize social differences rather than exaggerate them. My hero’s background, though an integral part of the story, was not what the story was about.


As a matter of fact, the Oxford of that autumn was singularly free from such traditional distinctions. The war (American readers may need reminding) was then in its second year. Conscription had begun with the twenties and upwards, but everyone knew that before long the nineteens and the eighteens would take their turn. In the meantime, undergraduates liable for service could expect three or four terms at the most: if they wished then to become officers, they drilled with the ununiformed Officers’ Training Corps half a day a week (later they got uniforms and drilled a day and a half a week).


Life in college was austere. Its pre-war pattern had been dispersed, in some instances permanently. Everyone paid the same fees (in our case, 12s a day) and ate the same meals. Because of Ministry of Food regulations, the town could offer little in the way of luxurious eating and drinking, and college festivities, such as commemoration balls, had been suspended for the duration. Because of petrol rationing, nobody ran a car. Because of clothes rationing, it was difficult to dress stylishly. There was still coal in the bunkers outside our rooms, but fuel rationing was soon to remove it. It became a routine after ordering one’s books in Bodley after breakfast to go and look for a cake or cigarette queue.


With new men coming up every term, too, there was hardly any such thing as a freshman, and distinctions of seniority blurred. Traditional types such as aesthete and hearty were pruned relentlessly back. The younger dons were mostly on war service, and their elders were too busy or too remote to establish contact with us—often, in fact, the men of one college would share a tutor with another, whom they would never see socially at all. Perhaps the most difficult thing to convey was the almost complete suspension of concern for the future. There were none of the pressing dilemmas of teaching or Civil Service, industry or America, publishing or journalism: in consequence, there was next to no careerism. National affairs were going so badly, and a victorious peace was clearly so far off, that effort expended on one’s post-war prospects could hardly seem anything but a ludicrous waste of time.


This was not the Oxford of Michael Fane and his fine bindings, or Charles Ryder and his plovers’ eggs. Nevertheless, it had a distinctive quality. A lack of douceur was balanced by a lack of bêtises, whether of college ceremonial or undergraduate extravagance (I still remember the shock during a visit to Oxford after the war of seeing an undergraduate in a sky-blue cloak and with hair down to his shoulders, and of realizing that all that was starting again), and I think our perspectives were truer as a result. At an age when self-importance would have been normal, events cut us ruthlessly down to size.


II


I shared rooms with Noel Hughes, with whom I had just spent two disrespectful years in the Modern Sixth, but my tutorial-mate was a large pallid-faced stranger with a rich Bristolian accent, whose preposterous skirling laugh was always ready to salute his own outrages. Norman had little use for self- or any other kind of discipline, and it was not uncommon, on returning from a nine o’clock lecture, to find him still in his dressing-gown, having missed breakfast by some ninety minutes, plucking disconsolately at a dry loaf and drinking milkless tea. To learn where I had been (Blunden, perhaps, on Biography) did nothing to raise his spirits: ‘That bugger’s a waste of time…. I’m better than that bugger.’ His eye falling on his empty cup, he would pitch its dregs messily into the grate, further discouraging the fire, before reaching again for the teapot. ‘A gentleman’, he would aphorize with dignity, ‘never drinks the lees of his wine.’ 


Norman at once set about roughing up my general character and assumptions. Any action or even word implying respect for qualities such as punctuality, prudence, thrift or respectability called forth a snarling roar like that of the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer lion and the accusation of bourgeoisisme; ostentatious courtesy produced a falsetto celestial-choir effect, ostentatious sensibility the recommendation to ‘write a poem about it’. For a few weeks I uneasily counter-attacked along predictable lines: all right, suppose it was hypocrisy, hypocrisy was necessary, what would happen if everybody … After that I gave it up. Norman treated everyone like this: it made no difference to their liking for him. Indeed, his most hilarious mockeries were reserved for himself. Like the rest of us (excepting perhaps Noel), he was clearer about his dislikes than his likes, but while we were undergoing a process of adjustment Norman’s rejection of his new environment was total. At first this strengthened his influence over us: as time went on, it tended to cut him off. Not in fact until he was with a Friends’ unit in Poland after the war did he seem to be doing what he wanted.


We quickly invented ‘the Yorkshire scholar’, a character embodying many of our prejudices, and conversed in his flat rapacious tones in going to and from our tutor, Gavin Bone. ‘You’re gettin’ the best education in the land, lad.’ ‘Ay, but you must cut your coat according to your cloth.’ ‘Had tea wi’ t’ Dean on Sunday—I showed him I’d been reading his book.’ ‘Never lose a chance to make a good impression.’ ‘What play have you written about?’ ‘King Lear. You see, I’ve DONE King Lear.’ ‘Ay.’ ‘Ay.’ This comedy probably gave Norman more emotional release than it did me, for he had been through the hands of the late R. W. Moore at Bristol Grammar School, but I was sufficiently acquainted with the climate of the scholarship year to enjoy keeping the game going. I cannot imagine what Gavin Bone thought of us. Already in failing health (he died in 1942), he treated us like a pair of village idiots who might if tried too hard turn nasty. The highest academic compliment I received as an undergraduate was ‘Mr Larkin can see a point, if it is explained to him’.


During these first two terms our friends were mostly outside College; Norman had a group in Queen’s, while I kept up with other Old Coventrians or enjoyed jazz evenings with Frank Dixon of Magdalen and Dick Kidner of Christ Church. At the beginning of the Trinity term, however, Norman, who had been idly looking over the notice-board in the lodge, hailed the mention of a newcomer, name of Amis. 


‘I met him at Cambridge on a schol…. He’s the hell of a good man.’


‘How is he?’


‘He shoots guns.’


I did not understand this until later in the afternoon when we were crossing the dusty first quadrangle a fair-haired young man came down staircase three and paused on the bottom step. Norman instantly pointed his right hand at him in the semblance of a pistol and uttered a short coughing bark to signify a shot—a shot not as in reality, but as it would sound from a worn sound-track on Saturday afternoon in the ninepennies.


The young man’s reaction was immediate. Clutching his chest in a rictus of agony, he threw one arm up against the archway and began slowly crumpling downwards, fingers scoring the stonework. Just as he was about to collapse on the piled-up laundry, however (Oxford laundries were at that time operating a system described by James Agate as collecting every two weeks and delivering every three, so that the place was generally littered with bundles in transit one way or the other), he righted himself and trotted over to us. ‘I’ve been working on this,’ he said, as soon as introductions were completed. ‘Listen. This is when you’re firing in a ravine.’


We listened.


‘And this when you’re firing in a ravine and the bullet ricochets off a rock.’


We listened again. Norman’s appreciative laughter skirled freely: I stood silent. For the first time I felt myself in the presence of a talent greater than my own.




*





No one who knew Kingsley at that time would deny that what chiefly distinguished him was this genius for imaginative mimicry. It was not a BBC Variety Hour knack of ‘imitations’ (though in fact he had a very funny imitation of the man who used to imitate a car driving through a flock of sheep doing his imitation); rather, he used it as the quickest way of convincing you that something was horrible or boring or absurd—the local comrade (‘Eesa poincher see … assa poincher see’), the Irish tenor (‘the sarn wass dee-cli-neeng’), the University CSM (‘Goo on, seh’), a Russian radio announcer reading in English a bulletin from the Eastern Front (‘twelf field mortars’), his voice suffering slow distortion to unintelligibility followed by a sudden reversion to clarity (‘aberbera mumf mumf General von Paulus’). As time went on, his scope widened: ‘remind me’, a post-war letter ended, ‘to do Caesar and Cleopatra for you.’ Films were always excellent material: the gangster film (with plenty of shooting), especially a version entirely peopled with figures from the University Faculty of English; the no-work film (this was largely silent); the U-boat film (‘Wir haben sie!’); and one that involved Humphrey Bogart flashing a torch round a cellar. One day after the war Kingsley, Graham Parkes and Nick Russel were strolling along to the Lamb and Flag when a motor cyclist clearly with the same destination propped his machine against the kerb near by. When he had got some distance across the pavement towards the arch, Kingsley (I gather for want of something better to do) made his motor-bike-failing-to-start noise. The man stopped dead in his tracks and stared at his machine narrowly. Then he walked back and knelt down beside it. Some minutes later he entered the pub with a subdued expression on his face. Kingsley’s masterpiece, which was so demanding I heard him do it only twice, involved three subalterns, a Glaswegian driver and a jeep breaking down and refusing to restart somewhere in Germany. Both times I became incapable with laughter.


From this time on my friends all seemed to be in College, and a photograph taken on the sunny lawn the following summer reminds me how much our daily exchanges were informed by Kingsley’s pantomimes. In the foreground crouches Kingsley himself, his face contorted to a hideous mask and holding an invisible dagger: ‘Japanese soldier,’ my note says, but I have forgotten why. Edward du Cann is withdrawing the safety pin from an invisible hand-grenade with his teeth (In the Rear of the Enemy, one of Kingsley’s Russian documentaries); Norman and David Williams are doing the ‘first today’ routine,2 Wally Widdowson has a curiously stiff thumbs-in-belt stance (‘Russian officer’—was this part of In the Rear of the Enemy?), and David West (‘Romanian officer’) is attempting to represent a contemporary saying that every Romanian private had a Romanian officer’s lipstick in his knapsack. The rest are engaged in the eternal gang warfare.


This is not to say that Kingsley dominated us. Indeed, to some extent he suffered the familiar humorist’s fate of being unable to get anyone to take him seriously at all. Kingsley’s ‘serious side’ was political. In those days of Help for Russia Week, when the hammer and sickle flew with the Union Jack in Carfax, he became editor of the University Labour Club Bulletin and in this capacity printed one of my poems. (A second, much less ambiguously ambiguous, was denounced by the committee as ‘morbid and unhealthy’.) In his contentious mood he could be (intentionally) very irritating, especially to those who thought party politics should be suspended until the war was over. Sometimes he was the target of delighted laughter and violent abuse in the same evening and from the same people. I shared his convictions to the extent of visiting the club’s social room in the High once or twice for coffee after closing time.


About jazz we had no disagreement. Jim Sutton and I had built up a small record collection at home and had brought it to Oxford (he was at the Slade, then exiled to the Ashmolean), so that we need not be without our favourite sound. There was not much live jazz to be heard at Oxford in those days until the Oxford University Rhythm Club was set up in 1941 and provided public jam sessions, but on the advice of Frank Dixon I had found a number of scarce deletions in Acott’s and Russell’s (then separate shops) and in one or other of our rooms there was usually a gramophone going. Kingsley’s enthusiasm flared up immediately. I suppose we devoted to some hundred records that early anatomizing passion normally reserved for the more established arts. ‘It’s the abject entreaty of that second phrase….’ ‘What she’s actually singing is ick-sart-mean….’ ‘Russell goes right on up to the first bar of Waller. You can hear it on Nick’s pickup.’ ‘Isn’t it marvellous the way Bechet …’ ‘Isn’t it marvellous the way the trumpet …’ ‘Isn’t it marvellous the way Russell …’ Russell, Charles Ellsworth ‘Pee Wee’ (b. 1906), clarinet and saxophone player extraordinary, was, mutatis mutandis, our Swinburne and our Byron. We bought every record he played on that we could find, and—literally—dreamed about similar items on the American Commodore label. Someone recently conscripted into the Merchant Navy had reputedly found his way to the Commodore Music Shop in New York, where the ‘proprietor’ had introduced him to ‘one of the guys who helped make these records’; yes, leaning against the counter had actually been … Long afterwards, Kingsley admitted he had once sent Russell a fan letter. I said that funnily enough I had also written to Eddie Condon. We looked at each other guardedly. ‘Did you get an answer?’ ‘No—did you?’ ‘No.’ 




*





At the end of every term somebody left. Sometimes it was a false alarm: Edward du Cann disappeared in December 1942, waving cheerfully from the back of a taxi, but he was back next term, when he promptly swallowed a pin and was rushed to hospital. But more often it was permanent. Norman was commissioned in the Artillery and ironically found himself in the kind of regiment where revolvers were fired in the mess after dinner. Kingsley was commissioned in the Signals, where within an hour a major reprimanded him for having his hands in his pockets. Friends remained plentiful, but contemporaries were becoming scarce. I lost touch with the freshmen, among whom it was reported there was ‘a man called Wain’. Years afterwards John told me that our acquaintance at this time was limited to a brief bitter exchange at lunch about Albert Ammons’s ‘Boogie Woogie Stomp’ and the poetry of George Crabbe. If so, it was a great opportunity lost.


None the less, it was almost my last term before I met Bruce Montgomery. In a way this was surprising: among the handful of undergraduates reading full Schools in the humanities friendship was generally automatic. In another it wasn’t: Bruce’s modern languages-Playhouse-classical music-Randolph Hotel ambience conflicted sharply with my own. Of course, I had seen him about, but it hardly occurred to me that he was an undergraduate, not in the same sense that I was. Wearing an air-raid warden’s badge and carrying a walking-stick, he stalked aloofly to and fro in a severe triangle formed by the College lodge (for letters), the Randolph bar and his lodgings in Wellington Square. In his first year he had been partnered at tutorials with Alan Ross; having observed that their tutor’s first action was to wind up a small clock on his desk, they took advantage of his lateness one morning to wind it up for him. The tutor was an energetic man and I always understood that the result was disastrous. But now Alan had long since gone into the Navy and Bruce, like myself, was something of a survivor. This did not make me less shy of him. Like ‘Mr Austen’, he had a grand piano; he had written a book called Romanticism and the World Crisis, painted a picture that was hanging on the wall of his sitting-room, and was a skilled pianist, organist and even composer. During the vacation that Easter he had spent ten days writing, with his J nib and silver penholder, a detective story called The Case of the Gilded Fly. This was published the following year under the name of Edmund Crispin, launching him on one of his several successful careers. 


Beneath this formidable exterior, however, Bruce had unsuspected depths of frivolity, and we were soon spending most of our time together swaying about with laughter on bar stools. True, I could make little of Wyndham Lewis, at that time Bruce’s favourite writer, and my admiration for Belshazzar’s Feast was always qualified, but I was more than ready for John Dickson Carr, Mencken and Pitié pour les femmes. In return I played him Billie Holiday records and persuaded him to widen his circle of drinking places. One night the proctor entered one of these and I was caught by the bullers at a side door: Bruce, on the other hand, simply stepped into a kind of kitchen, apologized to someone he found ironing there, and waited until the coast was clear. ‘When will you learn’, he reproved me afterwards, ‘not to act on your own initiative?’


I sometimes wonder if Bruce did not constitute for me a curious creative stimulus. For the next three years we were in fairly constant contact, and I wrote continuously as never before or since. Even in that last term, with Finals a matter of weeks away, I began an unclassifiable story called Trouble at Willow Gables, which Bruce and Diana Gollancz would come back to read after an evening at the Lord Napier. Possibly his brisk intellectual epicureanism was just the catalyst I needed.


III


Jill was in fact begun that autumn, when I was twenty-one, and took about a year to write. When it was published in 1946 it aroused no public comment. Kingsley, who by that time was back at Oxford, wrote to say he had enjoyed it very much, adding that its binding reminded him of Signal Training: Telegraphy and Telephony, or possibly Ciceronis Orationes. Later he reported that he had seen a copy in a shop in Coventry Street between Naked and Unashamed and High-Heeled Yvonne.


On looking through it again in 1963 I have made a number of minor deletions but have added nothing and rewritten nothing, with the exception of a word here and there, and the reinstatement of a few mild obscenities to which the original printer objected. It will, I hope, still qualify for the indulgence traditionally extended to juvenilia.


1963


IV


Looking, after twelve years,3 at this introduction and the story it introduces, I am struck by the latter’s growing claims as a historical document—not only on obvious points such as John’s thinking that a pound would be sufficient pocket-money for two weeks, but as recording a vanished mode of Oxford life itself. Christopher and his friends would not now have to bother about wearing gowns, or fear molestation by the proctors when on licensed premises, nor would Elizabeth’s visits be limited to between two in the afternoon and seven o’clock in the evening. College authorities today have been known to turn a blind eye to girls actually living in college, aware of the outcry disciplinary action would produce; some colleges, indeed, have begun to take women students, in consequence of the lack of places for them in women’s colleges. One wonders, in fact, how long the collegiate system will last: legislation by a succession of socialist or quasi-socialist governments has severely diminished college incomes from investment or property, while the rise in labour and other costs in running these academic hotels has been equally damaging. Furthermore, nobody really wants to live in them: dons and students alike prefer domesticity, houses and wives on the one hand and flats and mistresses on the other. Finally, left-wing agitation is striving to unite all Oxford students into a single political force that would be hostile to the collegiate system and the spirit it engenders. Recently a fellow of my own college said he gave it ten years.


My original purpose in writing an introduction of this kind was to make clear that my own Oxford life was rather different from that of my hero; nevertheless, over the years I can see that I have been to some extent identified with him. A later Oxford generation, according to one writer, liked my poems because they ‘found a voice for those in the painful process of transforming themselves from petits bourgeois to hauts bourgeois’. Though this implication of enterprise is flattering, I think the time has come to disclaim it; thanks to my father’s generosity, my education was at no time a charge on public or other funds, and all in all my manner of life is much the same today as it was in 1940—bourgeois, certainly, but neither haut nor petit. Perhaps in consequence I may receive a few more degrees of imaginative credit for my hero’s creation.


Lastly, since the book’s original publisher is now dead, I can explain that it was probably his imprint that won Jill a place in that Coventry Street shop. Reginald Ashley Caton, mysterious and elusive proprietor of the Fortune Press throughout the Thirties and Forties, divided his publishing activity between poetry and what then passed for pornography, often of a homosexual tinge. My dust-jacket advertised titles such as Climbing Boy, Barbarian Boy, A Diary of the Teens by A Boy, and so on; the previous year he had published a collection of my poems (Dylan Thomas and Roy Fuller were also on his list), and I had rather despairingly bunged the novel at him, as no one else seemed interested. He must have accepted it unread, since the printer’s objections appeared to take him by surprise; our only meeting was in a tea shop near Victoria Station to discuss this, when he assured me that to find yourself in the dock on a charge of obscenity was ‘no joke’. (That cup of tea was my sole payment for both books.) All the same, as a publisher of poetry at a time when such an activity was even less remunerative than usual, he deserves a footnote in the literary history of the time. An interesting study might be written of the crusading activities of the Fortune Press in the Forties, and of the Fantasy and Marvell Presses in the Fifties, and their effect on English verse. It occurs to me that I am probably the only writer to have been published by all three.


1975




1 James Gindin, Postwar British Fiction (1962).


2 Not Kingsley’s invention, but see his story, ‘The 2003 Claret’, in The Complete Imbiber (1958).


3 The following section was added for the first American edition (1976).






















Introduction to The North Ship





I


The North Ship would probably not have been published if the late William Bell, then an undergraduate at Merton College, had not set about making up a collection which he eventually called Poetry from Oxford in Wartime. Oxford poetry was reputedly in the ascendant again following the scarlet and yellow Eight Oxford Poets in 1941 (Keith Douglas, Sidney Keyes, John Heath-Stubbs, Drummond Allison, et al.), and Bell no doubt thought it was time for another round-up. When his anthology came out in 1944 it had Allison, Heath-Stubbs and Roy Porter from the earlier collection, and the new names of Bell himself, Francis King, myself, Christopher Middleton and David Wright. How many of the second group had been in hard covers before I don’t know: certainly I hadn’t.


Before it appeared, however, the proprietor of the small but then well-known house that was producing the book wrote to some of its contributors enquiring if they would care to submit collections of their own work. The letter I received was on good-quality paper and signed with an illegible broad-nibbed squiggle: I was enormously flattered, and typed out some thirty pieces on my father’s old portable Underwood. The publisher seemed to like them, saying that he could undertake publication early next year ‘and perhaps have the book ready in February’. Since this was already the end of November, my excitement ran high, but I must (with memories of the Writers’ and Artists’ Year Book) have parried with some enquiry about terms, for another letter a month later (two days before Christmas) assured me that no agreement was necessary.


Looking at the collection today, it seems amazing that anyone should have offered to publish it without a cheque in advance and a certain amount of bullying. This, however, was not how I saw it at the time. As February turned to March, and March to April, my anticipation of the promised six copies curdled through exasperation to fury and finally to indifference; my astonishment to find now, on looking up the records, that in fact they arrived almost exactly nine months after dispatch of typescript (on 31 July 1945) shows how completely I subsequently came to believe my own fantasy of eighteen months or even two years. I inspected them sulkily.


It may not have been the best introduction to publication: my Oxford friend, Bruce Montgomery, was writing Edmund Crispin novels for Gollancz, while Routledge had taken up Keyes and Heath-Stubbs. Still, I was on the same list as Dylan Thomas, Roy Fuller, Nicholas Moore and other luminaries, and the book was nicely enough produced, with hardly any misprints; above all, it was indubitably there, an ambition tangibly satisfied. Yet was it? Then, as now, I could never contemplate it without a twinge, faint or powerful, of shame compounded with disappointment. Some of this was caused by the contents but not all: I felt in some ways cheated. I can’t exactly say how. It was a pity they had ever mentioned February.


II


Looking back, I find in the poems not one abandoned self but several—the ex-schoolboy, for whom Auden was the only alternative to ‘old-fashioned’ poetry; the undergraduate, whose work a friend affably characterized as ‘Dylan Thomas, but you’ve a sentimentality that’s all your own’; and the immediately post-Oxford self, isolated in Shropshire with a complete Yeats stolen from the local girls’ school. This search for a style was merely one aspect of a general immaturity. It might be pleaded that the war years were a bad time to start writing poetry, but in fact the principal poets of the day—Eliot, Auden, Dylan Thomas, Betjeman—were all speaking out loud and clear, and there was no reason to become entangled in the undergrowth of Poetry Quarterly and Poetry London except by a failure of judgement. Nor were my contemporaries similarly afflicted. I remember looking through an issue of The Cherwell, one day in Blackwell’s, and coming across John Heath-Stubbs’s ‘Leporello’: I was profoundly bewildered. I had never heard of Leporello, and what sort of poetry was this—who was he copying? And his friend Sidney Keyes was no more comforting: he could talk to history as some people talk to porters, and the mention of names like Schiller and Rilke and Gilles de Retz made me wish I were reading something more demanding than English Language and Literature. He had most remarkable brown and piercing eyes: I met him one day in Turl Street, when there was snow on the ground, and he was wearing a Russian-style fur hat. He stopped, so I suppose we must have known each other to talk to—that is, if we had had anything to say. As far as I remember, we hadn’t.


The predominance of Yeats in this volume deserves some explanation. In 1943 the English Club was visited by Vernon Watkins, then stationed at an Air Force camp near by; impassioned and imperative, he swamped us with Yeats until, despite the fact that he had not nearly come to the end of his typescript, the chairman had forcibly to apply the closure. As a final gesture Vernon distributed the volumes he had been quoting from among those of us who were nearest to him, and disappeared, exalted, into the black-out. I had been tremendously impressed by the evening and in the following weeks made it my business to collect his books up again—many of them were Cuala Press limited editions, and later Yeats was scarce at that time—and take them to him at Bradwell, where he was staying with some people called Blackburn who kept a goat. This time Vernon read me Lorca.


As a result I spent the next three years trying to write like Yeats, not because I liked his personality or understood his ideas but out of infatuation with his music (to use the word I think Vernon used). In fairness to myself it must be admitted that it is a particularly potent music, pervasive as garlic, and has ruined many a better talent. Others found it boring. I remember Bruce Montgomery snapping, as I droned for the third or fourth time that evening ‘“When such as I cast out remorse / So great a sweetness flows into the breast …’, ‘It’s not his job to cast out remorse, but to earn forgiveness.’ But then Bruce had known Charles Williams. Every night after supper before opening my large dark green manuscript book I used to limber up by turning the pages of the 1933 plum-coloured Macmillan edition, which stopped at ‘A Woman Young and Old’ and which meant in fact that I never absorbed the harsher last poems. This may be discernible in what I wrote.


When reaction came, it was undramatic, complete and permanent. In early 1946 I had some new digs in which the bedroom faced east, so that the sun woke me inconveniently early. I used to read. One book I had at my bedside was the little blue Chosen Poems of Thomas Hardy: Hardy I knew as a novelist, but as regards his verse I shared Lytton Strachey’s verdict that ‘the gloom is not even relieved by a little elegance of diction’. This opinion did not last long; if I were asked to date its disappearance, I should guess it was the morning I first read ‘Thoughts of Phena At News of Her Death’. Many years later, Vernon surprised me by saying that Dylan Thomas had admired Hardy above all poets of this century. ‘He thought Yeats was the greatest by miles,’ he said. ‘But Hardy was his favourite.’


III


‘F/Sgt. Watkins, V’ was the book’s kindest and almost only critic. Writing from the Sergeants’ Mess, he was generously encouraging (did I recall his Yeats anecdote: ‘Always I encourage, always’?), reserving for only one or two pieces his sharpest term of condemnation, ‘not a final statement’. ‘Yesterday,’ he added, ‘I destroyed about two thousand poems that mean nothing to me now.’ Despite this hint, although with considerable hesitation, the book is now republished, as there seems to be still some demand for it. I have corrected two misprints and one solecism. As a coda I have added a poem, written a year or so later, which, though not noticeably better than the rest, shows the Celtic fever abated and the patient sleeping soundly.
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Single-handed and Untrained





In autumn 1943 the Ministry of Labour wrote to ask what I was doing. I could have answered that, having finished with the university and English literature, I was living at home writing a novel, but I rightly judged the enquiry to be a warning that I had better start doing something. Picking up the day’s Birmingham Post (the paper we took in those days), I soon discovered an advertisement by a small urban district council for a Librarian. The salary was £175 per annum (plus cost-of-living bonus, Whitley Scale, of £45 10s for men, £36 8s for women), and the duties included ‘those usual to the operation of a Lending Library (open access), and Reading Room supervision’.


Recourse to a gazetteer revealed that the town was about twelve miles from a school where a college friend of mine had recently taken a job as a temporary assistant master and was also writing a novel. This seemed a good omen, and I applied. In due course I was asked to attend for interview, and it occurred to me I had better find out something about the operation of a lending library (open access). A friendly senior assistant at the local one was kind enough to spend a morning showing me how books were ordered, accessioned and catalogued, and then given little pockets with individual tickets in them that were slipped into borrowers’ cards when the book was lent. ‘Come back tomorrow,’ she said, ‘and I’ll tell you about inter-library loans.’


My father, with remote amusement, handed me a green-covered report that had come out in the previous year entitled The Public Library System of Great Britain, and I took it with me in the train on 13 November, the day of the interview. Rain smashed against the carriage windows as I read the author’s summary dismissals of sample libraries serving populations between 20,000 and 30,000: ‘Old buildings, drab stocks and bad traditions of support … antiquated methods include a really filthy indicator [what was that?]…. the reference library consists of two small cases of quite useless items….’ The account of library ‘I’ seemed particularly intimidating: ‘the children’s books are much dirtier even than those provided for the adults. There is no proper counter; the single-handed librarian is untrained.’ I fancied that the authority to which I had applied was in a smaller population category than this: would its library be worse? Certainly its potential Librarian looked like being single-handed, and could hardly have been more untrained.




*





Mr McColvin, the author of the trenchant sentences just quoted, would not in all probability have been much kinder about it. The council had adopted the Library Acts and built a Library to celebrate the coronation of Edward VII. It was a simple two-storey building, with a reading room and a boiler room on the ground floor and a lending library, with a rudimentary office-cum-reference room, upstairs; its handsome stone façade was inscribed PUBLIC LIBRARY and recorded why it was erected and when (I think the date was 1903). A librarian-caretaker, son of a failed Wolverhampton bookseller, was appointed. When I turned up forty years later (for my application was successful), the astonishing thing was that almost nothing had changed. The librarian-caretaker was still there, by now a courtly old gentleman of at least seventy, who wore a hat indoors and uttered from time to time an absent-minded blowing noise, like a distant trombone. For many years he had washed the floors and lighted the boiler every morning in addition to his professional duties, and may have done so to the end. After leaving he never used the Library, and I saw him only once again; he called when it was shut (‘Anyone in? It’s only the old blackguard’), and we chatted, mostly about his inadequate pension and his funeral arrangements (‘I’ve told the wife to stay at home and drink whisky’). I wondered uneasily if my life would be anything like his.


In 1903 the Library had, of course, been closed access; in the Thirties an effort had been made to modernize its methods, opening the doors to readers and constructing an issue desk. There had even been purchased a copy of the current edition of Dewey. Otherwise it remained antiquated. The boiler (which I had to stoke, if not light) did little to heat the radiators, which were in any case poorly placed; the real warmth of the building came from the gas lights, that had to be illumined with long tapers that dropped wax over the floors, and even on myself until I learned how to handle them. There was no telephone. The stock amounted to about 4,000 books, 3,000 of which were fiction and the rest non-fiction and juvenile (the admission of children had been a severe blow to my predecessor). The shelves were high, but even so layers of long-withdrawn books, thick with dust, were piled on top of them. I wish I had taken more detailed notes both of them and of the current stock: in all, it was like the advertisement pages of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century novels come to life. A substantial body of the readers were elderly people, who found the stairs difficult, but were still prepared to face them for Mrs Henry Wood, Florence L. Barclay, Silas K. Hocking, Rosa N. Carey and many others. The rest were either children or hopeful adults, some of them strangers to the town and used to better things.


My day began with collecting the day’s papers and journals and setting them out in the reading room in time to open its doors at 9 a.m. Then I retreated to the closed lending department and dealt with the post, such as it was, making out applications for inter-library loans and parcelling up volumes to be returned (the post office was, fortunately, directly opposite). From then until 3 p.m. when the first of the two-hour lending-library ‘operations’ began, my time was my own; landladies did not really want to provide fires in the morning, and I wrote my novel in the Library before taking it back with me to work at after lunch. After another session from 6 to 8 p.m. I finished reshelving and sorted the issue in time to close the reading room at 8.30 p.m. It was a long day, and in some respects a tiring one. Quite early on I recorded a week when I issued 928 books in 20 hours, or 1 about every 77 seconds—not much, perhaps, but an equal number had to be reshelved, and some of the shelves could be reached only by ladder. At first my hand was blistered from stamping books.


It was clear that the premises, stock and staff of the Library were totally inadequate for the potential, or even actual, demands of its readers. At the same time it was difficult to know what to do about it—difficult, because I really had no idea of how to come to grips with the council in order to, for instance, appoint a couple of assistants, double or treble the book grant (I don’t think, in fact, that there was one), create a catalogue, modernize the building and so on, and even if I had there would have been, in the middle of the war, no money to do so. My committee, however, was sympathetic, chaired by a friendly and forward-looking headmaster, and they did what they could. New books began to appear on the shelves (I heard that I was ‘filling the Library with dirty books’—not in the McColvin sense, but with Lawrence, Forster, Joyce, Isherwood, et al.), and after a year and three-quarters I got an assistant, enabling the Lending Library to ‘operate’ in the mornings. Readership increased to about twice the original number. Issues did likewise, from 3,000 to 6,000 a month. My most dramatic increase was in inter-library loans, from 68 in the year I came to 499 in the year I left: these were chiefly to sixth formers, and those readers with precise interests and courses of study. Most of the books came from the huge and generous Birmingham City Libraries, at that time presided over by H. M. Cashmore, surely one of the most indefatigable correspondents among chief Librarians. Hardly a day passed when I did not receive a letter signed by him correcting me about the details of an application, or pointing out that a parcel had been badly tied. Other librarians I met later confirmed this experience.


The Library should, of course, have been absorbed into the county system, and the county was anxious to do this: it already sent us a consignment of perhaps 300 books that was changed every few months, and these alone kept readers from complete apathy. Since the council had adopted the Library Acts in 1901 or so, however, it could not be compulsorily taken over, and there was enough local patriotism to believe that with ‘the new young man’ a proper library service could be offered. Of course improvements took place: almost anything one did was an improvement (one of my early reports states ‘the Library has joined the official waiting list for The Times Literary and Educational Supplements’), and readers responded so eagerly in those book-hungry days that I could never stop trying, but in fact little could be done compared with what was needed. I consoled myself with my novel (having finished the first, I had begun a second), and started a correspondence course for Library Association qualifications.


My appointment there lasted two and three-quarter years. About three years after I left, the council did, in fact, surrender its powers, and ‘my’ Library became a county branch. Subsequently it was remodelled and enlarged, and in 1962 became a headquarters; to my surprise, I was asked to open it. Usually I avoid such undertakings, but the implication that I was not regarded by those concerned as an unfortunate episode best forgotten was so gratifying that I gladly accepted. The architect had done his work well, so that it was impossible to see where the boiler room had been, or the poky stairs, or the cobwebbed and dingy lavatory, on the walls of which my aged predecessor had pencilled a series of dates, a reference to a brand of pills, and a name that looked like ‘Marley Mount’. Split-level and splendid, the Library now had proper staff quarters, a record listening room, a separate children’s library and an electric book lift.


As I listened to the other speakers (my old chairman among them, still in office), I wondered what I had done to justify my presence at the ceremony. I had achieved nothing lasting: union with the county system had been delayed only a few years, and it might be said that I had made it inevitable. I found myself thinking of individual readers: the boy I had introduced to the Sherlock Holmes stories, the old lady who sent a messenger for her books and whose final note I still have: ‘Owing to failing sight, I have decided no longer to be a Member of the “Free Library”. Please accept of my grateful thanks for kindness choosing books for me during the past years …’ and others, such as the lady who gave me ten ‘Cogent’ cigarettes at Christmas (product of the Scottish Co-operative Wholesale Society). I thought, too, of the knowledgeable ‘graduate trainees’ of today, with their year in a university library followed by a year at library school, and wondered further if there were any libraries left as backward as this one had been, or any librarians as unqualified as myself when appointed to it. If not, as seemed probable, this was no doubt the most comforting reflection available.


1977



















Early Days at Leicester





I started work in the Library of the University College on 9 September 1946. The town was new to me: my sister had been at the College of Art, and indeed had been inside the YWCA on Victoria Park when the land-mine fell (the hole was still there when I arrived); a distant cousin, John Cuthbert Larkin, came from Shrewsbury to be headmaster of the Wyggeston Boys’ School about the same time as I had come from Wellington, some twelve miles away; but although I had heard of Adderley’s and the Midland Educational and Dryads’ I had to learn my way about. For the first three weeks I stayed with my sister in Loughborough, then I found a room on the London Road overlooking the park, past which trams ground on their way to Stoneygate (they were discontinued in 1949). The room was at the top of the house (a familiar situation to me: I have lived most of my working life in rooms at the top of houses—I am in one now), and if the extremely suspect wiring had misbehaved my situation would have been unenviable. Happily, despite the fearful overloading that so often happens in bed-sitters, it didn’t.


The University College was entirely contained in its original building (now, I believe, called the Fielding Johnson Building), and under the brass bell-push was a small brass plate reading ‘University College Leicester Ltd.’, as despite its recent enrolment as a beneficiary of the University Grants Committee it was still a limited company. The building’s earlier role as a lunatic asylum is well known. As can be seen, it was none the less extremely handsome. Its main rooms were large and graceful, but the wings were for obvious reasons constructed on a pattern of tiny cells. In the Library these constituted a kind of elementary carrel. The Library occupied an L-shaped wing on the first floor over the Physics Department: its entrance was at the end of the main corridor that ran the length of the central block.


The College’s recurrent grant for 1945–6 was £12,000; ‘there is obviously a period of expansion ahead,’ the annual report predicted. I should like to think that I was part of it, but in fact I was appointed to replace Leila Bishop, who was moving to Reading University Library. I have always been grateful to the Librarian, Miss Bennett, for taking a chance on what cannot have been a promising-looking candidate. Her only stipulation was that I should continue to use my spare time to obtain professional qualifications (this was still possible in those days). How much gratitude, indeed, the middle-period university colleges in general owed to their women librarians, Miss Bennett of Leicester, Miss Henderson of Southampton, Miss Kirkus of Reading, Miss Cuming of Hull! Understaffed, underequipped, underfinanced, they battled on through the lean years, reckoning no task beneath them: the sheer numbers of books they ordered, accessioned, catalogued, classified, issued, kept track of, sent for binding and all the rest of it would make—does make—a latter-day chief Librarian blench. The Library staff consisted of Miss Bennett, Molly Bateman and myself. Our hours in term were six mornings, three afternoons and one evening (over by 7.15 p.m.), and we took it in turns to serve the readers, reshelve the books, and in between times catalogue in medieval fashion such books as the Library acquired, every card being written by hand. My salary was £350. Early in 1947 it was increased—everyone’s salary was increased—to £450.


On my first morning I accessioned, in a ledger, some of the E. Lewis Lilley Collection. Dr Lilley was a music lover who was gradually transferring to the Library his magnificent collection of scores and books: his book-plate bore the ironic quotation, ‘Is it not strange that sheeps’ guts should hale souls out of men’s bodies?’ Molly watched me as I worked, no doubt assessing my handwriting. She told me later that on her first day in Cambridge University Library she had been similarly overlooked by a senior who after ten minutes enquired in a thin voice if her pen suited her. Standards must have been impossibly high at Cambridge. There were no typewriters in the Library; in 1948 I bought a second-hand one in the market for £30, and the Library refunded me. Miss Bennett wrote all her letters by hand. Later on I became familiar with Dr Lilley: he used green ink, and signed his loan cards (we used cards rather than slips) with a signature that would have made Elizabeth I’s look like board-school copperplate. At lunchtime we went to a small restaurant on the London Road called the Tatler: I believe it is still there. At one time it had a ginger kitten named Marmaduke.


In about a month the autumn term began and I was able to see what kind of an institution I had joined. There were 218 full-time students, all of them engaged in preparing for University of London external degrees. Most departments were staffed by a professor or head of department with one or two lecturers to support him: in the inter-war period, most heads of department had been single-handed. (Young lecturers today who are particular about their ‘fields’ might like to imagine sharing the teaching of a complete syllabus with one other person, for examinations set and marked by an outside body.) Everyone knew everyone else. The atmosphere was almost familial. The staff lunched together in what was then called the Outer Hall. The first two courses were brought by waitresses, but the two puddings were put in front of the Principal and Vice-Principal, who sat at opposite ends of the table, and served their colleagues. The conversation was genial. ‘What’s in that jug?’ one senior member of staff asked. ‘Not what you hope,’ replied another.


Many of the younger staff were unmarried, and social life—tennis on the long-vanished courts, dances and theatricals—flourished. By today’s standards we were unsophisticated. I had never heard of the AUT.1 I never saw the minutes of the Library Committee, or knew what went on at Senate. I had no idea of the size of the Library grant or where it came from, or what could be done to improve the Library’s inadequate and often absurd accommodation. Workmen used to appear unannounced and begin alterations: one day in November 1947 I was just leaving after lunch for my free afternoon when a carpet-laying gang appeared and asked for six huge bookcases to be emptied. I gave up my half-day without a moment’s thought. Assistants today would not be so meek.


There was no students’ union, but they were a cohesive body. At the end of my first term they called a three-day strike; this was not to further their own interests but to protest when some extremely popular heads of department were not elevated to newly created chairs. This was my first experience of militancy; on the second morning of the strike I was accosted in the empty entrance hall by a reporter, who asked what the teaching staff were doing when there were no students to teach. I am afraid that I implied that they were relishing their enforced idleness (Molly and I were, of course, working as usual). When this remark appeared in that evening’s Leicester Mercury it caused great indignation. Fortunately it was given anonymously. The incident was conducted with dignity and quite without any of today’s political overtones: some of the students were ex-servicemen of courteous and responsible manner, who would certainly not have misused ‘participation’ if it had existed then. In November 1948, when Prince Charles’s birth was announced, one of them was scandalized that the College was not flying a flag. Eventually a Union Jack was hoisted. The student said it was upside-down.


By the time I left in September 1950 a great many changes had taken place. The Library had extended along another wing: new Library staff posts, both senior and junior to us, were advertised and filled. Molly and I continued our correspondence courses and were ultimately registered as Associate members of the Library Association. My salary soared to £500, the students’ number to 700. New buildings were going up rapidly: a sort of temporary canteen was erected, in which our lunches were no longer dispensed by waitresses in collaboration with the Principal and Vice-Principal. The College as a whole was changing: it was becoming larger, less personal, full of scaffolding and piles of bricks and (once) a long line of water-closets waiting to be installed. Before I left, the Biology Building, or Astley Clarke Laboratory, was in use, and something called the Worthington Building that held a new senior common room: my memory is that both these buildings were a good deal more elegant than the kind of university block that has come later.


When I finally left, my thoughts were on the future rather than the past. It certainly did not occur to me that I had belonged to an academic community of a kind soon to be superseded but with virtues that in time would seem precious. That is the sort of reflection that comes the best part of twenty-five years later.


1974




1 Association of University Teachers, the trade union of university academic staff.






















Vernon Watkins: an Encounter and a Re-encounter





My acquaintance with Vernon Watkins, I now see, fell into two parts. The first part was from about 1943 to 1945, when I was an undergraduate or an unfledged graduate. The second began ten years later, in about 1957, and continued until I saw him last in November 1966.


Our first meeting was in Oxford. As the author of the recently published first collection of poems, The Ballad of the Mari Lwyd, Vernon had been invited to address the English Club. This was easy for him, as he was then in the RAF and stationed at Bradwell; he came in uniform, and, in one of those large, rather anonymous women’s college common rooms, spoke to us on Yeats. His typescript looked much too long, and he did not make it any shorter by stopping frequently to read from one or other of the pile of books he had by his chair. His reading was a revelation: unashamedly sonorous, it may have been founded on Yeats’s own method, for it suited the poems admirably. ‘The heart of a phantom is beating! The heart of a phantom is beating!’ he intoned, without affectation but equally without the intention of making the smallest concession to his laconic (‘Good show/bad show’) wartime audience. I saw one or two people smile at each other, but most were rapt. So was Vernon. Past coffee time, past discussion time, he read on and on, until, with awareness of shutting college gates and indeed the stamina of his audience, the chairman gently brought the evening to a close. Vernon bore him no ill will. In response to our expressions of appreciation, he pressed on us the books from which he had been quoting.


A few weeks later I went to visit him at Bradwell, ostensibly to return his books, which I had collected up again from their involuntary borrowers. He greeted me with the same warm, slightly impersonal vivacity that was always to characterize him, and introduced me to the family he was billeted on: we had tea round a large table. The children teased him kindly. Afterwards we went into the back garden, and he showed me the family’s pet goat, making me put the flat of my hand on its bumpy forehead. ‘Feel it push,’ he said. I gave him his books back (he had clearly not had the slightest misgiving about their safety), and he told me about the Cuala Press and the Yeatses. Then he showed me others: the American anthology of the work of Dylan Thomas called The World I Breathe, and some translations of Lorca. When it was time for me to go for my train he pressed the latter book on me, and while we were waiting on the station he reclaimed it for an impromptu reading. ‘At five in the afternoon! At five in the afternoon!’ he chanted, while a huge engine drew hissingly past.


By this time I was deeply impressed by him—or perhaps I should say strongly, for some of my admiration was without doubt very shallow. I found it exciting that he was a poet, and had had a book published, and had been to Cambridge at the same time as Christopher Isherwood (figuring in the latter’s fictionalized autobiography, as he said, as ‘Percival or someone’), and knew Dylan Thomas. His devotion to poetry was infectious; his likes became my likes, his methods my methods, or attempted methods. At the same time I could never quite expel from my mind a certain dubiety, a faint sense of being in the wrong galley. At that time there was a group of poets known as the Apocalyptics, most of whom had been published in an anthology called The White Horseman, and Vernon’s name had been associated with them, but in fact his poetry was much more controlled than theirs and reached further back to the Symbolist poets of Europe. All the same, one could see how the association had taken place: they were both—Vernon, of course, much more successfully—aiming at ecstasy.


We talked a good deal about poetry, or rather Vernon talked, in the main, and I listened: it was difficult to avoid the subject in his company. He did listen patiently to my enthusiasm for D. H. Lawrence, remarking simply, ‘The shape of a poem by Lawrence is the shape of the words on the page; the shape of a poem by Yeats is the shape of the instrument on which the poem is played.’ I saw instantly what he meant, and asked him if he thought form so important. ‘Poetry rhymes all along the lines, not only at the ends,’ he pointed out. Talking about poetry with Vernon was just that: it wasn’t saying how bad so-and-so’s last book was, or comparing royalty rates, or swapping gossip about famous drunks or love affairs. He brought an immediate dignity to the subject, or rather he made it dignified simply by assuming it could never be anything else. Even the poets whose work he did not like he never abused, simply seeming to suggest that it was a question of scope, of range. ‘Not a final statement, I feel,’ would be his typical judgement.


By this time, too, I was beginning to learn something about his life. This, too, impressed me. Having spent all his adult life in a bank, he was now a flight sergeant, no doubt for the duration; after the war he would go back to being a bank clerk again. This in no way hindered his devotion to poetry, which in turn was quite unaffected by ambition: he had waited until what then seemed to me the farthest brink of middle age before publishing his first book. Plainly he had not the slightest intention of ‘living by writing’; he was not interested in journalism or reviewing (‘I would never review a living writer’), and found banking much more acceptable than pot-boiling. At that time he was not married. The picture this built up was of a genuinely modest, genuinely dedicated person, who had chosen, in Yeats’s phraseology, perfection of the work rather than of the life. To anyone who, like myself, was on the edge of the world of employment his example was significant. Indeed, it was almost encouraging.


In due course I left Oxford; we corresponded fitfully, the war ended, and eventually I sent him a small collection of poems I had published. Although not at all sure that this was a good idea (‘I’m against premature publication’), he was extremely generous about the contents, though they must have struck him as painfully imitative. ‘But my most important news,’ he ended, ‘is that I have got married.’




*





About twelve years passed. It is possible that I should never have seen Vernon again if Garnet Rees had not been appointed to the chair of French in the University of Hull, where I was working. Garnet and Dilys Rees were old friends of Vernon and Gwen Watkins, and Garnet soon set about making it possible for Vernon to come up and give a lecture. He stayed at their house, and Garnet brought him to see me: he was just the same, his luxuriant hair rather grey, his face rather more lined, but he was as slim as ever and moved just as quickly.


I forget what the lecture was about: perhaps it was Yeats again. By now Vernon was much better known (partly by reason of the publication of Dylan Thomas’s Letters to Vernon Watkins that year), and the hall, which held over 300 people, was full. People were standing at the back. Although keyed up both before and after lecturing, Vernon always seemed calm and composed on the rostrum. His voice, without being raised, filled the auditorium; soon the familiar quotations began:








I have met them at close of day


Coming with vivid faces …











I looked at his audience: members of the University, students from other colleges, schoolteachers, the public. Here and there someone was scribbling. Once again, as at Oxford, I caught a covert smile exchanged: Vernon’s delivery was as bardic as ever, and, if possible, even further from the fashion. But there was no doubt that his authority was undiminished: his passionate sincerity compelled complete attention. I wondered if anyone would go off afterwards and read Yeats for three years, as I had. After the lecture he was soon surrounded by eager questioners, some of them asking about Dylan Thomas rather than Yeats: Vernon, though always more than willing to talk about his friend, never to my knowledge gossiped about him to strangers, and I felt pretty confident that any scandal-seekers would be disappointed. Later on, Garnet and Dilys invited a few people in for drinks: Vernon went on talking cheerfully. Once he had wound himself up, he was virtually tireless.


He came a number of times after that: not every year, but often enough for our acquaintance to revive. I began to receive his letters once more, all written in that fascinating hand, at once flourishing and fastidious. We resumed our debate on Lawrence versus Yeats, only now it was Hardy versus Yeats: ‘Hardy’s poems are often right in relation to fact and anecdote and right because they have a kind of aura belonging to his sensibility, but practically they are often wrong, because they leave the imagination with misgiving, remorse, the opposite of imagination’s food. I’m not clear, but it’s midnight….’ By now I had settled into a poetic tradition very different from Vernon’s, and found much of what he said unacceptable, but he retained his power to convince me that he knew what he was talking about. Despite his kindness, his whimsicality, his friendliness, there was something hard and brilliant about his attachment to poetry: he never hesitated. It was something there, tangible and palpable, commanding instant and unending allegiance. He could not read novels—Gwen had to act as interpreter. ‘It is people’s emotions, particularly those of girls, that I don’t often understand.’ In Vernon’s presence poetry seemed like a living stream, in which one had only to dip the vessel of one’s devotion. He made it clear how one could, in fact, ‘live by poetry’; it was a vocation, at once difficult as sainthood and easy as breathing.


In 1964 I visited him for the first and only time. Sitting in the upstairs front seats of the bus (like, I believe, some of Dylan Thomas’s characters), we swooped and plunged along the Gower: Vernon asked me whether I thought he would be able to drive a car if he bought one. I had never seen his house on Pennard Cliffs before, where the National Trust property begins magnificently immediately the road ends; it was smallish and chalet-like, but friendly and full of character—full, too, of books and children. Again I saw Vernon sitting at a tea table in a family setting, but this time the family was his own. It was no longer possible to think of his having rejected ‘perfection of the life’ in exchange for literary mastery. He was drawing near the time of his retirement from the bank, and once more I heard some of the stories of his life there: ‘I’ve seen manager after manager saying to himself, I’ll make a cashier out of Watkins! But it never worked.’
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