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  In The Slaves of Solitude, whose characters are entirely fictitious, Thames Lockdon bears a rough geographical and external resemblance to Henley-on-Thames. The

  Rosamund Tea Rooms, however, resembles no boarding-house in this town or any other, though it is hoped that it resembles in some features every small establishment of this sort all over the

  country.




  





  INTRODUCTION
BY DORIS LESSING




  How wildly an author’s reputation may fluctuate can be shown no more dramatically than by the story of Patrick Hamilton. We know that an author’s repute sometimes

  falls to zero after their death, usually often to recover, but he remained ignored and even unknown for longer than usual. You would say, ‘Patrick Hamilton,’ and hear ‘Who?’

  even from Literary Departments, but then his admirers and a natural uplift in the invisible cycle that determines renown caused some of his books to be reprinted, and so he is remembered again.




  He was in his lifetime well known as a novelist and as a playwright, spoken of as the heir to Dickens, George Gissing, Defoe. He was not a major writer, but that is not why he was temporarily

  forgotten. Major writers may suffer the same fate – George Meredith, for instance, that most civilised and witty writer, is fathoms deep in a sea of oblivion. What Patrick Hamilton has is an

  immediacy of empathy that makes some of his characters, his scenes, as unforgettable as Dickens’s, as painful as Gissing’s.




  He was being read by the young in the forties, because when I was in Southern Rhodesia, kept there unwillingly first by the Second World War, and then by the aftermath of war – no ships,

  and air travel for the common traveller still in the future – I longed for my origins (I had heard England referred to as Home all my life) and I wrote to a friend who had been in the RAF in

  what was then Salisbury (now Harare) for training, and asked him what London was like these days. ‘We can’t go on using Dickens as a guide for ever.’ He sent me the novels of

  Patrick Hamilton, which certainly did not depict a promise of plenty and good times, but chimed with the reports of England bombed, rationed, beleaguered. And when in 1949 I did at last come to

  London I found Hamilton’s pages coming to life in pubs, streets, cheap hotels. He was a much-spoken-of writer, popular and approved of by the then literary arbiters. His plays were running in

  the West End, Rope, for one, which was made into a film by Hitchcock, radio plays and later, television. Hangover Square was well known. Everyone read him who read at all, and people

  waited for his next book as they do now for our popular writers. He was known in left-wing circles because he was a communist, or reported to be. ‘The Party’ – which was how the

  Communist Party was referred to then – was proud of him in its contradictory way. They were pleased to boast of such a well-known writer, but were wary of writers and artists who so seldom

  were prepared to toe the Party Line. The gossip about him was far from malicious, though with the rumours about him, it could have been. He was drinking himself to death, and although attempts had

  been made to stop him, these had failed. He was known to fall unfortunately in love, even absurdly, once at least with a prostitute. On the other hand he was generous with his money, considerable

  for those days, helping young writers and people fallen on hard times.




  He had been poor himself and his descriptions of poverty were far from academic. When he began writing he was not immediately successful, and in those days young writers did not expect to be

  instantly well off. He was kind, and approachable and lovable, and so said everyone, while also saying,  ‘What a tragedy, how very sad’. And he did die of drink and that was a

  tragedy. Three bottles of whisky a day? Is it possible?




  The main reason it took so long for Hamilton to come back into view was that his London had gone in that transformation which took place in the second half of the fifties. The dirty,

  war-damaged, unpainted, grubby streets that greeted me on my arrival had given way to something new, and lively. Colour had returned, the bombed sites had gone. And the people had changed too. Now,

  when you walked into a pub Hamilton’s characters were not there. The young were everywhere, particularly in the new coffee bars – courtesy of the Italians. The pubs themselves were

  being done up, not always to everyone’s taste.




  Hamilton’s characters came out of an unhappy history. It is forgotten now that before the First World War there was talk of imminent revolution – the condition of the working people

  was so poor – though now people talk as if the Empire benefited everyone. The fear of Revolution made King George refuse to give asylum to his relatives Nicky and Alex, the Czar and Czarina

  of Russia. They begged for help, did not get it, and were then murdered. Then came the First World War and its depredations, and the difficulties of post-war times. Then the Wall Street collapse

  and the Depression. It is forgotten often that again the condition of the working people was such that whole swathes of them lived on bread and dripping, bread and margarine, and sugar and tea.

  When the young men reached the call-up centres, the Other Ranks were a good foot shorter in height than the middle-class boys, and in bad physical condition. The Second World War and its aftermath

  impoverished Britain. The moneyed classes were amply chronicled by Evelyn Waugh, Nancy Mitford and Antony Powell, but there were other witnesses, of whom Patrick Hamilton was the most reliable.




  People ask now, ‘But how could so many people become communists? Why did they?’.




  It is this history, particularly the desperations of slump-time, that made so many communists.




  Decades of hard and turbulent times had created Hamilton’s world of crooks and spivs, blackmailers and bounders, murderers and thieves, and some of the nastiest women in literature. It is

  forgotten that then girls had to look for husbands to keep them from the fate of spinsterhood, and a miserable old age; they had to find men to exploit. Now girls get jobs. If they did have jobs

  then they certainly did not earn anything like what the men did. But Hamilton records penniless girls’ attempts to be decent and honest, just as George Gissing had done before him. But I

  think one has to remember Hamilton’s scheming greedy bitches with a horror reserved for no other writer.




  He was a good hater. He loathed a certain stratum of British life, just as George Orwell did. Pretentiousness and snobbishness, ignorance about the outside world, coupled with a complacency that

  came from knowing they were members of the greatest empire in the world. And there were the real crooks, like Gorse: the trilogy about him made a TV series and put a word into the language.

  ‘He’s a real Gorse, that one,’ you would hear.




  The Slaves of Solitude is set in wartime but not in London, where life was easier, if more dangerous than outside. There were restaurants for the well off, people danced in the big

  hotels. An old woman told me, ‘It was so glamorous, don’t you see? The wonderful uniforms, and so many men from everywhere. Any girls with any kind of good looks had the time of their

  lives.’ An American, who had flown many sorties over Germany, said that in between dropping bombs he and his fellow officers had danced in the London hotels every night. He had a wonderful

  time. A new slant, surely, on ‘The best time of my life’.




  But these amenities were not known in the little towns outside London where people were living as they could through a war that seemed endless. ‘They once had a Thirty Years War,

  didn’t they? A Hundred Years War? Why shouldn’t we?’




  Their war was dark, oppressive, cold – and endless. Some landladies found the wartime restrictions to their taste. In the Rosamund Tea Rooms – once real tea rooms (a name enough to

  revive memories of bad boarding houses and penny-pinching hotels) – the landlady took the light bulbs out of the sockets, so that the inhabitants had to use their torches inside as well as

  outside in the dim streets. Miss Roach, the patient long-suffering heroine, does not think much about the fortunes of war, the smashed empires, the ruined cities, the cold seas full of the dead.

  The war for her was all attrition and doing without. ‘The war . . . was slowly, cleverly, month by month, week by week, day by day, emptying the shelves of the shops – sneaking

  cigarettes from the tobacconists, sweets from the confectioners, paper, pens and envelopes from the stationers, fittings from the hardware stores . . . beer from the public houses, and so on

  endlessly – while at the same time gradually removing crockery from the refreshment bars, railings from familiar places, means of transport from the streets, accommodation from the hotels,

  and sitting or even standing room from the trains.’




  I am reminded of a woman who re-read her war-time diaries years later and found she had never mentioned great events like Stalingrad or the Siege of Leningrad. She had written about the

  black-out, about queuing for a bit of off-ration meat, or a few sweets.




  The general gloom is livened by an American soldier, Lieutenant Pike, born to illustrate the old gibe, ‘Over-paid, over-sexed, and over here.’ Among these English people wearied by

  the war, he is large, florid, generous, careless, good humoured and always out for a good time. His emotional excesses include a compulsion to ask every girl he meets to marry him, one of them Miss

  Roach, who though thirty-eight had ‘given up hope’ – to use the old phrase – years ago. Oddly enough, though ‘hopeless’ she had recently received an offer of

  marriage from ‘An impossible man who had somehow perceived her possibilities.’ The pensive resigned sadness while rejecting him, was because she was contemplating ‘the joy which

  would have been hers had she now been receiving, or had ever in her life received, an offer which she could reasonably accept.’




  Is it surprising that ‘hopeless’ Miss Roach warmed to the careless attentions of the Lootenant whose slap-happy liberality in everything enlivened the spirits of this whole community

  of tired people?




  Two of Patrick Hamilton’s nastiest characters are in this novel. One is Mr. Thwaites, a bully whose favourite victim was Miss Roach, and a German girl, Vicki, who secretly loves the Nazis,

  scheming, greedy, and spiteful. There is no possible defence to be made for either, unless it is that they are too stupid to know how vile they are. Between them their persecutions drive the mild

  Miss Roach into violence, and at the end of the story she is in bed in a good London hotel, driven from the Rosamumd Tea Rooms, and tomorrow she will start the search for a place to live in this

  overcrowded city. She knows nothing about the ‘February blitz shortly to descend on London’, flying bombs, rockets, the atom bombs that will at last end the war. ‘After long

  fearful musings, she at last composed her mind to sleep.’




  ‘God help us, God help all of us, every one, all of us,’ ends this sorrowful novel. It could do as an epitaph for all of Patrick Hamilton’s novels.




  Is it permissible to wonder what awful persecutions he suffered himself to enable him to write so well about these victims, Miss Roach, George Harvey Bone, others struggling to survive when so

  much is stacked against them?




  His London has gone, but never decent honourable sensitive people being driven crazy by cold cupidity, by the crooks, the bullies, the stupid.




  So thoroughly has it gone that we may wonder if his novels could be called historical. But there are people who remember well the grimy war-depleted, grim meanness of the Tottenham Court Road

  area, of the Ten Thousand Streets Under the Sky, now so smart and full of commerce, of the shabby awfulness of Netting Hill Gate, now the last word in fashion, the meagreness of certain

  boarding houses and cheap hotels.




  





  INTRODUCTION TO THE 1999 EDITION
BY MICHAEL HOLROYD




  Patrick Hamilton wrote The Slaves of Solitude between 1943 and 1946. He was then in his early forties and already had behind him a brilliant career as novelist and

  playwright, with plenty of money earned from films of his work, but a dramatically shattered life.




  His apparently conventional, upper-middle-class family background in the south of England seethed with tragicomic extravagance. Bernard Hamilton, his untrustworthy and vainglorious father, was

  himself a novelist, a truly awful novelist, who pursued an astonishing variety of additional roles: as an occasional soldier, part-time theosophist and bewigged though non-practising barrister;

  also an impressionable traveller, amateur actor, fascist (he was an ardent admirer of Mussolini), and dogged religious controversialist (‘What a low comedian you would have made!’

  exclaimed Henry Irving after one of his monologues on religion). At the age of twenty-one he had inherited a fortune and then married a prostitute who threw herself in front of a train at Wimbledon

  Station. His second wife, the sexually frigid daughter of a fashionable London dentist, filled her time copying oil paintings, singing music-hall songs and writing romantic fiction. She found

  compensation for a loveless marriage in the possessive love of her three children, of whom Patrick was the youngest.




  Patrick Hamilton’s first novel, Monday Morning, described by his brother Bruce as ‘a joyous miscellany of scraps of autobiography shaped to the needs of a novel’, was

  published when he was twenty-one. It was followed a year later, in 1926, by Craven House, which made his reputation as a realistic novelist. He was seen as being in a line of descent from

  Dickens, and compared in Britain to George Gissing and in the United States to Sinclair Lewis. Both books were largely autobiographical. Monday Morning chronicles the awkwardness of an early

  unconsummated love affair and provides it with a charmingly unconvincing fairytale ending. The novel presents, his biographer Nigel Jones suggests, ‘a self-portrait of a young author newly

  liberated from the smothering possessiveness of his mother and the tyranny of his father’.




  Craven House, which was written in a guest house at Kew where his mother had protectively taken him, is a precursor to The Slaves of Solitude. Both novels chart with meticulous,

  almost plodding, care the banality of lodging-house life in England during wartime, the dullness and horror of which Patrick Hamilton’s macabre imagination converts into something between an

  asylum and a torture chamber. In Craven House we glimpse the beginnings of a break-up in English social life that took place after the First World War. This change was to be bewilderingly

  accelerated in the Second World War by the ‘twanging, banging invasion’ of United States soldiers – embodied in The Slaves of Solitude by the broad uniformed figure of

  ‘Lootenant’ Pike, whose wide American grin, gorgeous American teeth and insurmountable American talk dazzle and bemuse the other characters. But whereas Craven House is

  endearingly sentimental in its optimism, The Slaves of Solitude is a black comedy of manners that reaches its climax with a great cry from the soul echoing through the empty universe:

  ‘God help us, God help all of us, every one, all of us.’




  Patrick Hamilton’s lodging houses, with their meagre gas-fires, their dim light bulbs hanging from the ceiling, and the oppressive silences of their exhausted tenants, have something of

  the same nightmare atmosphere as Dickens’s boarding schools. As an escape from their imprisonment in these sullen institutions, he ushers his characters into the lighted world of the public

  house, where they can lose their private inhibitions, and lose themselves, by entering for some time a parallel world of fantasy and illusion. Pubs feature in almost all Patrick Hamilton’s

  novels, most particularly his marvellous London trilogy, Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky (1935), which makes brilliant and poignant use of his own disastrous infatuation with a young

  prostitute during the late 1920s. The reading public loved the compulsive story-telling of this ambitious novel; while critics and other writers increasingly valued his powers of sociological

  observation. ‘He wrote more sense about England and what was going on in England in the 1930s than anybody else,’ commented Doris Lessing. ‘. . . You can go into any pub and see

  it going on.’ Here were the defeated classes of the Depression: the homeless, the ostracized, the needy, re-created with loving detail. His characters are ordinary and uneducated people,

  tormented by their fantasies and tormenting others: ‘real people made plain for us,’ as J. B. Priestley called them. It is not a faultless novel: sometimes the narrative is too wordy,

  sometimes too mannered. But these are living faults that shadow living characters and are produced by Patrick Hamilton’s desire to convey simple people in situations that are beyond them. In

  the malignant atmosphere of London, these companions in toil came together in the local pub. There is the sailor-turned-waiter with ambitions to be a writer, the fly-by-night young girl trapped

  into prostitution, the plain barmaid courted by one of Patrick Hamilton’s specialities, the monster bore – a relationship developed in The Slaves of Solitude between the

  thirty-nine-year-old Miss Roach and the malevolent Mr. Thwaites. They are all observed with humour and tenderness, below which runs a disturbing subtext of fear and revenge. ‘There was not

  even any hope for Miss Roach that Mr. Thwaites would ever die.’ It is this menacing subtext that rises to the surface and drives the plots of Patrick Hamilton’s stage plays.




  His first play, Rope, was staged in London in 1929, when he was twenty-five. ‘I have done exactly what Nöel Coward did with The Vortex. I am known, established,

  pursued,’ he wrote. ‘The world is truly at my feet.’ His gratuitous murder story scandalized and delighted audiences even more than Coward’s family drama of adultery and

  drug-addiction. It was to be played in theatres round the world for the rest of his life, was adapted for radio and television, and made into a famous experimental film by Alfred Hitchcock. The

  title had been taken from Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra (‘Man is a rope, fastened between animal and Superman – a rope over an abyss’), and the event-plot was

  derived from a cause célèbre in the United States involving two brilliant young students, Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb, who become obsessed with Nietzsche’s theory of

  the Superman and attempt an immaculate, motiveless murder. Patrick Hamilton himself rather unconvincingly denied that he had founded his play on this case. ‘I am not interested in

  crime,’ he said. Though he was pleased by the play’s success, he wanted somehow to distance himself from it. ‘It bears no relation to the rest of my writing,’ he wrote. He

  called it ‘a sheer thriller’, and technically this is true. As Sean French writes in his biography of Patrick Hamilton, Rope is a ‘supremely effective dramatic

  machine’. By placing a wooden chest containing the murdered boy centre stage and inviting his father to eat supper off it, Hamilton ‘found an authentic addition to the repertoire of

  horror’. But by denying all knowledge of the Leopold-Loeb trial, he conceals the fascination he shared with them for Nietzsche, whose superior thought, he believed, was strong enough to free

  him from the force field of his father’s megalomania. There is a mention of Carlyle, but none of Nietzsche in the play, and Patrick Hamilton represents its savage homo-erotic theme as being

  merely a piece of the stage business. ‘I have gone all-out to write a horror play and make your flesh creep,’ he wrote. ‘. . . If I have succeeded you will leave the theatre

  braced and re-created, which is what you go to the theatre for.’ But it was ‘not intended to be a highbrow play’, and so he added ‘delving into morbid psychologies and so

  forth’ was quite beside the point.




  There is a similar exploitation of villainy, a piling on of agony, in his equally successful and much-filmed melodrama, Gaslight. Here the psychopathic husband brings his wife to the

  house where he has murdered her predecessor and tries by a variety of devilish stage tricks to push her into madness. Almost all his plays, from the ingenious revenge thriller for radio, Money

  with Menaces, to the gothic stage tragedy of imprisonment and murder, The Duke in Darkness, show a sadistic relish for applied cruelty which seems at odds with the embracing sympathy and

  humour of the novels – though terror and the prospect of revenge are never far below the surface of his multi-layered fiction.




  These two faces of Patrick Hamilton are subtly brought together in his celebrated novel Hangover Square (1941), a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde story originally subtitled The Man with Two

  Minds, in which the ungainly, weak-willed George Harvey Bone, lovelorn and innocuous, is intermittently transformed by a snapping sensation in his head, a schizophrenic click!, into a

  predestined killer. The parallel world that this heavy-drinking man enters is colourless, submerged, semi-silent, the world of an automaton, remote from other people except his intended victim, the

  tantalizing Netta Longdon, whom he loves.




  As he grew older, Patrick Hamilton’s novels became darker. The Slaves of Solitude is the most sombre of all. Though there is no sound of gunfire in the book, no sight of blood or

  spectacle of killing, it is, he tells us, a war novel. The only bombshells are verbal bombshells, but the grey deprivation of life is seen as much a part of the war as soldiering. ‘The earth

  was muffled from the stars; the river and the pretty eighteenth-century bridge were muffled from the people; the people were muffled from each other. This was war late in 1943.’ The dim

  black-out, ‘like moonlight gone bad’, in which these people live mirrors the blackness of the author’s spirit.




  This blackness seems to have been largely caused by his inability to escape from the acute anxieties of childhood. They had been extraordinarily stimulated by the extravagant unpredictability of

  his father: his sudden violent tempers, alternating with moods of embarrassing affection, his bouts of drunkenness, his extreme social snobbery and ancestral mythmaking, all contributing to the

  dread of his presence in their comfortable home. Whatever Patrick did in later life seemed like a distorted echo of Bernard. When he idiosyncratically took up Marxism to purge his parents’

  social pretensions and obtain a secure, predictable scientific faith, was he not parodying Bernard’s eccentric fascism? When he found a father-figure in Stalin was he not reproducing his

  father’s discovery of Mussolini?




  His sexual life too seems to have faltered under the imposing, impotent shadow of his parents. He believed himself to be unattractive to women and may have suspected that he was a repressed

  homosexual. In any event, he had difficulty in achieving sexual fulfilment with women (scholars have diagnosed premature ejaculation). He idealized glamorous actresses and played sado-masochistic

  games of bondage with a series of prostitutes (his early infatuation for a London prostitute was almost a carbon copy of his father’s first marriage). Nevertheless, he married twice, tried to

  keep both wives content by drifting back and forth between them, and made all three of them unhappy.




  Patrick Hamilton’s triumph was to turn these disasters of his life into marvellous opportunities for his novels. Even here fate malignantly intervened. Early in 1932, when on the verge of

  a literary breakthrough, a near-fatal road accident in the wasteland of Earls Court (where he was to set Hangover Square) prevented him from writing for two years. It also left him with a

  damaged arm and scarred face. But though this exacerbated his morbid self-consciousness, he turned it to advantage on the page, adding to Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky a dramatic

  road accident which he later adapted as a play for radio called To the Public Danger.




  He was already a heavy drinker before his accident. By the time he began writing The Slaves of Solitude he had become an alcoholic, drinking three bottles of whisky a day. Drink slowed

  his work and he made most progress on this book during periods of relative abstemiousness, writing in bed all day before going out to drink in the evenings. He was living partly in London, where he

  had an apartment at the Albany near Piccadilly Circus, and in Henley, where he set his novel, ‘a mere village right off the map’ which he named Thames Lockdon.




  He offers us an ironic self-portrait in The Slaves of Solitude as the mysterious Mr. Prest, ‘the black sheep of the boarding-house’, who with his beery voice and face of an

  ex-pugilist, floats through each day with ‘an air of having been battered silly by life, of submissiveness to events, of gentleness, of willingness to please, of dog-like gloom and

  absent-mindedness’. Though looked down on by the other members of the boarding-house as being almost an alien (‘funny’, ‘strange’, ‘odd’,

  ‘queer’), he regards all of them with ‘the supreme, leisured, and assured contempt of a cultivated man for Philistines . . . indeed, as a sort of zoo, containing easily recognized

  types of freak animals, into which an ironical fate had brought him.’




  The exception is Miss Roach, the shy, modest, decent, over-sensitive, thirty-nine-year-old spinster and daughter of a dentist from whose viewpoint the story is mostly told. She, who had been

  nicknamed ‘Old Cockroach’, has an affinity with the man whose name is so nearly ‘pest’. But, within the stupefying atmosphere of the boarding-house, she does not recognize

  this and ‘often wondered what exact motive Mr. Prest had in being alive – if, and by what means, this seemingly empty, utterly idle and silent man justified his existence.’




  But Mr. Prest, like Patrick Hamilton himself, divides his life between Thames Lockdon and London, where he can be found at various bars, ‘sipping at his beer and hoping for the

  best’. On unfortunate days he stands alone, embarrassed, self-conscious, obsessed by the fear of being ‘out of it’ and ‘not wanted’. But then come lucky days when he

  joins the crowd and, ‘in his old element, now completely elated rather than dejected by his own yesterdays’, talks on an equal footing with famous men of the theatre. For Mr. Prest has

  a secret. As ‘Archie Prest’, he has once topped the bills in pantomimes. Near the end of the novel, when, due to the wartime shortage of actors, he is starring in a production at

  Wimbledon of Babes in the Wood, he is miraculously transformed from ‘a forlorn, silent man in the corner . . . that idler and hanger-about in bars’ into ‘a wicked but

  absurd uncle . . . preposterously dressed in green’. In this wonderfully comic and surreal scene, partly a fantastical rewriting of a sad late performance he had witnessed by the great old

  musical comedian George Robey, Patrick Hamilton gives us the opposite of that deadly transformation experienced by George Harvey Bone in Hangover Square. This is the ecstatic transformation

  his characters search for in pubs; which Patrick Hamilton, changing his name to Henderson, had looked for when he briefly went on the stage himself in what he called his ‘nerve-wracking,

  ill-adjusted, wretched early youth’; and which, in muted form, he finally achieved in his best novels. Seeing Mr. Prest’s elderly pugilistic face, so madly painted, as he stands

  bombarded by the frantic yells of delight from the children, Miss Roach observes ‘an extraordinary look of purification about the man – a suggestion of reciprocal purification –

  as if he had just at that moment with his humour purified the excited children, and they, all as one, had purified him.’




  

    

      Somehow his triumph seemed to be Miss Roach’s triumph as well, and her heart was lifted up with pleasure . . . Looking at him, she had a strong desire to cry . . .

      the elderly comedian . . . was pulling it off tremendously in spite of his age and long retirement, astonishing everyone, even himself . . . And, observing the purification of Mr. Prest, Miss

      Roach herself felt purified.


    


  




  This too, in its fashion, is the achievement of Patrick Hamilton in The Slaves of Solitude. Mr. Prest and Miss Roach are the only characters in the novel to escape from

  the horror and despondence of the Rosamund Tea Rooms at Thames Lockdon and find the possibilities of a fuller life in London. To do this, like characters in Wagner’s Ring, they must go

  through the circle of fire laid down by the blitz, the flying bombs and enemy rockets. They must confront the ‘crouching monster’ that is London, with its polluted breath that exudes

  across the first page of the novel. For Thames Lockdon, its name blacked out ‘for reasons of security’, where the cemetery ‘spoke greenly and gracefully of death and antiquity,

  the Park spoke leaflessly and hideously of life-in-death, or death-in-life, amidst immature municipal surroundings’, was Patrick Hamilton’s purgatory: ‘a place to pass

  through’ with its ‘semi-tottering parade of death in life’.




  Heaven appears to lie in the country beyond, where Miss Roach sometimes walks at weekends. It is a place that dominates and submerges ‘all things appertaining to men and towns’ and

  brings her spirit moments of consolation and refreshment. But in the paradox of war these fields and hills have become a mirage, irrelevant to life, while Thames Lockdon itself, which people

  believed had been ‘heaven’ before the war, was now the very pit of hell.




  Patrick Hamilton makes the Rosamund Tea Rooms a palace in this hell (‘this dead-and-alive house, of this dead-and-alive street, of this dead-and-alive little town’). I myself lived

  not far away from Henley during the war and afterwards, and I recognize the authenticity of this guest house, its torpor and apathy. But Patrick Hamilton makes it hideously and hilariously surreal.

  Like London, it is a monster, giving out its repertoire of ‘silent noises’, its uncanny gurgling and throbbing sounds from unlocated water-pipes, its shrieks, and bumps and

  expectorations. It is full of the rage and prejudice and unhappiness that existed in himself. It contains everything he had acquired from his parents. We see aspects of his father in the loquacious

  and malevolent Mr. Thwaites, that archaic ‘trampler through the emotions of others’, who carries a mental age of twelve into ‘the bloom of his carefree and powerful dotage’;

  and also in Lieutenant Pike, the Lucifer who brings a light that blinds rather than illuminates, and whose inconsequence and unpredictability heighten Miss Roach’s anxieties. And we see the

  influence of his mother in the false friend, Vicki Kugelmann, so sinister and ambiguous, who promises to ‘lighten things up’ but adds to the awfulness of the place.




  From these Furies Miss Roach finally escapes to her publishing life in London, as Patrick Hamilton himself escaped into his writing. The Slaves of Solitude is a powerfully redemptive

  novel. We are spared nothing: and nothing is sentimentalized. The condition of England is subtly blended with the author’s own condition, and we are led from this black hole of boredom, with

  its thunderous atmosphere of recrimination and insecurity, by a humour that is not merely defensive, not merely a sudden glory at the ridiculousness of our enemies, life’s enemies, but which

  in its magical fusion of fact and fantasy becomes an illumination of reality.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  1




  LONDON, the crouching monster, like every other monster has to breathe, and breathe it does in its own obscure,

  malignant way. Its vital oxygen is composed of suburban working men and women of all kinds, who every morning are sucked up through an infinitely complicated respiratory apparatus of trains and

  termini into the mighty congested lungs, held there for a number of hours, and then, in the evening, exhaled violently through the same channels.




  The men and women imagine they are going into London and coming out again more or less of their own free will, but the crouching monster sees all and knows better.




  The area affected by this filthy inhalation actually extends beyond what we ordinarily think of as the suburbs – to towns, villages, and districts as far as, or further than, twenty-five

  miles from the capital. Amongst these was Thames Lockdon, which lay on the river some miles beyond Maidenhead on the Maidenhead line.




  The conditions were those of intense war, intense winter, and intensest black-out in the month of December. The engine carrying the 6.3 from Paddington steamed into Thames Lockdon station at

  about a quarter past seven. It arrived up against buffers, for Thames Lockdon was a terminus, and it hissed furiously. That hiss, in the blackness of the station, might have been the sound of the

  crouching monster’s last, exhausted, people-expelling breath in this riverside outpost of its daily influence and domain. Or it might, tonight, merely have been the engine hissing through its

  teeth against the cold.




  One waiting at the barrier to meet a friend could see compartment doors being flung open rapidly everywhere (as though some sort of panic had occurred within the train), and the next moment a

  small army of home-seekers, in full attack, came rushing towards the dim black-out light – like moonlight gone bad – above the ticket-collector. Those who were early enough got through

  at once, but soon the rush of the crowd was caught in the bottle-neck, and there was formed a slow, shuffling queue of people, having green tickets snatched from them in the bad moonlight.




  Once through the barrier the wayfarer thundered over the bare wooden floor past the booking-office out into the three-times-night. Here, waiting for the rich, or the overloaded with luggage, a

  few cars and taxis could just be discerned, lurking silently, or with their self-starters throbbing, or moving cautiously away. Torches came flashing on and going out like fireflies. These

  fireflies went away in all directions in an atmosphere which was one blended of release, of caution in the blackness, and of renewed painful awareness of the cold.




  In order to reach the Rosamund Tea Rooms (which were not Tea Rooms any more, but a boarding-house) Miss Roach, who was thirty-nine and worked as secretary and in other capacities with a

  publishing firm in London, could either turn to the left and walk through the shopping streets, or turn to the right and go by the houses along the river-front. There was nothing in it – it

  was five to six minutes either way. She usually chose the way by the river, however, for the river, being open and flowing and made of water, without her knowing it gave her a sense of briefly

  escaping, of getting a ‘breather’, as one would when walking along a front on a seaside holiday – and this in spite of the fact that she could not see the river, or anything at

  all in the universe save the other fireflies and the patches of pavement coming within the radius of her torch-light.




  She heard a couple of frozen people muttering and blundering behind her, and another couple muttering and blundering ahead of her. A solitary firefly-holder came blundering by her. The earth was

  muffled from the stars; the river and the pretty eighteenth-century bridge were muffled from the people; the people were muffled from each other. This was war late in 1943.




  In the glass door of the River Sun – perhaps Thames Lockdon’s most popular and fashionable public-house, which stood on a corner facing the river, and which she now passed on her

  left – she could see the cheerful word ‘OPEN’ gleaming dimly through transparent violet inserted in the black-out material. But even this small token of light and

  welcome, because of the way in which it had perforce to be made, gave again an impression of being muffled, bringing to the mind a picture of dark and surreptitious pleasures taking place within

  – as if the River Sun were some sort of waterside brothel instead of a healthy public-house.




  When she was level with the bridge she turned off to the left, and went past the church up Church Street. The Rosamund Tea Rooms were about half-way up on the left.




  She could not see Church Street, yet imagined it more vividly because of the blackness – imagined it with the brightness of vision such as a blind man may have, or a sleepless man who,

  having stared at his light, suddenly puts it out and forces his eyes shut. She saw it in the sunshine of summer – this broad and not very long shopping street, which was not the main shopping

  street, the High Street, but one having a greater air of distinction than that because of its breadth and the Church at its end. She saw each shop and building – the garage, the public-house,

  the Bank, the butcher, the tobacconist, the ironmonger, the various Lunch and Tea rooms, and all the other street-level commercial fronts inserted in the architectural farrago – the jostling

  of the graceful and genuine and old by the demented fake and ye-olde – characteristic of the half-village, half-town which Thames Lockdon was – a place a stockbroker or book-maker,

  passing through in his car in peacetime on the way back to his centrally-over-heated flat in a London block, would designate as ‘very pretty’ – a place to pass through, above

  all.
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  As she let herself in by the front door she could in the same way see the Rosamund Tea Rooms – the somewhat narrow, three-storied, red-brick house, wedged in between

  a half-hearted toy-shop on one side, and an antique-shop on the other. She saw its bow-window on the ground floor, jutting out obtrusively on to the pavement; and above this, beneath the

  first-floor windows, the oblong black wooden board with faded gilt letters running its length – ‘The Rosamund Tea Rooms’. But now, since the war, it was the Rosamund Tea Rooms no

  more – merely, if anything, ‘Mrs. Payne’s’. Mrs. Payne would have taken the sign down had not the golden letters been far too blistered and faded for anyone in his right

  mind to imagine that if he entered he would be likely to get tea. All the same, a few stray people in summer, probably driven slightly mad by the heat, did still enter with that idea in mind, and

  quietly had their error made clear to them.




  What did ‘Rosamund’ mean? Why, in heaven’s name, ‘Rosamund’? A ye-olde Rosamund’s Tea Bower, or what? Mrs. Payne could not have told you, and no one else

  knew. This active, grey-haired, spectacled, widowed woman had no interest in knowledge, only in gain. She had taken over the Rosamund Tea Rooms some four years before the war, run the place, as Tea

  Rooms, with very little profit, until the outbreak of the war, and then, with the general evacuation from London, had seen its possibilities as a boarding-house and proceeded to furnish it for that

  purpose. Her initiative had been more than justified, for when the first blitz came to London – with private cars still on the road and Thames Lockdon like a riverside Blackpool at the height

  of its season – she could have crammed her rooms with exhausted people at whatever price she cared to charge. And since then – after the blitz had subsided practically into nothingness

  – Mrs. Payne had never had a room empty.




  Miss Roach closed the front door. A small, dim oil-lamp burned in the hall, just illuminating the hall table, the bright, tinny, brass Oriental gong, and the green baize letter-rack

  criss-crossed with black tape. Mrs. Payne had put a stop to electricity on the landings simply by taking all the bulbs out – thus succouring her hard-pressed country, the spirit of the

  black-out generally, and her own pecuniary resources.




  Miss Roach kept on her torch as she went up the stairs. Another little lamp burned on the first floor outside the ‘Lounge’, from behind whose closed door she could hear (she was now

  aware that she had been hearing it in anticipation all the way back from the station) Mr. Thwaites’ voice booming nasally, indefatigably, interminably. . .




  She went on up past another landing, which was in complete darkness, to the top landing and her own room, which looked out on to Church Street.




  She was able to perceive that the black-out was not done, and went over and did it. The maid sometimes did this, but one could not rely upon her doing so. One’s responsibility in regard to

  the black-out had been the occasion of one of Mrs. Payne’s famous notes. ‘N.B. Visitors will be held personally responsible for completing their own black-outs in their

  bedrooms’ – this being pinned, sensibly enough (Mrs. Payne was nothing if not sensible), underneath the electric-light switch. Mrs. Payne left or pinned up notes everywhere,

  anywhere, austerely, endlessly – making one feel, sometimes, that a sort of paper-chase had been taking place in the Rosamund Tea Rooms – but a nasty, admonitory paperchase. All

  innovations were heralded by notes, and all withdrawals and adjustments thus proclaimed. Experienced guests were aware that to take the smallest step in an original or unusual direction would be to

  provoke a sharp note within twenty-four hours at the outside, and they had therefore, for the most part, abandoned originality.




  Miss Roach turned on the switch by the door, and saw her room in the feeble light of the bulb which hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room and which was shaded by pink parchment. She

  saw the pink artificial-silk bedspread covering the light single bed built of stained-oak – the pink bedspread which shone and slithered and fell off, the light bedstead which slid along the

  wooden floor if you bumped into it. She saw the red chequered cotton curtains (this side of the black-out material) which were hung on a brass rail and never quite met in the middle, or, if forced

  to meet in a moment of impatience, came flying away from the sides; she saw the stained-oak chest of drawers with its mirror held precariously at a suitable angle with a squashed match-box. She saw

  the wicker table by the bed, on which lay her leather illuminated clock, but no lamp, for Mrs. Payne was not a believer in reading in bed. She saw the gasfire, with its asbestos columns yellow and

  crumbling, and its gas-ring. She saw the small porcelain wash-basin with Running H. and C. (the H. impetuously H. at certain dramatic moments, but frequently not Running but feebly dribbling

  – the C. bitterly C. yet steadfastly Running). She saw the pink wall-paper, which bore the mottled pattern of a disease of the flesh; and in one corner were piled her ‘books’,

  treasures which she had saved from the bombing in London, but for which she had not yet obtained a shelf.




  Such was Miss Roach’s pink boudoir in Thames Lockdon before dinner at night. Before washing she looked at what she could see of herself in the mirror – at the thin, bird-like nose

  and face, and the healthy complexion – too healthy for beauty – the open-air, sun-and-wind complexion of a uniform red-brick colour, of a texture and colour to which it would be

  impossible or absurd to apply make-up of any sort. She had, she knew, the complexion of a farmer’s wife and the face of a bird. Her eyes, too, were bird-like – blackly brown, liquid,

  loving, appealing, confused. Her hair was of a nondescript brown colour, and she parted it in the middle. She was only thirty-nine, but she might have been taken for forty-five. She had given up

  ‘hope’ years ago. She had never actually had any ‘hope’. Like so many of her kind – the hopeless – she was too amiable and tried too hard in company and

  conversation, and so sometimes gave an air, untrue to her character, of being genteel.




  Oddly enough, though ‘hopeless’, she had only recently had an offer of marriage – this from an elderly accountant in the publisher’s firm in which she worked – a

  mean, impossible man who had somehow perceived her possibilities. As she sensitively and kindly rejected him in the taxi that night, with ‘No – it’s impossible – I’m

  very sorry, but I’m afraid it’s impossible!’, her liquid, loving eyes, looking shyly out of the taxi window, were probably less those of one sympathising with the man she

  was rejecting (though they were this, too) than of one contemplating, with pensive resigned sadness, the joy which would have been hers had she now been receiving, or had ever in her life received,

  an offer which she could reasonably accept.




  She had a slim, straight figure, but she was slightly flat-chested. She was the daughter of a dentist. She had two brothers, one of whom, the youngest of the family, had recently been killed in

  the air. The other, older than she and from whom she heard about once every two years, was in Brazil. Both her parents were dead. She had matriculated, and had at one time been a schoolmistress in

  a boys’ preparatory school at Hove.




  When she had been bombed out of her room in Kensington, escaping with her life (for she was in the West End at the time) but with only a few of her small possessions, she had come down to Thames

  Lockdon and the Rosamund Tea Rooms at the invitation of her aunt, who had let her sleep in her room. Since then her aunt had moved on to Guildford to friends, and she had been given this room of

  her own at the top.
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