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Dedication







When you are old your eyes by chance may light


Upon this book, and in the quiet night


Beside the drowsy fire memory may weave its spell.


Then shall the writer enter like a ghost


To stand beside his all unconscious host,


Summoned from dim far fields his tale to tell.

























Epigraphs







“I am half convinced that the reflection is indeed the reality, the real thing which nature imperfectly images to our grosser sense.”—HAWTHORNE.


“Tant qu’il y aura des bois, des prés, des montagnes, des lacs et des rivières, tant que les blanches vapeurs du matin s’élèveront au-dessus des ruisseaux, il y aura des nymphes; il y aura des fées. Elles sont la beauté du monde: c’est pourquoi elles ne périront jamais.”—ANATOLE FRANCE.


“Everywhere he carried this passion for humanizing things…. Inanimate nature became not merely animate, but human. The Greek could not think of rivers without their river-gods, or of sun and moon apart from their divinities. Naiads live in springs and are the authors of their clearness; Dryads are the tree-spirits that die when the tree is felled. A sudden fright seizes some shepherds as they feed their flock on the hillside; it was Pan who peered out at them from among the rocks.”—R. W. LIVINGSTONE.


“Elderly persons would be utterly intolerable if they remembered everything. Everything, nevertheless, is just what they themselves would like to remember, and just what they would like to tell to everybody. Be sure that the Ancient Mariner, though he remembered quite as much as his audience wanted to hear, and rather more, about the albatross and the ghastly crew, was inwardly raging at the sketchiness of his own mind.”—MAX BEERBOHM.
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I





THIRTEEN years ago, in 1926 to be exact, I published the first part of an autobiography, which I called Apostate. Other people, it is true, for some unknown reason preferred to call it The Apostate, but that falsified my meaning, the title was intended to indicate a state of mind, not a person—the state of mind in question being for the most part nothing more alarming than the reluctance of a small boy to go to church, and his “passion for humanizing things”, his pleasure in discovering river-gods, tree-spirits, and the divinities of sun and moon. The Library of Apollodorus would have been exactly his kind of book had he ever chanced to come across it; as it was, he had to content himself with a very dry and inadequate history of pagan mythology, which, nevertheless, at the age of nine he knew practically by heart.


Apostate was the story of this boy, and it broke off when he had reached the age of seventeen or eighteen. Of all my books perhaps it was the easiest to write. Once I had got under way, I received a more immediate and intimate pleasure from writing Uncle Stephen; but in Apostate I had nothing to change, nothing to invent, nothing to ponder. I simply watched and listened, while the whole thing was re-enacted before me. On the stage the light of the past was focused, and I sat gazing, as if from some darkened auditorium, attentive, yet directing nothing, letting the figures come and go at their own will, listening to what they said, hearing the sound of their voices, but never consciously inventing their words. Then, at a particular moment, the light was extinguished, the curtain dropped—and I knew that this part of the story was over.


True, I have to some extent followed the same method when writing a novel, but in a novel only certain individual scenes present themselves in this fashion; there is a lot to be done besides. Apostate was a prologue, and at the same time it was complete in itself. Could I carry it further? My publishers wanted me to, a good many readers urged me to, but, though I pretended otherwise, I myself felt little confidence. They didn’t know, I alone knew, how much, as an author, I resembled Mr. Dick. I could get on swimmingly until I reached my King Charles’s head—the point where a boy becomes a man. Then something seemed to happen, my inspiration was cut off, my interest flagged, so that all became a labour, and not a labour of love. I supposed it must be some mysterious form of arrested development. Certainly I had intended to write a sequel to Following Darkness for example, and had even thrown out obscure hints to this effect in the course of the book. Yet, when the time came to do it, the idea had lost its attractiveness, I felt very dubious; therefore, from the revised version, Peter Waring, I removed the hints, and left the story of the grown-up Peter to the reader’s imagination.


In the same way I kept putting off the completion of Apostate. The method, I could see, would have to be quite different. In those childhood and boyhood chapters all was spontaneous, no reconstruction was necessary, because there were so few characters, so few events, and so small a corner of life had to be covered. Later the stage and happenings were crowded, selection became imperative, and a continuous narrative impossible. It was really the pattern in Apostate that guided me; I wrote it just as it happened, and the whole picture held together; but in the swarming years that followed I could discover no pattern. In the beginning there had been a story; at the other end I might find another story; but this I did not propose to tell, and how, at any rate, connect them? Nothing that had occurred in my boyhood was forgotten, but much that had occurred since was forgotten; and what remained was scattered and fragmentary. From time to time, like every other novelist, I had used portions of autobiographical material in the tales I was writing; but that was different, because I mixed truth freely with invention. In fact, it was only when the task had been abandoned definitely as hopeless that it struck me I might find a thread of continuity, if a very loose one, by following the composition of these tales themselves, explaining the intention and aspiration behind them, treating them, where I could, less as literary experiments than as milestones on the road. For from this point of view they were by no means equally significant. The significant had sprung up of their own accord, so to speak; the others were the inventions of a professional writer in search of a story to tell, and bore traces of Mr. Dick’s struggles with King Charles’s head.


Such then, more or less, is the plan I have followed here. The whole should be taken as the chronicle of a prolonged personal adventure, a kind of pilgrim’s progress viewed dispassionately and I think without conscious prejudice. That is why I have included certain letters, not because they express a literary criticism favourable or unfavourable—in either case this would be beside the point—but because they are directly relevant to my main subject and help to illustrate it. I received encouragement and I received discouragement and I have recorded both.



















II





WE live our customary workaday life in a world fairly well known to us, because we have explored it from earliest childhood, but that world is like a tiny island in an immense sea, unknown and perhaps unknowable. By unknown I mean uncharted, since we do not question its existence; but that we shall ever comprehend its nature, its meaning or its purpose, I for one feel more than doubtful. Dreams, aspirations, ideals—these may result in faith; but faith is not knowledge, and one can have a passionate faith in an illusion.






Still we say as we go,——


    Strange to think by the way,


Whatever there is to know,


    That shall we know one day.








But why? Does Rossetti now know? Not, I think, if he is still Rossetti. One thing at all events is infinitely improbable, that the truth in the least resembles what any human being has ever imagined or any religion taught.


Yet I believe in religion, in so far as it is the symbol of an ideal. But no farther, for I also believe that the letter killeth. Man has made God—many Gods indeed—in his own image—I have made one myself. Therefore it is not surprising that these Gods should differ, since some have been conceived in fear and others in love and admiration. All are human, but that does not necessarily mean that none is divine. And again I am speaking in human terms, for our conception of divinity is of a perfected humanity existing out of space, out of time, and above all out of the body with its animal needs and desires. What is left is a naked spiritual energy. Yet is that God? Not the God we want, so we re-endow him with certain human qualities—sympathy, compassion, goodness—which may have no existence outside our own minds.


Looking back at the remote and rather lonely figure of the boy I wrote about in Apostate (far more remote, now, than the Tom of Uncle Stephen and The Retreat), I see him as sharing this very general, if not universal, desire for God. Only in his case it was a God, for his religious sense was more canine than human. Perhaps he had no religious sense at all; he was often told so; all I can affirm is that he led two lives—one the external life of his games, collections, and the rest of it; the other a private life haunted by visions of beauty and the longing for an ideal companion who would bring him the happiness he had only known in imagination. He was






                         the wretched slave,


Who like a lackey, from the rise to the set,


Sweats in the eye of Phoebus, and all night


Sleeps in Elysium.








Yet the essence of this ideal was the belief that beauty and goodness (his sort of “goodness”—kindness and simplicity and generosity) are inseparable. He found support for it in the teaching of Socrates, but not in that of Saint Paul, not even in that of the later, colder Plato. And he was not an “intellectual”; beauty and goodness were qualities which the moment he thought of them became flesh. True, he “saw them in eternity”, but so also he saw the aspects of nature—trees and rivers and the sea. All were reflections from, and pledges of, a divine world existing beyond the flux of time and fate and change. It was no more divine really, I dare say, than the Fortunate Islands, which indeed it very closely resembled. All I mean is that he could not help believing in it, or being haunted by it, which perhaps is not quite the same thing, and that the vision—though offering a refuge where he could retire and dream happy dreams—was, in one sense, not helpful to him. For it floated between him and the world in which he had to make a living, colouring his standards of success and failure, so that they became irreconcilable with those that were constantly being dinned into his ears. Counsels of practical wisdom left him not so much recalcitrant as indifferent, since even while they buzzed about him, and their plausibility was apparent to common sense, he found himself turning back to something else, as the only real thing. And such a state of mind is dangerous when neither mind nor character is mature.






What of all the will to do?


    It has vanished long ago.


For a dream-shaft pierced it through


    From the Unknown Archer’s bow.


What of all the soul to think?


    Someone offered it a cup


Filled with a diviner drink,


    And the flame has burned it up.








That was the danger, for after all the practical problem was there, and he had to deal with it.


But I do not wish to exaggerate—nor, for that matter, to keep up this rather irritating affectation of the third person. Let me say then that I had to deal with it, and add that in many respects I felt myself perfectly competent to do so. It was merely that I found the commercial life into which I had been thrust both a bore and a blind alley. Regarded even from the most realistic point of view, it offered little chance of success, and no scope at all for such abilities and interests as I possessed. These pointed clearly to a job in a library or a museum. Working amongst books or prints, I should have been in my natural element (the Print Room of the British Museum was what I should have chosen had a choice been offered), but I had no one to advise or help me, and my mother was dead against my going to London. Doubtless if I myself had possessed more boldness and determination something might have been done. I was, however, in the practical affairs of life timid and shy and backward, eminently unadventurous; so what I still believe must have proved a successful career was never begun.


At home, in the tea trade, there were no careers. There was a certain routine to be followed, but anybody except a nit-wit could have followed it. For commerce, I confess, I had little esteem. Smartness, and the kind of geniality that blossoms into dirty stories, seemed the most valuable assets there; intelligence was a negligible quantity, and integrity a drawback. Of course, except in the busy season, my evenings were free; and in these spare hours, and on Sundays, I read a great deal, and I wrote.


In Apostate I have described my first literary efforts. They were disappointing, but I continued in much the same way, and for the same reason—because I liked writing, and because it brought other things I cared for closer to me. But I was far from precocious, everything I learned was learned slowly, a more tortoise-like progress could scarcely be imagined. In the small back room at home which I used as a study, and whose walls I had covered with posters by Dudley Hardy, Mucha, and Steinlen (for the poster was then in its prime)—a room whose only furniture was a round table (actually our old nursery table), two chairs, and some shelves I had hammered up in a recess—slowly, night by night, I produced The River. Eden Philipotts has written a novel called The River, but the only person except its author who ever read my River was Andrew Rutherford, the boy of whom I have spoken, without naming him, in the last chapter of Apostate. Andrew was my great friend. As apprentices we had been together for nearly two years: then he had left business to go to Queen’s University, and from Queen’s he had gone to Edinburgh, leaving me nearly as lonely as before I had met him. It is true there were the vacations, but these he usually spent at the seaside. Moreover, when he was at home, he liked to work in the evenings, and the evenings were my only free time. He seemed perfectly content with this arrangement; I was not; and in fact nothing was ever again the same. I could not forget the old days; I could not reconcile myself to the change. He, on the other hand, could not, or would not, admit that there had been any change. Nevertheless, slowly but surely, we drifted apart. He had always been primarily intellectual, and as the years passed he grew more and more so. Our friendship continued, but it was now definitely on the so reasonable, so undemonstrative plane where he had chosen to set it. It made no demands (on one side); it accepted quite contentedly long periods of separation; to me it seemed inhuman. I was not made that way; I stumbled and blundered, and could find no happiness in it; and inevitably I was always putting myself in the wrong, taking offence, being hurt, and showing that I was. Acceptance came with time, but one strange—yet perhaps not really strange—result was that the old half-forgotten dream-life, which had been blotted out, began to resume its sway.


I gave Andrew The River to read, and with the exception of the first chapter, which was purely descriptive, he disliked it. This did not disappoint me, for I agreed with him: I had never even thought of trying to get it published, and had only lent him the manuscript because he had pressed me to do so. What I needed, however, was not a mere confirmation of my own judgement, but a practical criticism, which would have shown me that I was definitely on the wrong path, and how and why it was wrong. For it was not revision that was required, it was a complete alteration of method, manner, and aim. I was imitating the wrong models, and imitating them very badly. The prose I admired was rich and exotic, the prose of Pater and d’Annunzio. My mind was immature, my taste was immature, and my education insufficient. I tried to reproduce the effects that appealed to me, and in the attempt to achieve poetic beauty employed a vicious medium that was neither poetry nor prose. I had no rhythm of my own, and as I was extremely susceptible to rhythm, followed whatever tune happened to be haunting my mind at the moment. Then, quite by chance, I discovered Henry James, who introduced fresh complications and a new rhythm.


It was in these inauspicious circumstances and with these handicaps that I laboriously produced my next novel, The Kingdom of Twilight. The pretentious title points to d’Annunzio, the opening sentence is pure Henry James. I detest this book; I am glad it is forgotten; and when I could do so with safety I have destroyed any copies I could lay my hands on. But there is no use pretending that while I was writing it I did not hope and sometimes believe it was good. What, if any, were its earlier adventures, I cannot remember. I expect it went to several publishers. I know I could not afford to have it typed, and that it was eventually brought out by Fisher Unwin as vol. IX in his First Novel Library.


This series had met with some success. It was, of course, purely a publisher’s stunt, and followed the same firm’s Pseudonym and Autonym Libraries, in the former of which will be found at least one work of distinction—a short novel by Ganconagh, who was W. B. Yeats. I cannot say how many first novels were issued in all, but by the time vol. IX was reached the public, I fancy, had had more than enough of them. The books were uniformly bound in pale green boards, with square spines, a feature of the binding being that it rapidly detached itself from the contents. I did not like the “get-up”, which struck me as cheap and flimsy. The format of the Pseudonym and Autonym Libraries had been rather charming—a kind of Elzevir—but the First Novel Library suggested mass production. However, to receive the proofs of any first book is, I expect, an exciting experience. I certainly was excited, and so impetuous that I made a mess of them. In the event, this haste proved completely unnecessary, for the publication of the novel was postponed. I wrote a letter of expostulation, but actually—I know not why—vol. X appeared before vol. IX, and a further period elapsed before I received, as a sop to my impatience, an advance copy of the tale.


Again I need not have been in a hurry. Eagerly I began to read, and I had read very few pages before the blow fell. The typographical blunders, which extended even to the name of one of the characters, were as the sands of the sea; but it was not these, it was the whole book that sickened me. How, in the space of a few months, could I have so completely outgrown it! For I had. It seemed to me a hotch-potch of purple patches, childish gush, and childish sentimentality. The disappointment was sharp—so sharp that I wanted, while there was still time, to have the novel suppressed. But I could not do this unless I bought up the entire edition myself, which obviously was impossible. On the other hand, I did not see how the publishers themselves could want to issue it. As a specimen of book production it would do them no credit, and I supposed such things must matter. I could alter it, and they could bring it out then; or what would be still better, I could give them another book instead. Yet I did not really believe they would consent. I was inexperienced, but not so inexperienced as all that. On the other hand, any effort seemed better than none, so in a mood of deepest depression I wrote to Andrew, enclosing a letter which I asked him to forward if he approved of it.


He didn’t, and I might have known he wouldn’t. For after all he had read the manuscript and liked it. He had read it in instalments while I was writing it: he had read it again when it was finished, and still he had liked it. Of course, I too had liked it then, but I couldn’t go on liking it, there was a limit. And what, in any case, were such likings worth? My old nurse Emma, to whom I sent a copy, liked it, and that, I knew, must have been sheer self-deception. It contained nothing that Emma could possibly like, and I had only sent it to her because I was afraid that if I didn’t, by some chance she might learn of its existence and feel hurt. I do not mean that Emma told a lie: I am quite sure she thought she liked it: but I am equally sure that her favourable judgement was due to a memory of the little boy to whom she had once told stories, and far better stories, herself. She lived long enough for me to send her a copy of The Garden God, but not the book that was really her book, The Retreat.


I do not think Andrew’s reaction was the same as Emma’s, but certainly it erred in that direction. He was prejudiced in favour of the author, and he was naturally kind. Also, though I could never understand why, though he disliked sentimentality in life, he seemed to be blind to it in literature. He liked the works of J. M. Barrie; he liked extremely a once popular and now forgotten story called Misunderstood. I, on the other hand, who was sentimental, found certain passages in Barrie revolting, though obviously prompted by the tenderest feeling. It was all a matter of expression, of the tact or taste of the artist.


Not that the faults of The Kingdom of Twilight were by any means limited to faults of sentiment; they appeared to me to embrace everything—which in a sense cleared the ground. My only consolation was that I saw them, and therefore, I hoped, could never write quite so bad a book again.


Andrew defended it. “I am really angry with you,” he wrote. “Your conduct is simply preposterous. You have written an admirable novel—a novel of which you have every right to be proud—and now at the last moment you commence running it down in an extremely foolish and unintelligent manner. It is ridiculous of you to write and tell me that there are only about forty pages of it worth reading (actually this estimate was too high); I have read it myself and I know—a great deal better than you do at present evidently—how good it is. I haven’t the slightest doubt that in three or four months you will see that I am right and you are altogether wrong. That your book appears to you as it does at the moment is really your fault, not its. And don’t talk any more nonsense about having put my name at the beginning. I am extremely glad that you did. I like the book, if you don’t.


“It is unfortunate the mistakes you refer to were not corrected. The printers may be able to do something yet, but if not, no good will be done by your worrying yourself to death about the matter.”


This, the verdict of friendship, did not alter my opinion. Nevertheless, it must have had some reconciliatory effect, for a copy of the thing was dispatched to Henry James, and from Lamb House, Rye also I received a kindly note, though the allusion to my handwriting bothered me a good deal. His own, in huge, slanting, nearly indecipherable characters sprawled across the page, with about two words to a line, and I wished I had been a little more careless.




Dear Mr. Forrest Reid,


  I am obliged to you for your offering of The Kingdom of Twilight, with its accompanying letter (in so beautiful a hand!), and am happily able to tell you that I have—and not otherwise than promptly—read your book, and with interest and attention. The very commendable source of its interest seems to me to be that, up to the middle at least, you see your subject where it is—in the character and situation of your young man—that is, in the development and spectacle of these; and that, so seeing it, you stick to it with artistic fidelity and consistency. I confess, however, that after the middle, you strike me as losing your subject—or, at any rate, I, as your reader, did so. After the meeting with the woman by the sea—certainly after the parting from her—I felt the reality of the thing deviate, felt the subject lose its conditions, so to speak, its observed character and its logic. There are too many things I don’t follow, and, I can’t but think, too many aberrations and perversities of proportion. However, it is not of your young, your airy and enviably young inexplicitnesses that I wished to speak—for many of these obviously you will leave behind you. There are elements of beauty and sincerity in your volume that remain with me, and I am very truly yours,


HENRY JAMES.     





This pleasant letter certainly cheered me, though I knew its final words were over-kind. The sincerity is there, but the beauty is not, while unfortunately there is a great deal of straining after beauty, with lamentable results. The criticism is true in so far as that the book goes all to pieces once my “young man” reaches the stage of succumbing to feminine attractions. As in a later novel, At the Door of the Gate, I even plunged him into the adventures of matrimony and paternity. In all this I was writing entirely outside my experience, and even the natural scope of my sympathy, trying to present life as a whole, whereas I knew only one little corner of it. In fact, substituting the word “novel” for “poem”, what Doctor Johnson so unwarrantably said of Lycidas seems to me here to apply perfectly—at any rate to all the latter portion of the tale: “In this poem there is no nature, for there is no truth; there is no art, for there is nothing new. Its form is that of a pastoral—easy, vulgar, and therefore disgusting.”


The direct effect of Henry James’s criticism, however, was to encourage me to turn back to my earlier tale, The River, in which, so far as the subject went, I had not been working in the dark, not guessing, but treating a situation and a range of emotion that I understood.


In its original form The River had been a full-length school story, a forerunner of Pirates of the Spring, and why I should have rejected this realistic framework is now hard to see. For though the tale was a failure, that was the fault of the writing, not of the conception. The river itself was the Lagan, which I had known from childhood; the school was my own school; and all the characters that mattered were boys. But when I came to read it over, what happened was that certain passages and scenes stood out like lyrics scattered through a play in prose, and I conceived the idea of detaching these from their realistic setting and presenting them as a kind of reverie. The whole thing had to be rewritten in any case, so why not alter the plan, scrap the naturalistic setting, the minor figures, the school, and work out the central theme in dreamland? I had another reason too. Pater’s imaginary portrait, The Child in the House, seemed to me then the most lovely thing in all prose literature, and I knew it had been written as the first chapter of a novel of modern life. True, there had never been a second chapter, the novel had been abandoned, but this did not discourage me. I would write my novel like that—giving it the unbroken mood and atmosphere of a lyric. After all, d’Annunzio had done this in The Virgins of the Rocks, so why should not I? The first thing, then, was to lift the story out of its rather uncouth local surroundings, and place my school somewhere vaguely in England, but not really anywhere, and my holiday scenes equally vaguely in a romantic Ireland, a “kingdom by the sea”.


It seems strange to me now that I should have wanted to express myself in the manner of The Child in the House, or have thought it possible. For though I must have had that streak in me, on the whole I wasn’t a bit that kind of person. I was fairly tough; I was fond of games; I was fond of “ragging”. The amusing, not to say the broadly comic side of life appealed strongly to me. Yet no one could possibly gather this from either The Kingdom of Twilight or The Garden God, which was my new and quite unrecognizable version of The River.


The Garden God was an innocent book—conceived and written in a spirit of innocence. I liked it much better than The Kingdom of Twilight; I have an idea that I liked it very much indeed; and because of this I wanted to dedicate it to Henry James, who was now the supreme object of my admiration. So I wrote to him, and presently, from America, received his reply.







Butler Place,            


Logan Station,      


Philadelphia.


Dear Mr. Forrest Reid,


      Your note of the 19th May came to me in a far country, and this may very well reach you too late for your book. But I with pleasure assent to the opportunity you offer my good wishes for that volume—****** feeling a visible sign and testimony of them ***** in your possibly being able to carry out your proposal as to the dedication.


Yours very truly,                      


HENRY JAMES.    





PS. I return presently to England and should be glad to receive a copy of the book (at Lamb House, Rye).


*


I consider myself rather a dab at puzzles, and at all events hate to be defeated by them; nevertheless the words I have represented by stars I cannot decipher. It is not for want of trying, nor of appeals to outside aid. I have spent hours pondering on those two missing words (six letters, I think, and five), but I cannot offer even a conjecture as to their identity. The letter, however, did not reach me too late: I wish it had. Not that at this time it much matters. But it did then. Something was lost. I never visited Lamb House, which was a plan that had been mooted and that I abandoned with genuine regret—more than regret. Every printed line the Master had written was in my possession, and I am not referring only to his books. I knew his work inside out. I was probably the only person in the world except himself who did know it like that, or who now ever will. Who else has read De Grey: a Romance, Osborne’s Revenge, Professor Fargo, The Ghostly Rental? Even Gabrielle de Bergerac, a novelette which ran through three numbers of the Atlantic Monthly, and really foreshadows the later James, I suspect to be now rather less than a name. These tales, buried in the files of extinct American periodicals, were not easy to acquire, but I acquired them, eighteen of them. Rejected Stories, by Henry James, is a good-sized volume, and I imagine only one copy of it exists. The earliest tale, The Story of a Year, is dated March 1865. “In early May, two years ago, a young couple I wot of strolled homeward from an evening walk, a long ramble among the peaceful hills which inclosed their rustic home.” The manner, you will perceive, is not precisely that of The Golden Bowl. Nevertheless, the tale is Henry’s.


The fateful letter reached me at a very busy time, when, on a sudden impulse, I had decided to renounce the tea-trade, and was preparing to go to Cambridge. I had no definite plan beyond that. The break was made largely because I felt that I had got into a rut, and that I did not like the rut, and that it would be better to get out of it. My mother’s death made this possible. Otherwise  my life probably would have taken an entirely different course, and eventually I might have gone to India or Ceylon: more than one chance to do so—connected with tea-planting—having already been put in my way.



















III





IT was not until after the publication of my first book that I made friends with anybody who was trying to write, or indeed practise any kind of art. At my prep school—Miss Hardy’s—there had been Robert Lynd, but I did not know him well, though I remember walking with him and two other boys to Lisburn and back, along the banks of the Lagan. At my next school, the Royal Academical Institution—always called “Inst”—were J. W. Good and Paul Henry, but the latter, I think, was there only for two or three terms, and at any rate I had merely a nodding acquaintance with both. Lynd and Paul Henry eventually went to London; Good remained at home and joined the staff of a local newspaper, The Northern Whig. Those three were friends, but, as I say, I hardly knew them at that time, though later I became friends with Good and Paul Henry—of Lynd I never saw very much.
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