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1
A Blackstable Boyhood



In 1955 Somerset Maugham at the age of eighty-one was asked in a newspaper interview if he liked the idea of having his biography written. No, he did not. It would be a pointless exercise, in his view. ‘The lives of modern writers are not interesting in themselves,’ he said dismissively. ‘A life of myself is bound to be dull … [and] I don’t want to be associated with dullness.’ In truth there was little danger of that. Disingenuous, as in this statement, maybe; dull, never. For much of his long life – he lived to be over ninety – Somerset Maugham was the most famous writer in the world, acclaimed everywhere for his superb short stories and for his novels, the best known, Of Human Bondage, becoming one of the most widely read works of fiction of the twentieth century. His books were translated into almost every known tongue, sold in their millions and brought him celebrity and enormous wealth. For nearly forty years Maugham in his luxurious villa in the south of France was filmed and photographed and written about, until it seemed there was little the public were not at liberty to know about this legendary figure. And yet since his early youth there had always been other, secret facets to Maugham, important aspects of himself, of his career, that he had no intention of revealing. In a very true sense he lived much of his life under cover: he was a homosexual when homosexual practice was against the law; in both world wars he worked for British intelligence, sometimes at considerable risk to his personal safety; and as a writer of fiction he spent much of his day in a private world of the imagination, peopled by characters often more real to him than men and women in the world outside. He was further distanced by developing in childhood a stammer that made him agonisingly self-conscious; it inhibited him, and as an adult he formed the habit of having by his side an interpreter, a sociable, outgoing chap, usually also his lover, who would act as intermediary, make the initial contact and enable Maugham himself to keep more or less in the background. Yet with all his elaborate defences Maugham remained intensely vulnerable; he was a passionate, difficult man, capable of cruelty as well as of great kindness and charm, and despite all his worldly success he never found what he wanted. A wretchedly unhappy marriage wrecked years of his existence and the great love of his life remained unrequited.


For many of his readers Somerset Maugham is identified with the British Empire and the Far East, with Maugham himself a symbol of the English gentleman, the pukka sahib, with generations of old-established county family behind him. Yet in fact Maugham’s parents were recent arrivals among the professional middle classes, and they lived not in England but in France: it was on French soil that Maugham’s life both began and ended. Maugham’s father, Robert Ormond Maugham (1823–84), was a solicitor, the third generation to practise law in a family who were descended from farmers and small tradesmen in Westmorland. It was Robert Maugham’s grandfather who had first come to London, where he had risen no higher than a lawyer’s clerk, although his son had gone on to achieve distinction not only in his legal practice but as one of the founders of the Law Society. Robert himself had done so well in the family business that in the 1840s he had moved to Paris to open a branch there, his partner, William Dixon, remaining behind to run the London office. The premises of Maugham et Dixon, juriconsultes anglais, were at 54 rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, situated immediately opposite the magnificent Hôtel de Charost, home of the British Embassy, and here Maugham et Dixon prospered, especially after the firm’s semi-official appointment as legal adviser to the Embassy itself.


By his mid-thirties Robert Maugham was making a good living, doing well from the boom years of Louis Napoleon and the Second Empire, when in Paris everyone seemed to be making money – ‘Enrichissezvous!’ was the cry. New shops and businesses were opening almost daily, and in the centre of the city Haussmann’s grandiose constructions were rising rapidly from the rubble of demolition. The population of the capital was enormously expanding, and so was the English community upon which much of the business of Maugham et Dixon naturally depended. Eventually Robert Maugham felt sufficiently well off to take a wife, and on 1 October 1863 at the age of thirty-nine he married Edith Mary Snell, a ravishing young woman sixteen years his junior. The wedding, conducted by Robert’s brother, the Rev. Henry Maugham, took place in the British Embassy, after which the Maughams settled into an apartment at 25 Avenue d’Antin (now Avenue Franklin D. Roosevelt), a broad street lined with chestnut trees just below the rond-point of the Champs-Elysées and a convenient five-minute walk from the office. The apartment, on the third floor of one of the new purpose-built buildings, was light-filled and spacious. In the large drawing-room the walls were hung with Doré engravings, and also displayed were the Tanagra statuettes, Rhodes ware and ornate Turkish daggers which Robert Maugham as a young man had brought back from his travels. In the billiard-room were two dark-walnut bookcases filled with sets of Scott, Dickens, Charles Kingsley and Captain Marryat as well the Tauchnitz novels which Edith Maugham loved.


Young Mrs Maugham was the product of a rather more exotic background than her husband’s. Although she had lived in France most of her life, Edith had been born in India. Her father, Charles Snell, a captain in the Madras Native Infantry, had died at the age of fifty, barely a month after her first birthday. Within a couple of years her mother, Anne Alicia, left India and returned to England, bringing with her an ayah to look after Edith and a posthumous younger sister, Rose. Soon afterwards the widow and her two small daughters moved to France where they remained, the girls attending a convent school while Mrs Snell supplemented her meagre pension by writing novels and children’s stories in French and by composing music for drawing-room ballads. Clearly a woman of culture, character and resource, Anne Alicia was not only much younger than her husband but socially his superior. While Charles Snell was the son of a Falmouth sailmaker, Anne Alicia, née Todd, was the daughter of a well-to-do Yorkshire squire who had lost most of his money after moving to Cornwall and investing in a tin mine which failed. Her mother was a Brereton, a landed Cheshire family tracing its descent back to the twelfth century, and it was one of Anne Alicia’s Brereton uncles who was christened Somerset in honour of a distinguished godfather, General Sir Henry Somerset. It was Henry Somerset Brereton’s middle name which was to be passed on to his famous great-nephew, who never cared for it. After Edith married and settled in Paris, Anne Alicia moved with Rose to Saint-Malo, where six years later Rose, aged twenty-seven, died of tuberculosis. Throughout the nineteenth century tuberculosis was the leading cause of death in France; it killed Rose and later her sister Edith, and was very nearly to kill her nephew William Somerset. Anne Alicia Snell lived for another thirty-five years, dying in 1904 at the age of eighty-nine in Le Mans.


For nearly seven years the Maughams enjoyed an agreeable existence in the French capital. Robert, ‘lively and gregarious’, worked hard at his business, while Edith ran the household and supervised the upbringing of the three boys who arrived in quick succession. Her two closest women friends were Mary (‘Minnie’) Wodehouse, a vivacious American, and the English Isabella Williams-Freeman, both married to second secretaries at the Embassy. It was often in their company that she shopped at the great new department stores, drove out for carriage exercise in the Bois de Boulogne, and paid calls on her acquaintance – English afternoon tea, le five-o’clock, had newly become fashionable among the French. At this period Robert was making a considerable amount of money and was happy for his wife to spend as she pleased. The two of them enjoyed a lavish style of living, keeping a carriage, frequently attending the theatre and opera, and entertaining generously; Edith was stylishly dressed, the apartment was always filled with flowers, and the finest hot-house fruit, grapes and peaches out of season, appeared on the table. Much of the Maughams’ social life inevitably revolved around the Embassy, but Edith also numbered among her friends writers and painters, among them Prosper Mérimée and Gustave Doré. Regarded as the reigning beauty of the English community, Mme Maugham was much admired for her qualities of empathy and charm. She was one of the few foreigners whose name was listed in the annual directory, La Société et le High Life, and after her death she was described as an habituée of the most elegant salons, ‘une femme charmante, qui ne comptait que des amis dans la haute société parisienne, où elle occupait une des premières places’.* Such a eulogy almost certainly owes more to flattery than fact – however cultured and charming, it is unlikely that an English solicitor’s wife would be received by the Duchesse de Guermantes – but it is nonetheless clear that Edith Maugham was a woman of exceptional allure.


Both Maughams were small in stature, but while Robert’s appearance verged on the brutish – he was plump, with a large sallow face, yellow whites to his eyes and a bulbous chin framed by moustache and bushy side-whiskers – Edith was doll-like and beautiful. Her hair was a rich auburn, her pale complexion flawless, and her dark-brown eyes large and set wide apart. Edith’s diminutive figure looked exquisite in the tight-waisted, bell-skirted crinolines still fashionable for most of the 1860s – there was a sumptuous black ball-dress covered in lace in which she appeared to stunning effect – and if the great couturier Worth, patronised by the Empress and most of the French court, was beyond her means, she nonetheless showed considerable flair, dressing with an elegance and chic that owed more to her long residence in France than to her English blood. When the Maughams were seen together the contrast was almost risible, and they became affectionately known as ‘Beauty and the Beast’. Minnie Wodehouse once asked Edith how she could love such an ugly little man. ‘Because he never hurts my feelings,’ Edith replied.


In October 1865 the couple’s first child was born, a boy, Charles Ormond, followed a year later by Frederic Herbert, and in June 1868 by Henry Neville. The youngest had barely reached his second birthday when the Franco-Prussian War broke out, shortly followed by Napoleon III’s humiliating surrender in September 1870 at Sedan. With the Prussian army advancing on Paris, the Maughams, like many others in the English community, departed for England, leaving behind them at the Avenue d’Antin a couple of servants to look after the apartment and a Union Jack fastened to the balcony. The little boys were deposited with their Maugham grandmother at her house in London while their parents went to Italy. This was a holiday much needed by them both, Robert exhausted by the pressure of work in his office, Edith by bearing a trio of children in less than three years. The terrible siege of Paris was by now under way, with the starving populace reduced to eating rats and animals from the Zoo. As nothing could penetrate the German blockade, messages arrived from the Avenue d’Antin by carrier pigeon, one of them requesting to know whether Madame desired the summer covers to be put on the furniture in the drawing-room. The five-month siege was succeeded by the bloody civil war known as the Commune, during which great swathes of the city were destroyed and more than 20,000 people killed. But by the end of May 1871 government forces had regained control, and in August the Maughams returned to Paris, met at the Gare du Nord by their loyal manservant François, who was able to tell them that the apartment had been left untouched by the Germans largely thanks to their prominently displayed Union Jack.


The apartment may have remained intact but most of the centre of the city presented a scene of desolation, the Tuileries a blackened ruin, the Hôtel de Ville a heap of rubble, the Colonne Vendôme toppled to the ground. Although rebuilding began at once and progressed with speed, it was some time before the business life of the city fully recovered and, with so many English having gone for good, Robert Maugham found himself perilously out of pocket, obliged to start almost from scratch in rebuilding his practice.


Edith meanwhile resumed her domestic round, a loving and much loved mother to her three boisterous boys, and in 1873 she again found herself pregnant. At that time the government, understandably anxious to strengthen its military might, was threatening the introduction of legislation imposing French nationality on all boys born in France to foreign parents, a measure which would automatically make them eligible for conscription. To circumvent this, the British Ambassador, Lord Lyons, had authorised the rigging up of a maternity ward on the second floor of the Embassy, so that the wives of those immediately connected to the Chancery could safely give birth on British soil. And here on 25 January 1874 Edith’s fourth child was born, another boy, to be christened William Somerset.


The years of Somerset Maugham’s early childhood were almost certainly the happiest of his life. By the time he was old enough to take notice, his three brothers, Charlie, Freddie and Harry, had gone, sent off to school in England and coming home only for the holidays. The result was that little William led the life of a much indulged only child, and with his father away at his office all day, returning only after the boy had been put to bed, he was in the happy position of having his adored mother entirely to himself. After the departure of his wet-nurse, Willie was looked after by a French nursemaid, his ‘nounou’, with whom he shared a bedroom, and it was she who would take him in to see his mother in the morning while she was resting after her bath, a private interlude of perfect intimacy and love, the memory of which stayed with him always, to be poignantly recalled nearly forty years later.


[The servant] opened the door of a room on the floor below and took the child over to a bed in which a woman was lying. It was his mother. She stretched out her arms, and the child nestled by her side … The woman kissed his eyes, and with thin, small hands felt the warm body through his white flannel nightgown…


‘Are you sleepy, darling?’ she said.


… The child did not answer, but smiled comfortably. He was very happy in the large, warm bed, with those soft arms about him. He tried to make himself smaller still as he cuddled up against his mother, and he kissed her sleepily. In a moment he closed his eyes and was fast asleep … the woman kissed him again; and she passed her hand down his body till she came to his feet; she held the right foot in her hand and felt the five small toes; and then slowly passed her hand over the left one.


After visiting his mother, Willie was taken out, usually to play in the Champs-Elysées, a broad avenue in those days lined with private houses and luxurious apartment buildings. He and his nurse would make their way through the horse-drawn traffic and fashionably dressed pedestrians to the gardens at the end nearest the Place de la Concorde. Here were roundabouts, a Punch-and-Judy, little booths selling gingerbread and barley sugar, and near the rond-point a stirringly realistic panorama of the siege of Paris, with guns, and ‘dead bodies’ in real French uniforms. There were always other children in the gardens, and as he grew older Willie was allowed to play with them, dashing in and out of the shrubbery in vigorous games of ‘La tour prend garde’ or ‘Balle à l’ennemi’. With his pale skin, fair curls and large brown eyes, Willie in his black-belted suit was indistinguishable from the little French boys in their short trousers and lace-up boots who were his playmates; indeed he spoke French far more fluently than English, sometimes mixing the two. Edith was amused when one day her small son, catching sight of a horse from the window of a railway carriage, cried out, ‘Regardez, Maman, voilà un’orse.’ His first extant letter, written at the age of six and addressed to his parents, is in French: ‘cher papa, chere maman, votre petit willie est heureux au jour de noel de vous exprimer ses meilleurs souhaits, et sa reconaissante affection. croyez-moi, cher papa, chere maman, votre fils respectueux, willie maugham.’* In the afternoons, either his mother had nursery tea with him, or Willie went to the drawing-room to be shown off to her guests, once memorably to Georges Clemenceau, the future Prime Minister. Occasionally he was asked to recite a fable of La Fontaine after which, if he were lucky, some kind gentleman might tip him. On his seventh birthday one of his mother’s friends gave him a twenty-franc piece which he chose to spend on his first visit to the theatre; accompanied by his eldest brother Charlie he saw Sarah Bernhardt in an ‘atrocious’ melodrama by Sardou, which thrilled him to the core. On Sundays Willie accompanied his mother to the English church in the rue d’Aguésseau opposite the Embassy, where she always took him out before the sermon.


For Willie his mother was the centre of his entire existence. He loved her unreservedly and felt completely secure in her love for him. While his father remained a shadowy presence and barely impinged upon his consciousness, his mother’s attention, he knew, was always his; nothing mattered to him much that did not concern the sweet intimacy that existed between himself and her.


Willie’s education was begun at a little French day school, unlike his brothers who had had their first lessons with English governesses at home. The older boys’ arrival in Paris for the holidays brought with it an exciting disruption of routine. Edith was a talented amateur actress and she regularly staged shows for an invited adult audience which the children were allowed to attend, productions which were ‘well above the ordinary amateur standard’, according to one diplomatic spectator. Her friends the Williams-Freemans were also keen on amateur dramatics, and Willie frequently accompanied his mother on the calls she paid at their apartment in the Avenue de l’Alma (now George V) on Sunday afternoons, when Isabella Williams-Freeman was ‘at home’. His exact contemporary among the family was Violet, who had also been born in the Embassy, and Violet, her sister and brother, impressed by this cheerful, confident, imaginative and rather daring little boy, willingly appointed him their chef du bande. He held them spellbound with his stories and was ingenious at thinking up games. Once Willie’s eldest brother Charlie took them all to the circus, and often the children played together in the Champs-Elysées, where they ate sugared gaufrettes while watching the Guignol, and Willie, with an air of great innocence, delighted his companions by passing off fake sous at the kiosk selling balloons.


Violet was sometimes taken to tea on her own at the Avenue d’Antin, as Edith was her godmother. The little girl worshipped her godmother and hated to see how frail and often how ill she looked; her beautiful brown eyes were sad, and there seemed to be an aura of melancholy surrounding her, of the origins of which Violet had no idea, later speculating that perhaps there had been an unhappy love affair before Edith married. In fact illness could well have accounted for her depression, for, like her sister Rose, Edith was consumptive, and depression is a familiar concomitant of tuberculosis.


By now a semi-invalid, Edith was advised to avoid extremes of temperature, and as summers in Paris could grow uncomfortably hot and the stifling air was considered unhealthy, she used to take the children in July to a rented house at the seaside for three months. Parisians of rank and fashion favoured Trouville, but the Maughams chose to go a few miles along the Normandy coast to less expensive Deauville, then still as much a fishing village as a resort, with a busy harbour as well as a small casino, racecourse and plage de famille. Willie was looked after by his nurse while his brothers raced about on the wide sands and paddled at the water’s edge, their mother sitting on a camp stool working on her embroidery and chatting to the other estivants. On Saturdays Robert Maugham took the train down from Paris to join them for a couple of days, once turning up in a ‘bone-shaker’ car with iron tyres in which he took the boys for juddering rides along the front.


When Willie was five, Edith again became pregnant. In those days it was believed that childbirth fortified women who had consumption, a theory which may have had something to do with Willie’s birth in 1874, five and a half years after the arrival of Harry, the youngest of his three brothers. This time, the baby, another boy, was still-born, and in order to recuperate Edith, accompanied by Willie, travelled south to winter in Pau, a town at the foot of the Pyrenees popular with the English for the curative powers of its mild climate and pure mountain air. But whatever the benefits, they were short lived, and not long after Edith had returned home her condition worsened. As his mother grew weaker, Willie’s time with her was curtailed, partly no doubt in an attempt to shield him from the more harrowing symptoms of the disease, the racking cough bringing up phlegm and blood, the agonising chest pain, the fevers and drenching sweats. Typically, periods of paralysing lassitude alternated with hectic bursts of energy and optimism, when for a brief period a semblance of normality could be resumed. But increasingly daily life at the Avenue d’Antin came to revolve around the visits of frock-coated doctors with their sinister black bags bearing the cumbersome treatments then in vogue. Bleeding had largely been abandoned, replaced by cupping, which was thought to draw the infection out; drinking milk was also believed to be important, cow’s milk, goat’s milk, but best of all ass’s milk, and every morning a little string of donkeys stopped at the door to provide Edith with her tonic.


In the spring of 1881, not long after the return from Pau, Edith found she was once more expecting a child, but by this time she was too ill for there to be much hope that such a remedy could save her. Towards the end of that year she realised she was dying and that her boys would shortly be left motherless. Although eight months pregnant and desperately ill, she summoned the last of her strength and somehow managed to dress herself, putting on the bodice of a favourite white damask evening gown over a black skirt. Quietly letting herself out of the apartment she went to have herself photographed so that her sons would always remember how their mother looked. On 24 January 1882 Edith gave birth to a son, who was quickly baptised Edward Alan before dying the following afternoon. Less than a week later, at the age of forty-one, Edith herself died, on the 31st of the month, six days after Willie’s eighth birthday.


With his mother’s death the world in which Willie had been so safe and happy ended abruptly and for ever. His brothers, who had been summoned to the death-bed, shortly afterwards returned to England, and Willie was left to cope with his profound and terrible grief as best he could. The child’s love for his mother was passionate and unreasoning, and having lost her when he did he was never able to come to terms with her loss. He kept the last photograph of her beside his bed throughout his life, together with a long tress of her hair, his two most treasured possessions, and even in great old age he would admit that he had never got over his mother’s death. Over thirty years later, in his autobiographical novel Of Human Bondage, he recalled the immediate aftermath, when the boy enters his dead mother’s room:


[He] opened a large cupboard filled with dresses and, stepping in, took as many of them as he could in his arms and buried his face in them. They smelled of the scent his mother used. Then he pulled open the drawers, filled with his mother’s things, and looked at them: there were lavender bags among the linen, and their scent was fresh and pleasant. The strangeness of the room left it, and it seemed to him that his mother had just gone out for a walk. She would be in presently and would come upstairs to have nursery tea with him.


His father, himself utterly crushed by the loss of his wife, did what he could to console him, but he had seen little of his youngest son and the two were comparative strangers. As before Robert Maugham spent six days a week at his office, while Willie was looked after by his mother’s much loved French maid, who now took over the role of nurse. Willie was taken away from his little school, going for his lessons instead to the English clergyman of the church attached to the Embassy. This gentleman, realising that his pupil’s English was far from adequate, made the boy read aloud from police reports in the newspaper, details of some of the grislier cases haunting the child for years afterwards. ‘I can still remember the horror of reading the ghastly details of a murder in the train between Paris and Calais,’ Maugham wrote later.


Only on Sundays did the boy spend any time with his father. Robert Maugham’s one indulgence was the building of a summer house at Suresnes, a few miles west of the centre of Paris, close to the Seine and the Bois de Boulogne. On Sundays father and son, companions in grief, would take the bâteau-mouche downriver to inspect progress on the house, built in an eccentric style, part Japanese, part Swiss chalet, painted white with red shutters, and overlooking a splendid panorama of the Seine, of the racecourse at Longchamps and beyond them of the whole of Paris. Robert Maugham, described by his youngest son as having a ‘romantic mind’, had never forgotten the travels he had made in his youth, to Morocco, Greece and Asia Minor, and in his imagination his little house near the Seine in suburban Suresnes was a villa on the Bosphorus. To emphasise the exotic effect he had the Moorish sign against the Evil Eye engraved on the windows, a sign which was famously adopted by the writer Maugham as his personal insignia. ‘My father was a stranger to me when he was alive,’ Maugham was later to say. ‘Yet somehow that sign against the Evil Eye seems to have bound us together.’


Before long the building was complete, the garden laid out and furniture delivered, but Robert Maugham had no time to enjoy it. Since his wife’s death he himself had grown progressively weaker, his complexion more sallow, dogged by nausea, exhaustion and pain, symptoms of the stomach cancer that was shortly to kill him. As he could no longer cope with the load of work at his practice, he asked Albert Dixon, brother of his original partner, to find him a French-speaking solicitor, and John Sewell, the young man who arrived from London to take on the job, was soon judged sufficiently competent to be made a partner.


On 24 June 1884, two and a half years after losing his wife, Robert Maugham himself died. He was sixty years old, and despite his long, hardworking career he left behind him less than £5,000 to be shared between his four sons. ‘It was the end of a home,’ Freddie Maugham sadly recalled. ‘My brothers and I were soon separated by the force of events, and therefore we did not see much of each other.’ Appointed the boys’ guardians were the good-natured old lawyer from the London office, Albert Dixon, and Robert Maugham’s only brother and Willie’s godfather, Henry Macdonald Maugham, Vicar of Whitstable in Kent. These two men came briefly over to Paris to cope with the crisis. A three-day auction was held to dispose of the contents of the apartment, personal possessions were packed and labelled, servants paid off, and all necessary arrangements made to transfer the brothers’ domicile from France to England. For the three older boys, accustomed to life on the other side of the Channel, the change was not so great, Charlie returning to Cambridge, Freddie and Harry as before to school. But for ten-year-old Willie it was all strange and unfamiliar, impossible to imagine what he would encounter in the unknown country where he was to live from now on with his uncle and aunt.


Willie made the nine-hour journey accompanied by his faithful nurse, excited, as any young boy would be, but also deeply apprehensive at the prospect of what lay ahead. After the Channel steamer docked at Dover, in the midst of all the bustle of disembarkation – Willie from force of habit calling out, ‘Porteur! Cabriolet!’ – they saw waiting for them on the quayside the sombre figure of the Rev. Henry Maugham, black-coated, bewhiskered and severe. As they covered the twenty-odd miles to Whitstable Willie kept close to the kindly Frenchwoman, the ‘one link with all the happiness and affection I’d known in the Avenue d’Antin … my last link with my mother and all that she had meant to me’. By the time they arrived at the vicarage, it was late and the travellers were exhausted. Before Willie went up to bed, however, his uncle had something to say: he informed him that there was no question of being able to afford a nurse and that she was to be sent back to France as soon as possible. And next day she was gone.


For the rest of his life Maugham looked back on his childhood in England as a period of utter desolation. ‘I shall never forget the misery of those next few years,’ he used to say, and even in old age the memory was so painful that it gave him the ‘cold shudders’. Indeed, given the circumstances it is hardly surprising the boy was wretched: an orphan at ten years old, still suffering agonies of grief for his mother, and placed in the care of strangers in what was in effect a foreign country. Instead of cosseting and indulgence, of the warmth, gaiety and lavishness of his parents’ life, of their comfortable apartment and sophisticated society, he found himself in a bleak and alien environment, unloved and of importance to no one. In a revealingly autobiographical novel written in his early twenties and never published, Maugham gives a portrait of himself as a young man, one who had experienced so little happiness in life that he did not know how to cope when people were kind to him; and forty years later there appears a telling entry in his notebook: ‘He had had so little love when he was small that later it embarrassed him to be loved … He did not know what to say when someone paid him a compliment, and a manifestation of affection made him feel a fool.’


Neither his uncle nor his aunt was deliberately unkind, but they were a dull, unimaginative pair, childless themselves and with no experience of dealing with children; perhaps understandably, they were nervous of having their well-regulated existence disrupted by the presence of a small boy who might well turn out to be noisy, cheeky and rough. Willie’s uncle in particular was selfish and set in his ways. As his nephew Freddie later said of him, ‘he was very narrow-minded and a far from intelligent cleric, and I cannot truthfully praise him as a guardian of boys’. Like his brother Robert, Henry Macdonald Maugham was small in stature but, although inclined to corpulence, much better looking. Then in his late fifties he had been Vicar of Whitstable for the previous thirteen years, a living that he found suited him well. A lazy man, he was fortunate in having a curate, Mr Ellman, who took much of the work of the parish off his hands. He was fortunate, too, in that his wife Sophie was submissive by nature and accepted without question that the comfort and convenience of her husband should be considered paramount. Sophie, born Barbara Sophia von Scheidlin, was German, the daughter of a Nuremberg merchant, though for reasons no longer known she was living in Staffordshire at the time of her marriage in 1858 when she was thirty, her husband a year younger. Plump and almost pretty, her blonde hair coiled in thick plaits on the crown of her head, Sophie was a quiet, modest woman, straitlaced and conventional, but while prim in manner and embarrassed by any display of emotion, she had a kind heart and desired to do her best by her nephew, as long as he in no way impinged on the wellbeing of her husband or the smooth running of the household.


The vicarage, two miles outside Whitstable on the Canterbury Road, was a gloomy place, built only a few years previously of yellow brick in a bastardised Gothic style. Maugham memorably described the interior of the house with its self-consciously ecclesiastical atmosphere: ‘the hall was paved with red and yellow tiles, on which alternately were a Greek Cross and the Lamb of God. An imposing staircase led out of the hall … The balusters were decorated with emblems of the Four Evangelists.’ Downstairs were the dining-room, in which much of the family’s daily life was led, the drawing-room, kept pristine for receiving company, and the study in which the Vicar wrote his weekly sermon. Upstairs Willie had a tiny bedroom at the front overlooking the drive. The house, not yet converted to gas, was lit by oil-lamps, with candles for the bedrooms. Outside was a large garden, and at the back of the house a semicircular lawn gave on to fields in which sheep grazed; a mile away the square stone tower of the medieval parish church, All Saints’, could just be glimpsed through the trees.


The memory of the deep unhappiness suffered by Willie during those first days and weeks at the vicarage weighed on him for many years, and provided the inspiration for his most famous work of fiction. ‘Of Human Bondage’, Maugham wrote, ‘is not an autobiography, but an autobiographical novel … the emotions are my own … [but] fact and fiction are inextricably mingled.’ He was in his late thirties when it was published in 1915, after which at last, ‘I found myself free from the pains and unhappy recollections that had tormented me.’ Particularly in the section dealing with the childhood of the hero, Philip Carey, there is plenty of evidence, from Maugham’s own testimony as well as elsewhere, to support the assumption that the narrative is closely based on fact. Certainly the figures of the Vicar and his wife are recognisably portrayed, and much of the blame for the wretchedness of the motherless boy must be laid at their door. The Rev. Henry Maugham was not popular in the parish; snobbish, blinkered and magnificently self-centred, he was a man who inspired neither affection nor esteem; and his wife was timid and unquestioningly accepted her husband at his own inflated valuation. And yet they were not bad people; the Vicar was no Mr Murdstone; it would never have occurred to him for a moment that he was not satisfactorily fulfilling his obligations towards his brother’s boy. But Maugham’s feelings about him and about that period of his life were entangled with grief over his mother’s death, with his rage at having been abandoned. Nobody could have replaced Edith Maugham, certainly not such a stiff and starchy couple as the Rev. Henry and his wife.


However, within his own narrow limits, it is clear the Vicar made an effort to be kind. In Of Human Bondage the episode of Philip’s arrival at the vicarage demonstrates his uncle’s parsimony but it also shows a genuine attempt to make contact with the boy.


The vicar, having said grace, cut the top off his egg.


‘There,’ he said, handing it to Philip, ‘you can eat my top if you like.’


Philip would have liked an egg to himself, but he was not offered one, so took what he could …


‘How did you like that top, Philip?’ asked his uncle.


‘Very much, thank you.’


‘You shall have another one on Sunday afternoon.’


Mr Carey always had a boiled egg at tea on Sunday so that he might be fortified for the evening service.


And he is making an effort, too, when he explains to Philip, as the sort of modest joke a child might enjoy, about the two pokers set beside the dining-room fireplace: ‘[Mr Carey] pointed out to his nephew that there were two pokers. One was large and bright and polished and unused, and was called the Vicar, and the other, which was much smaller and had evidently passed through many fires, was called the Curate.’


As one of his neighbours said, the trouble with Henry Maugham was that ‘he was fond of children but unable to understand them’. He certainly never understood his nephew, and it was only in later life that Maugham realised that his uncle was not quite the stern and solemn figure he had taken him to be. For instance, the Vicar’s proverbs – ‘A parson is paid to preach, not to practise’ and ‘“Do unto others as you would they should do unto you.” An excellent maxim – for others’ – were taken with absolute seriousness by Willie at the time, and only with hindsight did it occur to him that they were intended to amuse.


Nevertheless, if there was no deliberate cruelty, Henry Maugham was capable of an obtuseness that came very near it. In Maugham’s short memoir, ‘Looking Back’, he describes his first Sunday at the vicarage. After church in the morning the boy is sat at the dining-room table and told by his uncle to learn the collect of the day.


‘I’ll hear you say it at tea time,’ he said, ‘and if you say it properly you shall have a piece of cake.’ Then he went into his study to rest after the morning’s exertions and my aunt went to lie down in the drawing-room. I was left alone. An hour or so later she went into the garden to have a stroll and as she passed the dining-room windows peeped in to see how I was getting on. My face was buried in my hands and I was crying, crying bitterly. She hurried into the dining-room and asked me what was the matter. Crying all the more, I sobbed, ‘I can’t understand it. All those words, I don’t know what they mean.’ ‘Oh, Willie,’ she said, ‘your uncle wouldn’t want you to cry. It was for your own good that he wanted you to learn the collect. Don’t cry.’ She took the prayer book away from me and I was left alone once more to sob my heart out. When the table was set for tea my uncle did not speak to me. I could see that he was cross. I think my aunt must have persuaded him that I was too young to learn a collect by heart; anyhow I was never asked to do so again.


Sophie plainly was touched by the boy’s unhappiness and did what she could to make the situation better, but nevertheless she and Willie remained shy and awkward with each other. And he himself was not altogether easy: in Paris he had been spoilt by his adoring female coterie, and when crossed had quite a temper. Rather than spend time with his aunt, he much preferred to take his toys and play in the kitchen, an arrangement that suited everybody. ‘His aunt was not sorry. She did not like disorder, and though she recognized that boys must be expected to be untidy she preferred that he should make a mess in the kitchen. If he fidgeted his uncle was apt to grow restless and say it was high time he went to school.’


The Whitstable living, worth £300 a year, included with the vicarage twenty acres of glebe land. This was not wealth but it enabled the Vicar and his wife to live respectably and in modest comfort. Henry Maugham was frugal by nature: for the sake of economy he even shared his daily copy of The Times with two neighbours; but one indulgence he did allow himself was the occasional trip to the Continent for the sake of his health, when he would stay at some German spa to take the waters and rest from the exigencies of his parochial duties. Sophie was rarely invited to accompany him, remaining at home to oversee the running of the household, which comprised a gardener, who fed the hens and looked after the stoves, two maids, a cook-general and a housemaid. In the cosy back offices it was the maids who provided Willie with a version of the warm feminine company with which he had been so happily surrounded in the Avenue d’Antin. Interestingly, in the two novels drawing most nearly on Maugham’s own experience, Of Human Bondage and Cakes and Ale, the kind-hearted maternal figure in both instances is the cook-general, Mary-Ann, in real life Mary-Anne Tilley, who was in her late twenties when Willie arrived in England. In the novels it is Mary-Ann who looks after the boy and whom he comes to love; she, not his aunt, who nurses him through his childhood illnesses, gives him his bath, tucks him up in bed, and tells him stories. The story-telling was important, for while he listened Willie would become wholly absorbed, forgetting his misery and his longing for his mother. As he later wrote of himself at this period, it was when he was unhappy that he wanted stories most, a form of addiction that was to stay with him for life. Mary-Ann, in her mid-thirties, fresh-faced and snub-nosed, was a Whitstable girl (‘Blackstable’ in the novels). ‘She was never ill. She never had a holiday. She was paid twelve pounds a year. One evening a week she went down the town to see her mother, who did the vicarage washing; and on Sunday evenings she went to church. But Mary-Ann knew everything that went on in Blackstable.’


As the days passed the sense of strangeness began to wear off, and by the end of the autumn of 1884 Maugham had largely grown accustomed to his new life. It was a lonely life because his uncle considered himself a cut above most of Whitstable society, shamelessly toadying to the local squire, Sydney Greystone of Tankerton Castle, while refusing to have anything to do with the tradesmen, or with the fishermen and their families; nor, as a pillar of the Church of England, would he speak to chapel folk, crossing the road rather than pass on the same side as the Baptist minister, Mr Laurence, or the Wesleyan, Mr Walter. The congregation at All Saints’ was never large. Whitstable was made up of two ecclesiastical parishes, Anglican and Nonconformist, with the majority of townspeople belonging to the latter. Henry Maugham was a high-church Anglican with a pronounced sympathy for Rome – ‘in his secret soul he yearned for processions and lighted candles’ – a tendency which won him little respect among the chapel-goers. During the General Election of 1880 some irreverent character had written in large letters on the vicarage fence, ‘Change here for Rome’, a facetious graffito which had annoyed him exceedingly. Unsurprisingly, ‘Old Maugham’, as he was referred to behind his back, was ‘a cracking snob’, and considered few children suitable as playmates for his nephew. A Whitstable contemporary, one of the Board School boys, recalled how isolated the child appeared. ‘His guardians would rigidly take care that he should be kept apart from common people,’ he said. ‘He was too remote from our way of living to encourage familiarity.’ This remoteness is reflected in a scene in Of Human Bondage, in which a well-to-do banker takes a neighbouring house for the summer.


The banker had a little boy of my own age … I still remember the discussion that ensued when I asked if I might bring him to the vicarage; permission was reluctantly given me, but I was not allowed to go in return to his house. My aunt said I’d be wanting to go to the coal merchants next, and my uncle said: ‘Evil communications corrupt good manners.’


As a consequence of his enforced isolation, and of the lack of love, Maugham changed from a child naturally sociable and outgoing to one guarded and withdrawn. Sometimes he was overwhelmed by sadness and a longing for his mother, but he soon learned to hide his emotions, particularly when hurt or unhappy, and could never bear to be seen crying. He spent hours playing on his own in the garden, fishing for roach in the pond or aimlessly swinging on the big five-barred gate at the end of the drive. Charlotte Etheridge, the doctor’s daughter, remembered being struck by the aura of loneliness that surrounded the little boy, by glimpsing his forlorn figure, unsuitably clad in a Frenchified velvet suit with a white lace collar, standing alone and aimless outside the house.


And there was another reason for Maugham’s apartness. He had developed a bad stammer which made him painfully self-conscious. In France there had been no sign of such an impediment. Yet since Maugham’s arrival in England the stammer had become marked, and it caused him, and for much of his life continued to cause him, anguish and humiliation. Shy and unsure of himself, he now also had to cope with this added horror, only too well aware that it made him conspicuous and caused other children to laugh at him. For a child feeling his way in a foreign environment, it was particularly terrifying to be at the mercy of such a cruel encumbrance, never knowing when his speech, his chief medium of communication, might not be hideously distorted and he himself made to look slow-witted and ridiculous. Inevitably, a sense of anger and frustration was compounded by a deep, if irrational, feeling of self-disgust, a feeling unknown in his previous unclouded existence but which from now on was to remain with Maugham always. A harrowing occasion for Maugham, never to be forgotten, was when his uncle took him on the train up to London for the day, sending him back on his own.


There was a long queue outside the third-class ticket office, so I took my place in the queue. But when it came to my turn to ask for my ticket to Whitstable I couldn’t get the word out. I just stood there stammering. People behind me were getting impatient, but I still couldn’t say ‘Whitstable’. Suddenly two men stepped out of the queue and pushed me aside. ‘We can’t wait all night for you,’ they said. ‘Stop wasting our time.’ So I had to go to the back of the queue and start all over again. I’ll never forget the humiliation of that moment – with everyone staring at me.


One of the strangest aspects of Maugham’s life in Kent is the absence of any sign of communication between himself and his brothers. In Paris, it is true, he had led the existence of an only child and there had been no strong bond formed between himself and the three older boys. They had been sent to the newly founded Dover College, chosen mainly for its ease of access from France. From Dover College the eldest, Charlie, who used to take his small brother to the circus and theatre during the holidays, had gone up to Cambridge to read law, while Freddie and Harry were still at school. Although Dover is only just over twenty miles from Whitstable, there seems to have been little contact with the vicarage. According to Maugham’s nephew, Robin, ‘The three older brothers were absorbed in their own careers and could spare no time for the sorrows of their very much younger brother.’ It is possible that the Vicar discouraged visits, and entirely probable that Willie never thought to complain. Freddie also was living with a clergyman relation, the Rector of Paston, near Peterborough, married to one of Robert Maugham’s sisters, but this aunt and uncle were cheerful and affectionate and he was happy there, and it may have been only later that he discovered how miserable his brother’s situation had been.


Daily life at the vicarage was strictly regulated and monotonous, its timetable rigidly designed around the Vicar’s unchanging habits. Money was spent carefully and in private some rigorous economies were practised: family meals were extremely plain, no carriage was kept, a fly being hired from the Bear and Key when required. Willie’s annuity of £150 was just sufficient to pay for his keep and education. The day revolved around four meals, breakfast, followed by prayers, then dinner at one o’clock, tea at five, and a cold supper (bread and butter and a little stewed fruit) at eight, followed by more prayers. Afterwards on winter evenings there was sometimes a game of whist, in which the boy was allowed to take part. ‘My uncle always took dummy, and though of course we played for love, when my aunt and I lost I used to retire under the dining-room table and cry.’ This was the routine for six days of the week leading up to Sunday. Sunday was the high point, the great day when the Vicar delivered his sermon, an effort for which he required substantial bolstering up in advance, a reverential hush during composition in his study, an egg beaten up in a glass of sherry at breakfast, and another egg for tea to support him through Evensong. Willie, who was not allowed to play on Sundays or make any noise, rode with his uncle and aunt to church in the hired fly, which smelt strongly of stale straw. His aunt was invariably dressed in a black silk cloak and feathered bonnet, his uncle imposing in his cassock, a gold cross hanging over his stomach from the gold chain round his neck. In the evening the boy again accompanied his uncle to church, this time on foot. ‘The walk through the darkness along the country road strangely impressed him … At first he was shy with his uncle, but little by little grew used to him, and he would slip his hand in his uncle’s and walk more easily for the feeling of protection.’


Apart from attending church, Maugham left the house only to escort his aunt on her occasional trips into town. There was little for him to do on these expeditions except trail after her while she did her shopping, or wait fidgeting while she conducted her business at the bank, but there was often something interesting to look at. In the 1880s Whitstable, on the windswept north coast of Kent looking out over the North Sea, was a town of just under 5,000 souls and still primarily a fishing community famous for its oyster beds. The harbour was always full of activity, with the coming and going of fishing boats and oyster dredgers, of shabby little colliers bringing coal from Newcastle, and luggers carrying cargoes of hay and wheat up the Thames to Tower Bridge. On the beach there was usually a gathering of oyster porters and their carts, of grimy colliers unloading coal, and of blue-jerseyed fishermen with ruddy faces and gold rings in their ears. Leading up from the harbour was a web of narrow streets of wooden fishermen’s houses, outside which on fine days the men sat smoking and mending their nets. Sometimes Maugham was allowed inside one of these low-roofed dwellings, tangled with sails and fishing tackle, and invited to admire some treasure brought back from the other side of the world, a lacquer box from Japan, a decorated dagger from the bazaars of Istanbul, whose owner would readily tell him the story of the distant voyages of his youth. The lengthy high street was lined with shops displaying the centuries-old Kentish names, Gann, Kemp, Cobb, Driffield; there was also a bank, two or three small yellow-brick houses belonging to the coal-ship owners, a tiny museum and a circulating library, and three taverns, the Bear and Key, the Duke of Cumberland and the Railway Arms. Apart from the rank of horse-drawn cabs drawn up outside the station there was little wheeled traffic, and if Aunt Sophie stopped in the street to gossip with an acquaintance she rarely had to step aside for anything other than the doctor’s dogcart or the baker’s trap. In winter, Whitstable could be bitterly cold and the icy east wind drove people indoors. But in summer when the weather was fine the little town took on a holiday aspect, with visitors from London strolling down to the beach where they could hire a bathing machine, take a turn on the swing-boats and buy a shrimp tea for sixpence.


Gradually as Willie grew accustomed to his new surroundings he came to love the green and gentle Kentish countryside. The shore between Whitstable and the mouth of the Thames was wild and the marshes when overcast appeared grey and desolate, but only half a mile inland the landscape changed. Here was rich farming country, with lush pastures full of sheep, with hawthorn hedges and clumps of ancient elms, with shady lanes and wooded hills. At intervals set back from the road were the farmhouses, with their spacious barns and oast-houses overlooking the hop fields, and in clusters between them the farm-workers’ cottages, their tiny gardens ablaze with wallflowers, hollyhocks and tiger lilies, with near by the little whitewashed inns, the Jolly Sailor, the Merry Ploughman, the Crown and Anchor, their squat doorways draped in honeysuckle. In winter the wind came straight off the North Sea and sometimes it rained for days on end, but even then Maugham found something that moved him in the harshness of that barren coastline. ‘In winter it was as if a spirit of loneliness, like a mystic shroud, had descended on the shore … when the sea-mist and the mist of heaven are one, when the sea is silent and heavy, and the solitary gull flies screeching over the grey waters.’ The boy gazing out over the cold waters of the North Sea could imagine what might lie in the grey distance, even if for the present he was firmly anchored to England, with no possibility of venturing beyond.


During his first year in Whitstable it was arranged for Maugham to do his lessons at Ivy House, home of Dr Charles Etheridge, a neighbour of the Maughams and one of the town’s two physicians. As the boy’s education to date had been mainly in French, it was important that as well as learning his three Rs he should concentrate on perfecting his English, a task that was not made any easier by his newly developed stammer. In fact, however, he made greatest progress on his own, unconsciously familiarising himself with the language during the hours he passed reading in his uncle’s library, one of the few of his chosen methods of recreation which was popular with the grown-ups as it kept him quiet and out of the way. Spending so much time in his own company, insensibly he formed ‘the most delightful habit in the world, the habit of reading … Haphazard among the sermons and homilies, travels, the lives of the Saints, the Fathers, the histories of the church, were old-fashioned novels; and these … [he] at last discovered. He chose them by their titles, and the first he read was The Lancashire Witches, and then he read The Admirable Crichton, and then many more. Whenever he started a book with two solitary travellers riding along the brink of a desperate ravine he knew he was safe.’ And thus, making his way on his own through the books in his uncle’s library, devouring everything from travel literature to the perfumed exoticism of The Arabian Nights, Maugham discovered one of the great passions of his life, a passion that would provide both pleasure and inspiration, that would encourage and clarify his own formidable skills as a story-teller, but which would also increase his isolation: in later life he found it difficult to be in anyone’s company for more than a few hours before the longing came over him to be alone with a book. Books were to be his great comfort and resource, his most reliable retreat. At this early stage in his development, however, Maugham was aware of none of this. ‘He did not know that thus he was providing himself with a refuge from all the distress of life; he did not know either that he was creating for himself an unreal world which would make the real world of every day a source of bitter disappointment’.


The vicarage library provided a welcome haven, but if Maugham believed his way of life was now settled he was mistaken. In May 1885, less than nine months after his arrival in England, his world was again turned upside down when he was sent away to school.


The King’s School in Canterbury, situated in the precincts of the great cathedral, was one of the oldest schools in the country, founded by Henry VIII in 1541 on the basis of a much older abbey school established by St Augustine in the sixth century. By the mid-nineteenth century, Canterbury had become something of a provincial backwater, and with the coming of the railways the more prosperous Kentish families sent their sons to Eton, Harrow and Westminster, leaving the King’s School to cater mainly for sons of local clergy, of the officers at the cavalry depot and of the better-off tradesmen and manufacturers. Yet, if it could not be ranked among the leading public schools, it was highly regarded within the county and boasted among its old boys several famous names, among them Christopher Marlowe and Walter Pater; Dickens paid it the compliment of sending David Copperfield to school there. Its character was emphatically Anglican, with all its teaching staff in holy orders, and the education it provided was solid and traditional, with a heavy bias towards Classics.


Accompanied by his uncle, Maugham made the short journey from Whitstable to Canterbury by train. Apart from his kindergarten in Paris, Maugham at eleven years old had had no experience of school, knew no other boys and, his head filled with alarming scenes from Tom Brown’s Schooldays, he felt sick with apprehension. Most of all he dreaded being mocked for his stammer. Driving in a cab past the medieval walls and gateway and along the narrow streets, they came to a door in a high wall behind which stood the red-brick Georgian house which was the preparatory school for the junior boys. They were shown into the parlour, and while waiting for the headmaster to arrive Maugham in panic blurted out, ‘Tell him I stammer, Uncle.’


The head of the Junior School was R. G. Hodgson, a giant of a man over six foot tall, with a bushy red beard and jovial manner. He gave the newcomers a hearty greeting, after which the Vicar immediately took his leave, abandoning his nephew to his fate. Maugham’s trunk and play-box were carried upstairs and he was shown where he was to sleep, in a dormitory of narrow, green-curtained cubicles each furnished with bed, wash-stand and chair. In the morning the boys were woken by a bell and descended to the form-room, a long, bare room with two tables at which were benches, or forms, on either side, and here prayers were said before a breakfast of tea and bread-and-butter. By now the day boys were assembling, and Maugham felt overwhelmed by the boisterous crowd surging into the house, all known to each other, pushing and shouting, excitedly bragging about their holidays and taking little notice of the new boy in their midst. But by the end of the first morning’s school Maugham, as he had feared he would be, had become a target of derision. His stammer, immediately apparent and intensified by anxiety, was regarded as a huge joke, and when the class was released into the large, walled playground boys fell over themselves imitating his stuttering speech, choking with laughter as in their own eyes their attempts became ever more outrageously comical. Maugham desperately struggled not to give way to tears. ‘His heart beat so that he could hardly breathe, and he was more frightened than he had ever been in his life.’


Even without his stammer Maugham was singularly ill-equipped for school life. Small for his age and far from robust, he suffered from a weak chest and was often unwell, indeed missed much of his first term through illness. Longing to blend in, he was fatally different from the other boys: he had no parents, no friends, knew nothing of current schoolboy customs or slang, had never played cricket or football, and was still not entirely at ease with the English language. ‘I have never forgotten the roar of laughter that abashed me’, he wrote, ‘when in my preparatory school I read out the phrase “unstable as water” as though unstable rhymed with Dunstable.’ In this last area, his brothers’ experience had been similar: they, too, were mocked for their French accents, referred to as ‘froggies’ by their schoolfellows. Yet for them the situation was easier: not only did they have each other for company but they were far sturdier than their little brother and excelled at sport. At Dover College both Charlie and in his turn Freddie had been made head prefect, while Charlie was Victor Ludorum, Freddie won his caps for rugger and cricket, and Harry was in the school rugger fifteen. Maugham in contrast was not much good at games, the sine qua non at any boys’ public school, and at first was considered a dunce because his stammer made him appear inarticulate and stupid. In his memoir, ‘Looking Back’, Maugham describes one of many such humiliating incidents.


The Master was a Scot called Gordon.* I was placed at the bottom of the form and on the first day of the term he told me to construe a passage. The Latin was simple and I knew very well how to put it in English, but I was shy and nervous. I began to stammer. One of the boys started to giggle, then another, then a third, and in a minute or two the whole class was shouting, screaming, yelling with laughter. I pretended not to notice, but went on stammering my head off. At last the master thumped the table at which he sat with his clenched fist and, shouting to be heard in the uproar, yelled, ‘Sit down, you fool. I don’t know why they put you in this form.’


By the time he arrived in Canterbury, Maugham had already grown accustomed to solitude. Wholly unprepared for communal life, he hated the lack of privacy and was awkward with the ragging, the easy banter and backchat of the other fellows. The torment and ridicule he suffered over his stammer caused him to shrink into himself, and although he longed to be popular he lacked the ability to make himself liked, lacked ‘that engaging come-hitherness that makes people take to one another on first acquaintance’. Despite these obstacles, however, Maugham did well at his work, and at the end of his three years at Hodgson’s was awarded a scholarship and the privilege of wearing a short black gown.


In the senior school Maugham found the quality of life considerably improved. The school itself was an eccentric jumble of houses of various styles and periods, from medieval to modern, grouped round a quadrangle beyond which was a wide lawn bordered with fine old trees, the whole dominated by the great grey Gothic cathedral, soaring upwards with its arches and buttresses and its massive central Bell Harry Tower, which ‘rose like the praise of men to their God’. By now Maugham was on comradely terms with a good many of the boys, to whom his disability had become of little interest, and although he made no close friend he was tacitly accepted as one of the herd. It was generally recognised that Maugham was no longer an easy target. He was exceptionally observant and had a sharp wit, much appreciated by those at whom it was not directed, and this was coupled with a fiendish instinct for homing in on others’ weakness. Time and again he would come out with some clever criticism to raise a laugh, not understanding that its very accuracy would cause it to rankle long after. He fell into the habit of saying these things ‘because they amused him, hardly realising how much they hurt, and was much offended when he found that his victims regarded him with active dislike’. Longing to be popular while knowing he was not, Maugham developed a singular habit, one which, although he had no inkling of it then, would stand him in good stead as a novelist. He would take as a model a boy he particularly admired, and would imagine he was that boy, would talk with his voice, laugh with his laugh, imitate his gestures and mannerisms. The impersonation became so vivid in his own mind ‘that he seemed for a moment really to be no longer himself. In this way he enjoyed many intervals of fantastic happiness.’


In schoolboy terms Maugham was clever – he had an excellent memory and won prizes in Music, Divinity, History and French – so that on the whole he had little to fear from the teaching staff, with the exception of the bad-tempered Mr Campbell, nicknamed ‘Scraggs’ for his habit of ‘scragging’, or violently shaking boys by the neck. Campbell was a bully, both physical and mental, one of his favourite techniques being to seize a victim and force him to rub out his mistake on the blackboard with his nose. Campbell’s previous post had been in Devon, at Westward Ho!, where he had taught the young Rudyard Kipling, who in Stalky & Co. portrays him as the hated and irascible Mr King. Maugham’s portrait is even more savage, and Campbell seen through the eyes of Philip Carey is a terrifying figure.


He was impatient and choleric. With no one to call him to account, with only small boys to face him, he had long lost all power of self-control. He began his work in a rage and ended it in a passion … His large face, with indistinct features and small blue eyes, was naturally red, but during his frequent attacks of anger it grew dark and purple.


The other masters, long set in their ways, Maugham regarded with a mixture of tolerance and contempt. He found much of the teaching uninspired, the curriculum having remained unchanged for generations, with heavy emphasis on the teaching of Latin and Greek, and modern languages regarded as unimportant. As might be expected, Maugham was particularly scornful of the lessons in French, taught by masters who although they had a good grasp of grammar made no attempt to reproduce what they considered an entirely unnecessary foreign accent. None of them, in Maugham’s disdainful view, could have ‘got a cup of coffee in the restaurant at Boulogne’.


Fortunately, not only for Maugham but for the entire school, in 1886 a new headmaster was appointed. The Rev. Thomas Field, son of a Canterbury linen-draper, had distinguished himself brilliantly at Oxford, and having made a success teaching at Harrow arrived at the King’s School, aged only thirty-two, full of energy and fresh ideas. Tall and lean, with a black beard and thick black hair falling untidily over his forehead, Field had an immediately galvanising effect on both masters and boys. He was friendly and approachable, and his conversation was wide-ranging and full of topical reference. He was a mesmerising teacher, and would arrive in a form-room unannounced to take a class, surprising his audience by talking not of Horace or Homer but of French novels and German philosophy, drawing comparisons between Disraeli and Alcibiades, and enthusiastically discussing the pros and cons of the current Prime Minister, Gladstone, and Home Rule. As one of the high achievers, Maugham early came to the notice of Mr Field, who was kind to him, talked to him as an adult and encouraged him in his interests. Starved of approval and attention, Maugham responded eagerly, bestowing on Field a fervent hero-worship. ‘I adored him,’ he was later to say. Field became easily the most important figure in the boy’s life, and for a time his disaffection for the school diminished and he felt there was little he would not do to please such a sympathetic and imaginative headmaster.


Maugham had a highly developed visual sense, all his life was passionately interested in painting and to a lesser extent architecture, and it was while at Canterbury that he became aware of the first stirrings of an aesthetic perception. As his mood lightened and he no longer needed to dread every aspect of his day, he began consciously to respond to the beauty of his surroundings. ‘There was a wonderfully cobwebbed feeling about their dizzy and intoxicating antiquity … The whole atmosphere was strangely light and airy, full of the sound of bells and the cries of jackdaws floating around the great Bell Harry Tower …’ He loved the wide lawns and wisteria-clad walls of the school, the melancholy cry of the rooks in the elm trees, above all the sight of the famous cathedral grandly rooted in all its medieval magnificence. Maugham describes Philip Carey buying a photograph of the cathedral to pin up in his study, surprised by the emotion its beauty awakens in him, aware as he looks at it of ‘an odd feeling in his heart, and he did not know if it was pain or pleasure’. In adult life, when in distant parts of the globe, Maugham was sometimes overcome by nostalgia when reminded of Canterbury Cathedral, when the sight of some great edifice in Russia, China or Malaya would suddenly evoke emotional memories of his boyhood.


As conditions improved at school, so did they at home. All holidays were spent at the vicarage, but Maugham was older now and disinclined to submit so completely to his uncle’s diktats. He was not in the least afraid of him, knew himself to be a great deal more intelligent, and was fairly confident of getting his own way when it mattered. Of Aunt Sophie he had grown genuinely fond; she was affectionate and kind, and Maugham had no trouble in twisting her round his little finger, particularly when his uncle was not present to witness the process. For long periods now Henry Maugham was away from home, an increasingly fragile state of health obliging him to go off to the Continent for lengthy periods of recuperation, sometimes taking his wife with him, as she too was growing frail. With the Vicar’s self-serving presence removed from the house, the atmosphere was noticeably relaxed and Maugham had considerable licence to enjoy his independence. During the 1880s a craze for bicycling had gripped the youth of the nation, and Maugham, having persuaded his uncle to buy him one of the new safety bicycles, took a keen pleasure in riding about the countryside, exploring the network of little lanes and on warm days pedalling down to the beach with towel and bathing-drawers for a swim.* By the age of fifteen Maugham, although not tall, had grown into an attractive boy, with thick dark hair, brown eyes and pale complexion. He had become quite a dandy, taking trouble with his clothes and priding himself on his elegant turn-out in white flannels, blue blazer and a black-and-white straw boater. Anxious to be considered grown up, he smeared his top lip with Vaseline in the hope of encouraging a moustache, and resented being addressed still as ‘Master Willie’. ‘In fact, I did not like either of my names, and spent much time inventing others that would have suited me better. The ones I preferred were Roderic Ravensworth and I covered sheets of paper with this signature in a suitably dashing hand. I did not mind Ludovic Montgomery either.’ Following the lead of his uncle and aunt, he ‘accepted the conventions of my class as if they were the laws of Nature’. Regarding himself as a superior youth, he took on their snobbish attitudes, adopting an air of lordly patronage with the tradespeople and complaining fastidiously of the holidaymakers from London who invaded Whitstable in the summer. ‘We thought London people vulgar. We said it was horrid to have all that rag-tag and bob tail down from town every year.’


Both at the vicarage and at school there was a heavy emphasis on religion, and Maugham could not help but be influenced by it. His uncle’s speech was garnished with biblical reference, all the masters at school were ordained, and attendance at church both in Whitstable and Canterbury was frequent and compulsory. Imbibing the pious atmosphere surrounding him, Maugham like many children went through an intensely religious phase, serious and devout, reading and re-reading the Old and New Testaments, and taking a great deal of time and trouble over his prayers. According to the version related in Of Human Bondage, almost certainly derived from the actual event, Philip prays to God to cure his hated affliction, his club-foot. Having been taught to believe that true faith can move mountains, it never occurs to the boy that God will not grant his petition. ‘He prayed with all the power of his soul. No doubts assailed him. He was confident in the word of God.’ In a state of rapturous excitement at the miracle about to be performed, Philip’s disappointment when it fails to take place is painful and profound; bitterly disillusioned he feels betrayed, both by his uncle and by his uncle’s God. This incident marks the first step in Maugham’s loss of faith; and yet he retained throughout his long life a strong interest in religion, in all religions, his emotional attraction towards religious belief always at war with his intellectual rejection of it, subliminally searching for a spiritual resolution that he was never able to achieve. When soon after leaving school he finally abandoned the strong and innocent faith of his boyhood he felt it as a liberation, but also as a loss. At the time hardest to accept was the knowledge that with no expectation of an afterlife he would never see his mother again.


The King’s School may have prided itself on its close affiliations with the Anglican Church but its student body was no more high-minded than any other group of boys shut up for weeks at a time with scarcely a glimpse of the opposite sex. Among the two hundred boarders it is inconceivable that there did not exist the usual sexual experiment between boys, the lustful, purely physical encounters, as well as more emotionally charged affairs. It is unlikely that Maugham would have remained aloof from this. (In later life while dining with a companion at the Garrick Club he pointed out an elderly gentleman respectably eating his dinner as ‘someone I went to bed with at King’s’.) His was a passionate nature: in Whitstable he had conceived an emotional attachment to one of the boys in the town, who was, according to his brother Harry, ‘since our mother died … the only person you’ve ever been able to love’; but of greater significance is the indication of a serious attachment to a fellow pupil. In both versions of Maugham’s autobiographical novel, in Of Human Bondage as well as in the earlier, unpublished draft, ‘The Artistic Temperament of Stephen Carey’, there is a section dealing with the hero’s intense infatuation with a classmate. In the earlier novel, the reader is left in no doubt about the physical aspect of the crush, although in the later version Philip’s sexual feelings are more obliquely conveyed, and in both instances it is his desperate need for affection that is paramount. In Of Human Bondage the object of his passion is the handsome Rose,* good-natured, easy-going and popular, the antithesis of the solitary Philip, and when Rose carelessly befriends him, Philip is both amazed and grateful, his gratitude transmuting into a jealous love, to which Rose, inevitably, is completely indifferent. It is possible that Rose’s original was a boy called Leonard Ashenden, a classmate of Willie Maugham’s. Ashenden is the name Maugham gives his narrator in Cakes and Ale, a novel which draws heavily on his own experience, and Ashenden is the name, too, of the protagonist in his collection of First World War spy stories, again autobiographical. In all probability Leonard Ashenden would have been known to his schoolfellows as ‘Ash’ (a single syllable, like ‘Rose’), and in a letter written in 1954 in answer to a query from the real Ashenden’s widow, Maugham tells her, ‘I chose the name Ashenden because like Gann, and Driffield, it is a common surname in the neighbourhood of Canterbury … [and] the first syllable had to me a peculiar connotation which I found suggestive.’


During the Michaelmas term of 1888, when Maugham was fourteen, he suffered a bad attack of pleurisy and had to be dispatched home for the rest of term. By Christmas he was better, but given his clinical history it was considered imprudent for him to return to school until the weather grew warmer, and so he was sent to Hyères, near Toulon in the south of France. Here he stayed with an Englishman who had settled in the town and made his living tutoring convalescent boys. It was a strange experience for Maugham to be back in France, the country he had left four years before, whose language he had barely heard spoken intelligibly since. Like Pau, where he had been taken by his mother, Hyères was much frequented by the English, prized for the health-giving properties of its mild climate. The soft pine-scented air, the colours in the marketplace, the beaches and palm trees, the strong, earthy flavour of Provençal cooking, presented a striking contrast to Whitstable and Canterbury and stirred poignant memories of the past.


When Maugham returned to school after Easter the following year, 1889, he found himself out of step. A few months is a long time in the life of a school, his old friends had made new friends, he had been moved up to a different form where the work was unfamiliar, and the bullying of the hot-tempered Campbell seemed intensified. Maugham’s hatred of the man possessed him. ‘I made up my mind, then and there, that I would never spend another term with that beast of a master.’ The plan had been for Maugham to go to Cambridge, like his brothers, and in this he was warmly encouraged by Mr Field, who had no doubt of the boy’s ability to win the necessary scholarship if only he would apply himself. But now his ambitions in that direction were diminished by his loathing for the school. His overwhelming desire was to leave as quickly as possible, and if that meant sacrificing his Cambridge career then sacrifice it he would. ‘I knew exactly what to do. I was small for my age and frail, but cunning. I had no difficulty in persuading my uncle that with my delicate health it would be safer for me to spend the following winter again with the tutor at Hyères rather than take the risk of another winter in the cold and damp of Canterbury, with the happy result that at the end of that mortifying term I left the King’s School for good.’


Maugham had got his way, but the indications are that his relief at effecting his escape did not bring him the happiness he had anticipated. Philip Carey, desperate to leave school, also gives up his chance of the famous university. Expecting to feel nothing but excitement on his final day he is instead tormented by regret.


In a flash there appeared before him the life which he had heard described from boys who came back to play in the OKS match or in letters from the University read out in one of the studies … His school-days were over, and he was free; but the wild exultation to which he had looked forward at that moment was not there. He walked round the precincts slowly, and a profound depression seized him … He wondered whether he had done right. He was dissatisfied with himself and with all his circumstances.





2
At St Thomas’s Hospital



After his second winter at Hyères Maugham returned home to the vicarage very much at a loose end. At sixteen he had no idea what he wanted to do with his life, except leave Whitstable again as quickly as possible. It was Aunt Sophie, sympathetic to his situation, who suggested he go to Germany to learn the language, and she wrote to relations of hers asking them to recommend a family with whom her young nephew could stay. The Vicar approved of the scheme, no doubt relieved to have the boy once more off his hands. ‘He did not much like me,’ Maugham wrote, ‘for which I cannot blame him, since I do not think I was a likeable boy, and as it was my own money that was being spent on my education, he was willing enough to let me do as I chose.’ Thus it was arranged that Maugham should travel to Heidelberg, where he would lodge with a professor and his wife who ran a pension for foreign students.


Arriving in Heidelberg on a sunny May morning in 1890, Maugham was enchanted by what he saw of the city as he walked up from the station, following the porter with his luggage-laden barrow up through the narrow medieval streets and along a shady avenue to the large white house that was to be his home for the next year. The Herr Professor, a tall man in middle age with greying fair hair, was courteous and correct, addressing Maugham in a formal, slightly archaic English, while his wife by contrast was a stout, red-faced little woman, bright-eyed and bustling, who chattered away in a mixture of German and broken English. At dinner the first evening Maugham came face to face with his fellow guests: a couple of American theology students; a Frenchman and a Chinese, both studying at the university; and a lanky New Englander, James Newton, who taught Greek at Harvard and had come to Germany to broaden his horizons. Maugham’s priority was to learn the language, and in this he was given daily tuition by the Professor, who turned out to be an excellent teacher, hitting on the clever device of setting his pupil to translate into German one of the Shakespeare plays he had studied at school. With his retentive memory and good ear Maugham learned quickly, and as soon as he was reasonably proficient embarked on a study of Goethe, for whose work his teacher had a fervent enthusiasm. Maugham also enrolled in courses at the university, where he heard the distinguished philosopher Kuno Fischer electrify his audiences with his discourses on Schopenhauer, whose pessimistic theories, that the reason for human existence is unknown, free will an illusion and the afterlife does not exist, came to Maugham as a revelation.


Maugham was a keen student and spent many hours reading and writing in his little turret room overlooking the treetops. He read not only the German authors to whom he was now introduced but French writers, unknown in Whitstable but whose works had filled the bookshelves at the Avenue d’Antin: La Rochefoucauld, Racine, Stendhal, Balzac, Flaubert, Maupassant and Anatole France. He began writing himself, ambitiously embarking on a centenary life of the composer Meyerbeer, but destroyed the manuscript after it was rejected by the first publisher to whom it was sent. Maugham was very happy. After the tedium and restrictions of school and the vicarage, he revelled in his freedom and responded eagerly to the stimulus of his new environment. The other young men at the pension were by several years his senior, and Maugham was impressed by what seemed to him their exceptional intelligence and sophistication. They were friendly towards him and included him in their vigorous discussions on art, literature and theology that often continued late into the night. Religious faith was a subject hotly debated and one which particularly fascinated Maugham, who at first was shocked and excited by the radicalism of some of the views expressed, until one day he realised he himself no longer believed. The relief was enormous. He felt as though a huge burden had been removed: a weight of prejudice and retribution, of the suffocating dullness of church services and learning the collect by heart, of living daily in fear of eternal punishment. ‘The whole horrible structure, based not on the love of God but on the fear of Hell, tumbled down like a house of cards,’ he wrote, exhilarated by his newly won sense of freedom. ‘He was responsible only to himself for the things he did … He was his own master at last.’


The American, James Newton, paid Maugham particular attention, kindly offering to show him the best walks within easy reach of the city. Almost daily they set off together to explore the famous ruined castle or tramp up the Königstuhl to admire the view of the Neckar valley, of the tall roofs and spires of Heidelberg, and further off the misty outlines of Mannheim and Worms and in the distance the glinting waters of the Rhine. Sometimes they took tea in a leafy beer-garden and in the evenings strolled round the Stadtgarten listening to the band. When Newton planned a fortnight’s holiday in Switzerland, Maugham, having obtained his uncle’s permission, accepted the older man’s invitation to go with him, all expenses paid. It seemed an idyllic friendship; and Maugham later claimed it was only with hindsight he realised that his mentor’s interest in him had been primarily sexual, that Newton’s attentions were inspired less by generosity than by physical attraction.


Soon after their return to Heidelberg, Newton left for Berlin, his place at the pension taken by an Englishman, John Ellingham Brooks. Brooks was recently down from Cambridge, and having wasted a year failing to study law in London had come to Germany in search of culture. Handsome, with blue eyes, a wide sensual mouth and wavy fair hair, Brooks was charming, kind-hearted, sentimental and vain. Passionate about literature he talked with hypnotic intensity about his favourite authors, all new to Maugham, about Meredith, Swinburne, Walter Pater and Omar Khayyám, and with only the slightest encouragement would recite reams from ‘Dolores’ or the Rubáiyát. He also wrote poetry himself, mostly of a pessimistic nature, and recited that too, tossing back his blond locks and gazing into the middle distance with a vatic blue-eyed stare. He frequently declared his intention to devote his life to literature and enumerated the books he had in mind to produce. Maugham was entranced. He sat spellbound as Brooks held forth on the glories of Italy and Greece, on Shelley and Plato and Oscar Wilde, on Cardinal Newman and Matthew Arnold. Avidly he read what Brooks told him to read, swallowed whole his unremarkable opinions, and was flattered when this charismatic character began to single him out, defending him when the others ridiculed his arguments, as they not infrequently did.


Before long Brooks, like his predecessor, was inviting Maugham to accompany him on walks, during which he would boast of his aesthetic sensibility, his indifference to worldly success, and his disdain for the pitifully humdrum lives he saw his contemporaries leading. Brooks had big plans for himself, and it was only lack of time that so far had prevented his writing the important work that would ensure his place in the pantheon. Such talk was heady stuff for a lonely and intelligent boy, and when it became clear that Brooks required more of him than to be simply an admiring acolyte, Maugham was happy to oblige. Years afterwards Maugham confided to a friend that he had lost his virginity to Brooks, but it seems not to have meant very much, only taking one step further the kind of activity that had been common practice at school. Indeed for Maugham at sixteen, an impressionable and highly sexed adolescent, it was intensely exciting to be the lover of such an apparently brilliant and original young man. In time he came to see through Brooks, dismissed him as a wastrel and poseur, and his embarrassment at having been taken in led him to treat Brooks harshly both in life and in print. The character based on Brooks in Of Human Bondage is summarised as a man who ‘honestly mistook his sensuality for romantic emotion, his vacillation for the artistic temperament, and his idleness for philosophic calm. His mind, vulgar in its effort at refinement, saw everything … in a golden mist of sentimentality. He lied and never knew that he lied, and when it was pointed out to him said that lies were beautiful.’ But during those early days in Heidelberg Maugham’s relationship with Brooks was inspiring and added greatly to his sense of liberation, to his conviction that at last he was on the threshold of the real world.


One of Brooks’s enthusiasms was for the theatre, and when the winter repertory season began he and Maugham went two or three times a week to the little Stadttheater, animatedly discussing the production in the tavern afterwards. They saw Die Ehre by Hermann Sudermann, then a young playwright in the vanguard of the realist movement, and also several plays by Ibsen, a writer admired by the intelligentsia but regarded by most decent folk as outrageous and obscene: in Heidelberg his works were greeted fairly evenly by both boos and cheers. To Maugham Ibsen’s plays were a revelation. During his time in Germany he went several times to Munich, where it is possible in January 1891 that he was present for the first-ever production of Hedda Gabler, and perhaps, too, in June for the revival of The Vikings at Helgeland, which Ibsen himself attended. It was in Munich that he caught his one and only sight of the great Norwegian, peacefully reading his paper over a glass of beer at the Maximilianerhof. Except at the age of seven when he had seen Bernhardt in Paris, Maugham before he arrived in Germany had never been to a play – the modest touring productions occasionally given at the Assembly Rooms in Whitstable had been considered unsuitable entertainment by the Vicar – and he was now seized by a passion for the stage. The moment he entered the theatre he felt excited and engaged, and the more drama he saw the more he became fascinated by the technique of play-writing, eagerly sketching out plots and writing down snatches of dialogue. Heavily under Ibsen’s influence, he studied the dramatist’s technique by translating into English German versions of Ibsen’s plays, and he began experimenting with one-acters, characterised by an unflinching realism and much concerned with shameful secrets and venereal disease.


Shortly before Christmas Brooks left Germany for Florence, where he intended to immerse himself in Dante and Boccaccio, and Maugham was able to resume his studies uninterrupted. But the influence of Brooks had unsettled him, and ‘the delights of those easy, monotonous and exciting days in Heidelberg’ began to pall. Now he was impatient to go home, assert his independence and begin earning his living.


In July 1891 Maugham returned to Whitstable after his year’s absence to find his aunt and uncle visibly diminished: both had aged, his uncle stouter and balder, Aunt Sophie wizened and obviously unwell. With no idea what to do with himself – writing as a profession was considered out of the question – Maugham asked his uncle for advice. The Vicar naturally favoured the Church, but even he accepted that his nephew’s stammer made this an unlikely proposition. Maugham’s brothers had followed their father into the law, Charlie, assisted by Harry, now working for the family firm in Paris, while Freddie had recently been called to the Bar by Lincoln’s Inn; but the law, too, demanded a high level of fluency. An old friend of Henry Maugham’s was consulted about openings in the Civil Service, but he was dissuasive, explaining that since the introduction of a competitive examination it was in his view no longer quite the place for a gentleman to make his career. Eventually Maugham went up to London to see his father’s old partner, Albert Dixon, who arranged for him to try out for a few weeks in an accountant’s office in Chancery Lane; but the work was unbearably boring and Maugham was soon back in Whitstable. Finally it was Dr Etheridge, the family doctor, who came to the rescue by suggesting that young Maugham might do worse than train as a physician at his own alma mater, St Thomas’s Hospital. By this time Maugham was prepared to consider almost anything that would effect his escape, and so after a few weeks at a crammer’s preparing for the necessary examination, on 3 October 1892 at the age of eighteen he entered St Thomas’s Hospital Medical School as a student.


It had long been Maugham’s ambition to live in London. Since returning from Heidelberg he had chafed more than ever at the dull domesticity of Whitstable, and recently the gloomy atmosphere at the vicarage had turned even gloomier following the death of Aunt Sophie at the end of August 1892. In poor health for some time Sophie had gone to Bad Ems in Germany in the hope that the waters would restore her, and there she had died. Maugham had grown fond of his aunt, but he had been too much away from home to feel her loss more than slightly. A house of mourning was not the ideal place, nor a moping widower the ideal companion, for an eighteen-year-old boy, who moreover had no wish to be reminded of the harrowing bereavements of his early childhood, and Maugham had been desperate to get away. Since his schooldays he had been aware of the lure of London, in his imagination a city of infinite promise. A couple of boys at school had been Londoners and Maugham had been intrigued by their boasted familiarity with the seamier sides of the capital. ‘There emerged the vague rumour of the London streets by night … the surging throng round the pit-door of theatres, and the glitter of cheap restaurants, bars where men, half drunk, sat on high stools talking with barmaids; and under the street lamps the mysterious passing of dark crowds bent upon pleasure.’


Such sinister glamour was little in evidence at 11 Vincent Square, Maugham’s home for the next five years. A large, slightly shabby Georgian square to one side of the busy thoroughfare of Vauxhall Bridge Road, with its pawn shops and rattling trams, Vincent Square is close by the Thames Embankment in Westminster, only a short distance from the Houses of Parliament. For £1 a week Maugham had two rooms on the ground floor of number 11, a bedroom at the back, furnished with a narrow iron bed, wash-stand and chest-of-drawers, and a sitting-room with a bay-window in the front overlooking a row of enormous plane trees and the wide green expanse of Westminster School playing-fields which the square enclosed. Here he was looked after by his landlady, Eliza Foreman, assisted by Mrs Foreman’s husband, who cleaned the boots and helped with the washing-up, and by Florrie Johnston, a little maid-of-all-work. Mrs Foreman was a friendly soul, cheerful and energetic, with a sallow face and large black eyes; she was an excellent cook who took pride in looking after her gentlemen, for whom she provided two meals a day, a substantial cooked breakfast and a rather more frugal dinner. Maugham took trouble to make his little parlour comfortable, draping the chimneypiece with a Moorish rug, putting up some thick green curtains, and hanging on the wall a print of a soulful peasant girl holding a mandolin which he had found as a special offer in a Christmas edition of the Illustrated London News. Later, as his taste grew more sophisticated, he replaced this luscious piece of kitsch with mezzotints of paintings by Perugino, Hobbema and Van Dyck bought for a few shillings apiece from a shop in Soho Square.


Classes at the hospital began at 9.00, and every morning Maugham woke to the sound of his landlady lighting the fire in his sitting-room – ‘If you don’t get up at once you won’t ’ave time to ’ave breakfast, an’ I’ve got a lovely ’addick for you,’ she would call through the door. Bathing hurriedly in the tin bath kept under his bed, he ate his breakfast and then walked briskly down to the Embankment, with its noisy bustle of horse-drawn traffic, threading his way through the rush-hour crowds surging over Lambeth Bridge, then left along Lambeth Palace Road to St Thomas’s. On his way home to Vincent Square he bought an evening paper, and this he read until his dinner was served at 6.30. At the same table off which he had eaten he studied his textbooks, worked at his own writing, then sat in his armchair reading until it was time for bed. From Monday to Friday he was fully occupied, but during the first few weekends the time hung heavy and Maugham was lonely. He wandered through the National Gallery, strolled round the West End, ate his modest meals in an ABC,* and most Saturday evenings he went to the theatre. Sometimes in the queue for the gallery the man next to him would try to start a conversation; but according to Maugham’s published version of these early encounters he refused to be drawn, answering ‘in such a way as to prevent any further acquaintance’. It was a relief when Monday morning dawned and he could return to regimented timetables and hospital routine.


St Thomas’s, one of the great London teaching hospitals, was founded as a charitable institution in the twelfth century for the purpose of treating the diseased poor, which 700 years later still remained its primary purpose. A development of eight vast blocks of solid Gothic architecture, the size of a small town, St Thomas’s had been forced by the expansion of the railways to move from its original location in Southwark to the south bank of the Thames at Lambeth, and here the magnificent new buildings had been opened by Queen Victoria in 1871. A notable distinction was conferred on the hospital when Florence Nightingale established her School of Nursing there, and Miss Nightingale’s dominating influence not only over her School but over the running of the entire complex ensured that high standards were rigorously maintained. At the Medical School most students took the Conjoint Board of the College of Surgeons and the College of Physicians, a course costing a little over £300 per annum and stretching over five years, the winter term lasting from October to March, the summer session from May to the end of July.


The subjects of study during the first months were Anatomy, Biology, Physics and Chemistry, and most of this Maugham found ineffably tedious. Dutifully he attended the lectures, learned hundreds of requisite facts by heart, and having equipped himself with a microscope, a mahogany instrument case and a copy of Heath’s Dissector carried out his practical work in the Dissecting Room, which was painted an ominous red and reeked of disinfectant. This part of the course first-year students often found difficult to stomach, although Maugham never suffered from squeamishness and proved dextrous with the scalpel. The hospital provided the corpses, purchased at £5 each from the local workhouse and preserved with a mixture of vermilion and arsenic (the former to highlight the arteries, the latter to prevent putrefaction), and the students worked in pairs, clubbing together to buy their body parts, arms and legs 12s 6d, abdomen 7s 6d, head and neck 15s. As a guard against nausea, the lighting of cigarettes and pipes was encouraged, a privilege that naturally fostered a sociable atmosphere, and as a result ‘a good deal of gossip went on over the dissection of a “part”’. Indeed at the end of the morning, when the Demonstrator had left and the mangled parts been returned to the students’ lockers, the Dissecting Room took on quite a cosy atmosphere, a home from home where shirt-sleeved young men with a few minutes to spare could drop in for a quick smoke and a gossip.


At the end of the morning’s work, Maugham lunched off cocoa and a buttered scone for 4d in the basement canteen and then leafed through the daily papers in the students’ common-room; in fine weather, it was pleasant to sit outside on the terrace with a textbook, occasionally looking up to gaze across the river at the Houses of Parliament. As at school Maugham craved popularity and acceptance, but he was still shy, still inhibited by his stammer, and although he was well disposed towards his contemporaries there was little common ground. Those who had been to university were inclined to be stand-offish, or so Maugham felt, still touchy at having missed the opportunity of a place at Cambridge; he had no interest in the seemingly universal enthusiasm for cricket and football; neither did he wish to take part in the prodigious after-hours drinking bouts, having learned from unpleasant experience that more than a small quantity of alcohol made him sick. There were one or two handsome fellows with whom he became silently infatuated, envying their charm and high spirits, but by now he was better at hiding his feelings, skilful at adopting protective colouring. His guarded manner made any real intimacy impossible and by his classmates he was regarded as an aloof, almost forbidding individual.


The students at St Thomas’s, like young men everywhere, talked exhaustively about sex and constantly bragged about their sexual exploits, a subject that interested Maugham a good deal. Until now his physical relations had been only with men and he felt ashamed of his lack of experience with women. One Saturday evening he walked up to the Strand to pick up a prostitute, who for £1 agreed to spend the night with him. Reassured by her youthful, almost countrified appearance, he accompanied her to a small hotel off Shaftesbury Avenue where he was led into a bare little room smelling of stale tobacco, with greasy stains on the wallpaper and furnished only with a chair, a wash-stand and a big wooden bed with dirty sheets. The result of the encounter, unsurprisingly, was a dose of the clap, necessitating a discreet visit to one of the house physicians for treatment. But, far from embarrassment, Maugham felt pleased with himself, proud to be able to join in boasting with the other chaps, and perhaps privately relieved to discover he was able to function ‘normally’.


Throughout his life an appearance of conventionality was of profound importance to Maugham. The fact of his bisexuality had to be kept secret from most sections of the society in which he moved, and this need for secrecy was something which subliminally he recognised early on. His French upbringing and his stammer had set him apart from the boys at school, and now to be categorised as an invert, as the term then was, and thus a member of yet another unpopular minority, would have been painfully difficult to accept. He was struck by an incident which took place while he was going over his dissected part with the Demonstrator; he failed to find the specified nerve and, when it was pointed out to him, protested that it was in the wrong place. ‘I complained of the abnormality, and he [the Demonstrator], smiling, said that in anatomy it was the normal that was uncommon … The remark sank into my mind,’ wrote Maugham afterwards, ‘and since then it has been forced upon me that it is true of man as well as of anatomy.’


Learning in childhood how to live under cover, Maugham rarely revealed himself except to his closest intimates. At twenty he was well aware of his sexual orientation, of his feelings for men, although for years he tried to convince himself that such feelings were no more than a minor aberration. ‘I tried to persuade myself’, he said in later life, ‘that I was three-quarters normal and that only a quarter of me was queer – whereas really it was the other way round.’ In the notebook he kept at this period and published many years later he describes the purely physical attraction he sometimes felt for his own sex, although typically he was careful, for public consumption, to deny the existence of any explicitly sexual ingredient. ‘The friendship of animal attraction … [is] unreasoning and unreasonable; and by the irony of things it is probable that you will have this feeling for someone quite unworthy of it. This kind of friendship, though sex has no active part in it, is really akin to love: it arises in the same way, and it is not improbable that it declines in the same way.’ Looking back he comments, ‘I do not remember who the persons were who occasioned these confused reflections, but … I surmise that I had found my feeling for someone to whom I was drawn unreciprocated.’


‘I entered little into the life of the hospital and made few friends there,’ he recalled, ‘for I was occupied with other things.’ Certainly medicine was of small interest: he knew he needed to qualify, as that would provide him with a career on which to fall back if all else failed; but he was determined to make his living by his pen, and single-minded in this pursuit he allowed nothing and nobody to get in its way. A passionate autodidact and exceptionally disciplined and industrious, Maugham read prodigiously, not only in English literature – novels, plays, poetry – but also in French, German, Russian and Italian. In the course of two months he read three plays by Shakespeare, two volumes of Mommsen’s History of Rome, much of Lanson’s Littérature française, several novels in English and French, two scientific works and an Ibsen play. He copied out passages from Swift, from Dryden, from Jeremy Taylor, committing parts of them to memory. His head was filled with ideas and he covered page after page in his notebooks with outlines for stories and dramatic plots, with scraps of dialogue and with observations and reflections. ‘I was writing’, he said, ‘because I could not help it.’ His immediate ambition was to write a play, and he continued to go regularly to the theatre, often in the company of a good-looking young man whom he had first met in Heidelberg, Walter Adney Payne.


Payne’s father, George Payne, was a leading figure in the London music-hall and, as manager of the Tivoli in the Strand, the New Oxford in Oxford Street and the London Pavilion in Piccadilly, enjoyed a virtual monopoly over the West End. As Maugham the medical student and Payne, studying to be a chartered accountant, were both chronically short of funds, Payne senior was a valuable source of free tickets, enabling them to go nearly every Saturday afternoon to the halls to see Marie Lloyd, Dan Leno, Vesta Tilley and Albert Chevalier. In the evening they went to the theatre, where from their cheap seats in the pit they saw such memorable productions as Wilde’s A Woman of No Importance, The Second Mrs Tanqueray with Mrs Patrick Campbell and George Alexander’s staging of The Importance of Being Earnest. On 5 January 1895 they were among the fashionable audience at the St James’s Theatre for the disastrous first night of Henry James’s play Guy Domville, when the distinguished author while taking his bow was humiliatingly booed. It was a distressing scene which Maugham never forgot. ‘[James] was greeted with such an outburst of boos and catcalls as only then have I heard in the theatre,’ he wrote many years later. ‘He confronted the hostile audience, his jaw fallen so that his mouth was slightly open and on his countenance a look of complete bewilderment. He was paralysed. I don’t know why the curtain wasn’t immediately brought down.’


Pictures were another passion of Maugham’s, and here he had a mentor in the eccentric form of one Wentworth Huyshe. A generation older than Maugham, Huyshe, a small, slender man with an Elizabethan beard and pale-blue eyes, had been a distinguished war correspondent for both the New York Herald and the London Times. He had lived and worked in London, Paris and New York, and had married twice, first to an American, secondly to the daughter of an uneducated farm labourer. With his second wife, by whom he eventually had nine children, Huyshe settled in the country near Harlow in Essex, where he led a bohemian existence in pursuit of his many and varied interests. These included heraldry and armour, historical costume (on the subject of which he had corresponded with Oscar Wilde), literature, music and painting. A friend first of Harry Maugham, one of whose poems he had set to music, Huyshe, by then nearing fifty, saw considerable promise in Maugham; he encouraged him with his writing and took him to concerts, galleries and museums, teaching him how to look at pictures and introducing him to new names in various branches of the arts. Maugham stayed with the Huyshes at Besom Cottage, where in the mornings, oblivious of the racket made by the junior members of the household, he sat and wrote at Huyshe’s desk, showing his work to his host when he had done. ‘Why, this is fine! This is wonderful!’ Huyshe would exclaim. When Maugham’s first novel was published a few years later he inscribed a copy to Wentworth Huyshe and sent it to him with a grateful letter. ‘I can never forget how kind you were to me when I was a stupid boy, & you took me about & showed me things, & inspired me with all sorts of new ideas. I can honestly say that I owe a very great deal to you, and now it is a great pleasure to me to be able to send you my first-born.’


Meanwhile at the hospital Maugham had moved on to study Practical Pharmacy and Materia Medica, subjects which he found marginally less tedious than Anatomy, quite enjoying the business of rolling pills, mixing ointments and grinding up powders. But it was not until he took his turn as a clerk in the Out-Patients’ Department that suddenly his attention was fully engaged. Here for the first time he found his work of consuming interest, fascinated not by the range of ailments but by the men and women themselves, who day after day came to the hospital for help.


Lambeth in the 1890s was one of the poorest and most overcrowded areas of London. Families tended to be large, and although infant mortality was high (deaths of the under-fives accounted for nearly 50 per cent of the total mortality rate) many couples had ten, eleven or even twelve children, with whom they lived in dark, cramped houses backing on to filthy courts with open drains, or in overcrowded tenements where conditions were squalid in the extreme. Many of those fortunate enough to be employed worked in sweatshops, where sometimes seventeen or eighteen men and women were crammed into a tiny top-floor room, inadequately lit and heated, with water closets without water and the only ventilation coming from broken windows nailed shut, the empty panes filled up with canvas. Disease ran rife, and drink, easily available and comparatively cheap, was the most popular panacea, with the result that high levels of domestic violence were commonplace. Death from starvation was not infrequently the end for the elderly and the unemployed. Such was the population which depended on St Thomas’s for its free medical care, and with which Maugham was now in daily contact.


From early afternoon the waiting-room was thronged with men, women and children, some decently dressed, others ragged and dirty; and despite the strong odour of disinfectant the stench of unwashed bodies grew sickeningly pungent as the day wore on. The men were seen first, most suffering from chronic bronchitis, or ‘a nasty ’acking cough’, as it was usually described, as well as venereal disease and every possible variety of drink-related disorder. With the women, aged prematurely by frequent confinements, the main problems stemmed from malnutrition and from the split lips, black eyes and broken ribs regularly dealt them by their drunken husbands. Maugham assisted the house physician, who allotted him the more straightforward cases to deal with on his own, and it was now that he heard the stories of these frequently harrowing lives. For the patients it was unusual to find among the hard-pressed medical staff someone who took such an interest in their personal problems, and they responded gratefully to this sympathetic young doctor with his gentle manner and expressive dark eyes. Unlike many of his colleagues, Maugham never patronised his patients: it was understanding they wanted, not pity, and through his genuine interest he came to learn more about their lives and of their teeming, claustrophobic world than did many of the highly qualified doctors who saw their patients only as medical specimens. Like his alter ego in Of Human Bondage, Philip Carey, Maugham came to realise that the poor:


did not want large airy rooms; they suffered from cold, for their food was not nourishing and their circulation bad; space gave them a feeling of chilliness, and they wanted to burn as little coal as need be; there was no hardship for several to sleep in one room, they preferred it; they were never alone for a moment, from the time they were born to the time they died, and loneliness oppressed them; they enjoyed the promiscuity in which they dwelt, and the constant noise of their surroundings pressed upon their ears unnoticed. They did not feel the need of taking a bath constantly, and Philip often heard them speak with indignation of the necessity to do so with which they were faced on entering the hospital …


Never before had Maugham been confronted by such a variety of character and human type, and he was enthralled by the narratives that day after day were spun out before him, excited by their indefinable potential. So absorbed did he become in these glimpses of life in the raw, of human nature at its most unguarded, that when he himself fell ill – with septic tonsilitis contracted after performing a post-mortem on a badly decomposed corpse – in spite of being nursed in the private wing and ‘treated like a crowned head’, he could hardly wait to resume his duties.


Busy although he was at the hospital, and in his spare time immersed in his own reading and writing, Maugham nonetheless maintained his links with family and friends. One of the latter was John Ellingham Brooks, last seen in Heidelberg, who now came wafting in from the Continent, where he had been travelling extensively and writing flowery letters about love and art and the glories of Italy, particularly as seen through the eyes of Ruskin and Pater. As before in Germany, Maugham found Brooks’s company inspirational, and falling again under his influence he took the opportunity of his first Easter vacation, six weeks in the spring of 1894, to visit Italy. Already the previous year at Brooks’s instigation he had begun to study Italian, and now with £20 in his pocket he set off, spending a few days in Paris on the way in order to see his brothers Charles and Harry and to visit the Louvre. Fired by Pater’s essay on the Mona Lisa, he made excitedly for Leonardo’s famous portrait, but ‘I was bitterly disappointed. Was this the picture Pater had written about with such eloquence and in prose so ornate?’ He continued on to Genoa and Pisa, and then to Florence, where he stayed for over a fortnight, lodging in a house overlooking the Duomo with a kindly widow whose spinster daughter gave him lessons in Italian. Eager to learn, Maugham made good use of his time. ‘I lived laborious days,’ he recalled, beginning each morning with a couple of hours studying Dante before setting off to see the sights, Ruskin in hand. ‘I admired everything Ruskin told me to admire,’ he wrote, ‘and turned away in disgust from what he condemned. Never can he have had a more ardent disciple.’ Only in the evening did he allow himself a little recreation, wandering out after dinner in search of adventure but, according to the account written years later, ‘such was my innocence, or at least my shyness, I always came home as virtuous as I had gone out’.


Back in London Maugham was introduced to Brooks’s friends, a group of aesthetically inclined young men who dazzled him by their zest and creativity. They seemed to fizz with imagination and original ideas while he in juxtaposition appeared dull and ordinary. ‘They could write and draw and compose with a facility that aroused my envy,’ Maugham wrote, ‘[and] they had an appreciation of art and a critical instinct that I despaired of attaining.’ It was presumably one of these budding geniuses who told him airily that there was only one picture in the Louvre worth looking at and that was by Chardin. ‘That was strong meat to set before a youth just turned twenty. I was too shy to tell the young man that I thought Titian’s Man with the Glove a beautiful portrait and that Titian’s Entombment had deeply moved me.’ It was only later that Maugham came to recognise that the group’s effusions owed more to youthful high spirits than to genuine talent, and that their mentor, Brooks, was temperamentally flawed and would never fulfil the much trumpeted promise of his early years.


Shortly after returning from Italy, Maugham had two family weddings to attend. The first, and much the more unexpected, was that of the Rev. Henry Maugham, who, a widower for not quite two years, had proposed marriage to Ellen Matthews, the fifty-year-old spinster daughter of a General Henry Matthews of Bath. The wedding took place on 6 June 1894, after which the new Mrs Maugham was brought to Whitstable, where she was soon discovered to be a merry creature, in every way a lively contrast to her predecessor. During Aunt Ellen’s occupation the vicarage became a much more cheerful house to visit, and it was clear that she made the Vicar very happy.


Two weeks later, on 21 June, Charlie, eldest of the four Maugham brothers, was married in London to Mabel Hardy, daughter of the animal-painter Heywood Hardy. For the previous five years Charlie had been working in Paris, a junior partner in the family law firm, now Sewell et Maugham, and it was here that he had met his future wife who was studying at the Conservatoire. They returned to Paris after the wedding, where they embarked on the kind of prosperous, sociable way of life that the Maugham parents had enjoyed a generation earlier. Like his father, Charlie was good-natured and clever, while Mabel, or Beldy as she was known, a talented amateur artist, was vivacious and fun, both popular members of Parisian expatriate society. For a time Charlie’s younger brother Harry worked with him at Sewell et Maugham, but the arrangement had not been a success. Harry was an unconventional character who had little interest in the law; his real ambition, like Maugham’s, was to be a writer. Gentle, kind-hearted, but also thin-skinned and neurotic, Harry spent most of his spare time composing lengthy verse dramas and sitting in cafés in company with like-minded young men, artists and poets; soon he gave up any pretence at pursuing a legal career, left Paris and after a spell in London moved to Italy. He and Maugham had much in common, aesthetically and intellectually; they were both outsiders, shy and insecure; they were both sexually nonconformist; they both wanted to write; and yet they never became close, separated geographically, but also by a lack of that fraternal bond that never had the chance properly to form between Maugham and his brothers.


With Charlie and Harry living on the Continent, Maugham saw most of Freddie, the second eldest, who had remained in London and joined chambers in Lincoln’s Inn. Ironically it was their relationship that came to be most strained, the ultra-conventional Freddie coming to regard his younger brother with a censoriousness deeply resented by Maugham, who with part of himself would have liked to have attained the ironclad respectability of his sibling. As young men, however, this mutual hostility was mild and intermittent, and they had enough of a shared past and interests in common – the theatre, golf, looking at pictures – for them to enjoy each other’s company, at least in small doses. Freddie, in adulthood always addressed as F.H., was a handsome, athletic man of dour demeanour, his icy reserve effectively concealing a sensitiveness and vulnerability that was rarely revealed, even within the family. In December 1896, F.H. had married Helen (‘Nellie’) Romer, daughter of a High Court judge, Robert Romer, soon to become a lord justice of appeal. While F.H. appeared joyless and austere, Nellie was affectionate, gregarious and high-spirited, possessed of enormous charm and a rumbustious sense of humour, with a love of slapstick and silly jokes. If her boisterous jollity sometimes grated, F.H. nevertheless depended on his wife for the sympathy and warmth he craved but could not show. She and Maugham took to each other at once and quickly became close friends, Nellie inviting her brother-in-law to family occasions, including him in amateur theatricals, and often asking him to tea on her own, when the two of them would gossip amicably, before her husband with his blighting presence returned to the house in the evening. At this period F.H. was making painfully slow progress in his career, with few briefs coming in; he was tormented by financial worries and frustrated ambition, and the strain of this made him more than usually distant and cold. ‘The waiting for work is a terrible drawback to a young barrister,’ he wrote fifty years later, ‘and tends to sour his whole existence. I shall never forget those unhappy days.’


When Maugham resumed his studies at the hospital after the summer of 1894, he moved from Out-Patients to working on the wards, accompanying the house physician on his rounds, carrying out tests and writing up case-notes. The wards at St Thomas’s were pleasant places, long, light rooms with a row of spotless white beds down each side, the clinical atmosphere softened by generous arrangements of flowers and potted plants. As before, Maugham enjoyed contact with the patients, and yet the wards lacked the drama and excitement of his previous post, and he welcomed the transition to surgical clerk, assisting at operations, standing beside the surgeon ready to hand him his instruments. If the operation were an unusual one, the theatre galleries would fill up with observers, but on most days there was not more than a handful of students watching, which gave the proceedings a cosiness that Maugham relished.


Occasionally his sang-froid deserted him, as he recounts in a description of watching an operation that painfully brought back memories of his mother’s death. ‘The other day I went into the theatre to see a Caesarian,’ he records in his notebook for 1897.


Before starting Dr C. made a short discourse … He told us that the patient couldn’t have a child naturally and had had to be twice aborted; but she’d set her heart on having one now that she was pregnant again and though he’d explained the danger to her and said that it was only an even chance that she’d come through, she’d told him that she was prepared to risk it … The operation appeared to go very well and Dr C’s face beamed when he extracted the baby. This morning I was in the ward and asked one of the nurses how she was getting on. She told me she’d died in the night. I don’t know why, it gave me a shock and I had to frown because I was afraid I was going to cry. It was silly, I didn’t know her, I’d only seen her on the operating table. I suppose what affected me was the passion of that woman, just an ordinary hospital patient, to have a baby, a passion so intense that she was willing to incur the frightful risk; it seemed hard, dreadfully hard, that she had to die.


In both the Easter and summer vacations of 1895 Maugham went again to Italy, this time to Capri in the company of Ellingham Brooks. Describing the island as ‘the most enchanting spot I had ever seen’, Maugham was bewitched by the romantic beauty of the place, revelling in the warmth, in the scented air and in the atmosphere of dreamy tranquillity that Capri possessed in those days when it was still a rural community with a small foreign population and was visited by only a few tourists who tended to avoid the summer months. Arriving on the little steamer from Naples, the two men were rowed ashore, their luggage carried up the steep road from the harbour by a couple of burly female porters who left them with their belongings in the main square. On this first visit Maugham and Brooks lodged in a modest pensione where four shillings a day bought board, lodging and a view of Vesuvius from the bedroom window. The two men went for long walks up the steep hillsides covered in sweet-smelling shrubs, past vineyards and lemon orchards and little white-washed houses draped in roses, jasmine and bougainvillaea. Reaching the summit they could turn to look down at the sea far below, at the Faraglioni, two great grey rocks rising like a cathedral out of the clear green water. Mornings were dedicated to study, after which at midday they swam off the rocks at the Bagno Timberino and basked in the sun before lazily wending their way uphill for lunch under a vine-covered pergola. Every evening after dinner they joined the throng at Morgano’s, the wine shop beside the Piazza Grande. Here, the expatriate community gathered to exchange news and gossip, Maugham listening intently as Brooks and his new acquaintance, writers, painters, sculptors, held forth on art, philosophy and literature. Lacking their learning and fluency Maugham felt himself at a disadvantage; he sat smoking and saying little, never mentioning his own attempts at composition.


I thought it all grand. Art, art for art’s sake, was the only thing that mattered in the world … They were all agreed about this, that they burned with a hard, gem-like flame. I was too shy to tell them that I had written a novel and was half-way through another and it was a great mortification to me, burning as I was too with a hard, gem-like flame, to be treated as a philistine who cared for nothing but dissecting dead bodies and would seize an unguarded moment to give his best friend an enema.


Inhibited in conversation he may have been, yet the tongue-in-cheek reference to giving his best friend an enema indicates confidence in other areas. Maugham at twenty-one took care with his appearance and had begun to dress, insofar as his modest income allowed, with a certain elegance; with his slim build and expressive features he was an engaging young man, sexually magnetic and well aware of the glances he attracted. The powerful creative impulse, which inspired so many ideas and drove him to write for hours every night, materialised also in a sexual energy which, even while he was sitting mainly motionless and silent as during the evening sessions at Morgano’s, was potent. The fact that he and Brooks were lovers would have caused little comment on Capri, where irregular relationships were accepted almost as the norm. The island had long enjoyed a reputation for tolerance towards its foreign community, many of whom were drawn there as much by the good-looking Capresi youth as by the beauty of the setting. As a later inhabitant, Compton Mackenzie, wrote of Capri, ‘Its reputation as a decomposer of character was classic.’ A blind eye was turned to the conduct of most of these exotic imports, for instance, the notorious Count Fersen, paedophile and opium-addict; or the ex-Vicar of Sandringham, who had arrived suddenly after trouble with choirboys at home; or Lord Alfred Douglas, trailing clouds of infamy and seen openly misbehaving with a pretty cabin-boy on his yacht. Only occasionally did one of them go too far, like the arms magnate Friedrich Krupp, reports of whose behaviour with under-age boys were beginning to cause alarm, eventually resulting in his having to leave the island. Nonetheless the moral climate was unusually relaxed and, to those who found the laws and attitudes of northern Europe a serious hindrance to their preferred way of life, Capri was a welcome haven. Such a one was John Ellingham Brooks, who within a couple of weeks felt so entirely at ease that he decided not to return to England but to remain on Capri for good.


Brooks’s decision was timely. In the same month that he and Maugham first visited Capri, April 1895, the trial was taking place in London of Oscar Wilde. Wilde’s was not the only nor indeed the first such trial to be exhaustively reported since the passing ten years earlier of the Criminal Law Amendment Act,* but it made a greater impact and reached a far wider audience on account of the fame of the accused, the social status of the accuser, the Marquess of Queensberry, and the headline-grabbing wit, flamboyance and panache with which Wilde, fatally, conducted himself in court. Here a world was revealed of rent-boys and male brothels and perverse sexual practices hitherto undreamt of by the majority of the nation’s newspaper-reading population. Wilde’s subsequent sentencing to two years’ hard labour struck terror into the hearts of many men who had imagined that a modicum of discretion was all that was necessary to keep them out of trouble. A significant number decided there and then to leave for the Continent, and it was said that on the night after Wilde’s arrest, instead of the usual sixty or so crossing from England to France, six hundred gentlemen took passage on the Channel steamers. The trial of Oscar Wilde was to cast a long shadow, and for seventy years Maugham’s generation had to live with the very real fear of blackmail, exposure, public scandal and arrest. It is unlikely that Maugham at only twenty-one fully understood the relevance of these events to his own life, but the Wilde case could not fail to increase his determination to keep areas of his private life under cover, to encourage the habit of concealment.


In London on the occasions when he was seen by one of his fellow students outside the hospital it was noted that he was always with the same young man, almost certainly his theatre-going friend Walter Adney Payne. Payne, ‘dear companion of my lonely youth’, as Maugham described him, was the first in a series of close male associates on whom throughout his life he depended heavily. There is a visible pattern that runs through these relationships, beginning with a sexual affair which then evolves into an intimate friendship, with the one-time lover becoming part secretary, part companion and facilitator. Although nothing remains of any personal correspondence (on Payne’s death all letters between them were on Maugham’s instructions destroyed), the two men were close for over twenty years, with Payne the first to take on the role of secretary–companion that in later years was most notably filled by Gerald Haxton and then Alan Searle. The probability is that, like Haxton’s and Searle’s, Payne’s early friendship with Maugham contained, if only briefly, some sexual element, before developing into a more stable and long-lasting commitment. And like his successors Payne from the beginning was able to provide one essential service: he enabled Maugham to make contact with strangers. Because of his stammer Maugham found it next to impossible to initiate the kind of exchange so easily struck up with others in public places. His stammer was a torment to him and at times made him excruciatingly inhibited and self-conscious, as he himself painfully described.


Few realised the exhaustion it caused him to speak. What to most men is as easy as breathing was to him a constant strain. It tore his nerves to pieces. Few knew the humiliations it exposed him to, the ridicule it excited in many, the impatience it aroused, the awkwardness of feeling that it made people find him tiresome, the minor exasperation of thinking of a good, amusing or apt remark and not venturing to say it in case the stammer ruined it. Few knew the distressing sense it gave rise to of a bar to complete contact with other men.


Thus, knowing that he could not speak without the risk of making a fool of himself, Maugham liked to rely on someone else to start the conversation, and in this respect Payne with his good looks and pleasant manner was the ideal companion.


On their regular outings to the play and music-hall the opportunities for casual encounters were numerous. Along the Strand, in Piccadilly, around the newly built theatres in Shaftesbury Avenue were dozens of shops, cafés and public houses that stayed open till the early hours attracting crowds of men and women, not all of them engaged in respectable pursuits. At night the streets were crowded, alive with opportunity, as Maugham was fondly to recall. ‘There was a part [of the West End] … they called the Front, the street on the north side that led from Shaftesbury Avenue to the Charing Cross Road, where from eleven to twelve people walked up and down in a serried throng … There was a sense of adventure in the air. Eyes met and then…’ Indoors, the Criterion Bar and the promenade at the Pavilion were two popular locations for casual pick-ups, and at the Tivoli in the Strand and at the Empire and Alhambra in Leicester Square the staff had long learned to turn a blind eye to the all-male activity that went on in the dark upper tiers of the auditorium. Out-of-doors two popular homosexual cruising areas were the Embankment Gardens by the river and the statue of Achilles in Hyde Park* (‘Really, the things that go on in front of that work of art are quite appalling. The police should interfere,’ says Mabel Chiltern in Wilde’s An Ideal Husband).


Maugham was irresistibly drawn to the sexual underworld. He soon learned that a man about town never went to the music-hall before nine, as that was the hour when prostitutes of both sexes arrived to ply their trade, strolling enticingly up and down among the gentlemen smoking and drinking in the Promenade bar. Maugham’s early attempt at picking up a tart, an alarmingly self-possessed young woman, ended in humiliation when she simply turned her back and walked contemptuously away from his stammered offer to buy her a drink. Outside in the Strand trade was relatively cheap, the pricier rent-boys and ‘daughters of joy’ concentrating on prosperous Piccadilly. A slender figure in his hat and dark overcoat, Maugham, fascinated, would watch them as they sauntered along looking for custom, invisible to the ordinary couples and family parties making for omnibus and Underground after an evening’s blameless entertainment. In his notebook for 1896 Maugham records a fragment of dialogue that is undeniably flirtatious in tone, as it might have taken place between himself and an older man.


‘Oh, I should hate to be old [says the younger]. All one’s pleasures go.’


‘But others come.’


‘What?’


‘Well, for instance, the contemplation of youth. If I were your age I think it not improbable that I should think you a rather conceited and bumptious man: as it is I consider you a charming and amusing boy.’


Preparing it for publication half a century later, Maugham teasingly adds that he could no longer ‘remember who said this …’


In October 1896 Maugham arrived at the final stage of his training at St Thomas’s, the study of Obstetrics and Gynaecology. The first morning’s lecture was memorable. ‘Gentlemen,’ the instructor began, ‘woman is an animal that micturates once a day, defecates once a week, menstruates once a month, parturates once a year and copulates whenever she has the opportunity.’ Recently a new requirement had been introduced, a course in practical midwifery, for which students were expected to be on call for a period of three weeks, and within a mile’s radius of the hospital to attend a minimum of twenty confinements. During his tour of duty Maugham was called out on sixty-three occasions. Temporarily lodged in a room opposite the main gates where he could be quickly summoned by the porter, he was rarely able to snatch more than a couple of hours’ sleep, and yet he was almost unaware of his exhaustion so absorbed was he in what he witnessed of his patients’ lives. It was the first time he had worked outside the hospital precincts, and it was only now that he saw for himself the frightening reality of the poverty in which large numbers struggled to exist, experienced at close quarters the noise, the stench, the overcrowding, the filthy, verminous conditions from which for many there was no chance of escape. If the head of the family were in work, then life was tolerable; if not, then the situation was desperate, and in such cases the arrival of another baby was regarded with despair. ‘Accidents’ were not infrequent: mothers rolled on their babies while they slept, and errors of diet were not always the result of carelessness.


In a passage written fifty years later Maugham recalls his induction into the slums of Lambeth. It was usually the husband or a small child of the expectant mother who led him through the dark and silent streets,


up stinking alleys and into sinister courts where the police hesitated to penetrate, but where your black bag protected you from harm. You were taken to grim houses, on each floor of which a couple of families lived and down into a stuffy room, ill-lit with a paraffin lamp, in which two or three women, the midwife, the mother, the ‘lady as lives on the floor below’ were standing round the bed on which the patient lay. Sometimes you waited in that room for two or three hours, drinking a friendly cup of tea with the midwife and going down in the street below now and then to get a breath of air. The husband was sitting on the step and you sat down beside him and chatted.


In cases of emergency Maugham could summon help from the Senior Obstetric Clerk, but by the time the SOC arrived it was often too late: the baby had failed to breathe or the mother had bled to death and there was nothing to be done. After nights like these it was a relief to come out at dawn into the fresh air and walk beside the Thames, watch the sky turn pink and the early-morning mist dissolve over the water.


It was during Maugham’s training in midwifery that the idea came to him for a novel. Over the past few years he had experimented with a number of projects, his chief ambition being to write for the theatre. The plays he had submitted, however, had been rejected, and so he planned instead to complete two or three novels in the hope that if these were published managers would look more favourably on his dramatic work.


This was an exciting time in publishing. During the 1890s a number of lively new publishing houses had been founded – Heinemann, Hutchinson, Methuen, the Bodley Head; and as the sway of the three-decker novel and the circulating library had recently collapsed, the way had been left clear for young writers to experiment with different and shorter forms. While browsing in the bookshops Maugham had been attracted by the Pseudonym Library, a popular series of cheap paper-bound books published by the enterprising Thomas Fisher Unwin. Unwin, a tall, handsome man, blue-eyed and black-bearded, known almost as well for his flamboyant ties as for his irascible personality, had set up his own business in the 1870s and was notorious both for taking risks and for driving a hard bargain. Supported by, in the words of Ford Madox Ford, a ‘heaven-sent’ team of readers which included the influential Edward Garnett and, briefly, G. K. Chesterton, Unwin had made some notable discoveries, numbering among his authors Yeats, Galsworthy, H. G. Wells, George Moore and Joseph Conrad. Maugham sent in a couple of short stories, one of which, ‘A Bad Example’, about a good man whose goodness leads his selfish family to regard him as mentally unbalanced,* was passed to Garnett, who advised against publication. ‘There is some ability in this, but not very much. Mr Maugham has imagination and he can write prettily, but his satire against society is not deep enough or humorous enough to command attention. He should be advised to try the humbler magazines for a time, and if he tries anything more important to send it to us.’ As a result of this report Unwin rejected both stories, on the excuse that they were too short to stand on their own; he added, however, that if in the future Mr Maugham chose to submit a full-length novel he would be pleased to read it. Intensely excited by this morsel of encouragement, Maugham immediately set to work


Liza of Lambeth, or A Lambeth Idyll, as it was originally entitled, is set in the slums with which Maugham’s medical training had lately made him so familiar. Eighteen-year-old Liza Kemp is a factory girl living in a small single room with her alcoholic mother. Pretty and spirited, Liza is fond of a good time and popular in her neighbourhood. She has a faithful follower, Tom, who hopes to marry her, but she is not yet ready to settle down to a life of domestic drudgery and years of child-bearing – she herself is one of thirteen, which is nothing out of the ordinary in Vere Street. Full of ill-defined longings for love and something greater than her narrow world can offer, she is more than ready to respond when she meets Jim Blakeston, an older man who has recently moved into the street with his wife and five children. Jim seduces her, and the two of them embark on a passionate affair, conducted in secret wherever they can be together away from prying eyes, in Battersea Park, on the Embankment, sheltering from the rain in Waterloo Station. But inevitably they are discovered, and Liza, now pregnant and therefore disgraced, is exposed to jeering and contempt; she is physically attacked by Jim’s wife, who in turn is half killed by her husband in a beer-sodden rage. Liza, battered and distraught, goes into labour while helplessly drunk, dying as she miscarries, with her tipsy mother watching over her, assisted by a garrulous midwife who has witnessed such a scene many times before.


As Maugham’s literary taste over the past few years had been strongly influenced by John Ellingham Brooks, he might well have chosen to model his style on Brooks’s beloved Pater, or on one of the fin-de-siècle Decadents, such as Huysmans or Wilde; but in the event it was the French realists whom he chose to follow, Zola and Maupassant, the latter in particular, whose vernacular style of narrative exactly suited the unromantic nature of his subject. In an introduction to a later edition of Liza, Maugham wrote, ‘I had at that time a great admiration for Guy de Maupassant … who had so great a gift for telling a story clearly, straightforwardly and effectively,’ three adverbs which may justly be applied to Liza, by any standards an accomplished work of fiction and impressive indeed for a first novel. In writing Liza, Maugham explained, ‘I described without addition or exaggeration the people I had met in the Out-Patients’ Department at the Hospital and in the District during my service as an Obstetric Clerk … My lack of imagination … obliged me to set down quite straightforwardly what I had seen with my own eyes and heard with my own ears.’ He was later to claim that Liza was ‘the first of the realistic descriptions of the London slums that the English public had had a chance of reading’, although in fact it was only one of a number published in that period giving an authentic depiction of the lives of the urban poor, coming after such works of fiction as George Gissing’s The Nether World (1889), Kipling’s terrifying story ‘The Record of Badalia Herodsfoot’ (1890) and the harrowing Esther Waters (1894) by George Moore.


As might be expected, the Lambeth scenes are vividly drawn, their shabbiness and squalor a sombre contrast to the cheeriness of the factory girls with their huge feathered hats and frizzed-up fringes, backchatting saucily with each other and with their young men. The dialogue, at which Maugham had had plenty of practice in his numerous failed attempts at play-writing, is effective and naturalistic; as he rightly said, ‘I caught the colloquial note by instinct.’ There are some enjoyably comic passages, one scene especially, describing an outing to the theatre to see a third-rate melodrama, although another, centred on a Bank Holiday picnic, is less successful, mainly because of the adoption of an ill-judged mock-pastoral style. Yet in the main the novel keeps a firm grip on reality, and the portrayal of this threadbare society is wholly without sentimentality: the author regards his characters with sympathy but also with an almost clinical detachment, passing no moral judgment on their behaviour: he understands very well that the young women must enjoy themselves where they can, for their futures hold little but hard labour, with drunkenness and domestic violence accepted as the norm. Liza’s best friend Sally, for instance, so excited at the prospect of her wedding, soon learns to accept that regular beatings are an unavoidable part of married life. ‘“It wasn’t ’is fault,” put in Sally, amidst her sobs, “it’s only because ’e’s ’ad a little drop too much. ’E’s arright when ’e’s sober.”’ Maugham shows a mature awareness of the brutalising nature of poverty as well as of the invincible, if short-lived, optimism of youth. Significantly he also shows a profound understanding of the human craving for love and of the overwhelming power of sexual attraction. The reader is left in no doubt of the nature of Liza’s passion for Jim Blakeston:


They sat there for a long while in silence; the beer had got to Liza’s head, and the warm night air filled her with a double intoxication. She felt the arm round her waist, and the big, heavy form pressing against her side; she experienced again the curious sensation as if her heart were about to burst, and it choked her – a feeling so oppressive and painful that it almost made her feel sick. Her hands began to tremble, and her breathing grew rapid, as though she were suffocating. Almost fainting, she swayed over towards the man, and a cold shiver ran through her from top to toe. Jim bent over her, and, taking her in both arms, he pressed his lips to hers in a long, passionate kiss. At last, panting for breath, she turned her head away and groaned.


Liza of Lambeth, written in three French school-exercise books, was completed in six months, and on 14 January 1897 the manuscript dispatched to Unwin, with a descriptive note, typically pessimistic, attached. ‘This is the story of a nine days wonder in a Lambeth slum … [which] shows that in this world nothing very much matters, and that in Vere Street, Lambeth, nothing matters at all.’ Of the three readers who were shown the text, one, Vaughan Nash, disliked it – vulgar, revoltingly frank and lacking in romance – but the other two, of whom one was Edward Garnett, declared enthusiastically in its favour. ‘A very clever realistic study of factory girls and coster life,’ wrote Garnett. ‘If Fisher Unwin does not publish A Lambeth Idyll somebody else certainly will … Mr Maugham has insight & humour, & will probably be heard of again … N.B. The conversation is remarkably well done.’ On the strength of these recommendations and after only one requested alteration – the changing of the word ‘belly’ to ‘stomach’ – a contract was signed in April between T. Fisher Unwin and William Somerset Maugham of St Thomas’s Hospital. Liza of Lambeth was to be published not, as originally intended, in the Pseudonym Library but under Maugham’s own name, selling at 3s 6d in a first edition of 2,000, with no royalty on the first 750 copies, and only a small one of 10 per cent on the following 1,250. These terms could hardly be described as generous, but neither were they unusual: Unwin was taking a risk with an unknown author at a period when it was customary for advances to be small and royalties frequently deferred until production costs had been recovered, a process which would have been accelerated had Unwin succeeded in selling the book to the United States, which he failed to do. The American publisher, Charles Scribner, reporting back to his firm in New York, wrote, ‘Unwin is indeed a most troublesome person and I am glad I escaped him in London until the last day. Of the projects submitted to us by him, I myself declined the slum story …’


Liza was published in September 1897, the year of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. Among other new novels were Captains Courageous by Rudyard Kipling, Bram Stoker’s Dracula, The Invisible Man by H. G. Wells and What Maisie Knew by Henry James, yet despite such formidable competition the unknown W. Somerset Maugham attracted considerable attention, critics on the whole applauding the author’s talent while regretting his shocking subject-matter. ‘The whole book reeks of the pot-house and is uncompromisingly depressing,’ wrote the reviewer in the Daily Mail, ‘but it is powerfully and even cleverly written and must be recognized as a true and vivid picture of the life which it depicts.’ A similar opinion was expressed in the Athenaeum: ‘Readers who prefer not to be brought into contact with some of the ugliest words and phrases in the language should be warned that Mr Maugham’s book is not for them. On the other hand, those who wish to read of life as it is, without exaggeration and without modification, will have little difficulty in recognizing the merits of the volume.’ An enthusiastic entry appeared in the St Thomas’s Hospital Gazette, which made a point of noticing books written by members of staff. After a review of Dr Anderson’s Deformities of Fingers and Toes, William Somerset Maugham was congratulated on a ‘great and well-deserved success … [with Liza of Lambeth whose] uncompromising vigour of both plot and style will appeal strongly to all lovers of realism’.


Unwin, a sharp operator who thoroughly understood the value of publicity, sent the book to a number of high-profile personalities who he hoped might bring it to a wider notice, among them Basil Wilberforce, future Archdeacon of Westminster, who obligingly made it the subject of his sermon one Sunday at the Abbey. Another recipient was Joseph Conrad, whose The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ was also published by Unwin that year. ‘I’ve just finished reading Liza of Lambeth,’ Conrad wrote to Unwin. ‘There is any amount of good things in the story and no distinction of any kind. It will be fairly successful I believe, for it is a “genre” picture without any atmosphere … He just looks on – and that is just what the general reader prefers. The book reminds me of du Maurier’s drawings – same kind of art exactly, only in another sphere.’ Maugham was delighted with the attention his book was receiving, and even more delighted when only a couple of weeks after publication he called at Paternoster Square and was told that the first edition was sold out and a second already printing.


It was at this point that Liza came under attack. An unsigned article appeared in a literary journal, the Academy, accusing Maugham of plagiarism, pointing out similarities between Liza and another ‘slum’ novel published at the end of the previous year, A Child of the Jago by Arthur Morrison. ‘Mr Arthur Morrison may afford to smile at the sincere flatteries of Liza of Lambeth. The mimicry, indeed, is deliberate and unashamed … Unfortunately the qualities which touch Mr Morrison’s work with something akin to genius are precisely the qualities which are here omitted.’ Quick to defend himself Maugham wrote to the Academy, ‘I have not yet had an opportunity of reading Mr Arthur Morrison’s books, so I cannot tell what similarity there may be between them and my own … It is perhaps a little annoying to be charged with plagiarism, when my book was finished three months before the Child of the Jago appeared.’ Maugham was always notoriously vague about dates and his statement is not strictly accurate: A Child of the Jago was published at the end of 1896, when Maugham had not quite completed Liza; yet it is unlikely he would have read Morrison’s novel before finishing his own, and moreover, although A Child of the Jago, like Liza, is set in the London slums, there are few true parallels to be drawn, since Morrison’s work, with its pathetic child hero, portrays a desperation, a hopelessness and a violence far more savage than anything depicted by Maugham. There is, however, a strong possibility that Maugham was influenced by an earlier work of Morrison’s, Tales of Mean Streets, a collection of short stories published in 1894, in the first of which, ‘Lizerunt’, there are clear similarities to the later Liza, although as before Morrison’s perspective is much bleaker: where Maugham allows his Liza to escape her wretchedness in death, Morrison’s Liza, worn out with beatings and childbearing, is forced into prostitution by her drunken husband in a final attempt to fend off starvation.*


The author’s six complimentary copies were sent to family and friends, first among them Walter Adney Payne, inscribed to ‘Adney, with the author’s love’. Another went to Maugham’s mentor, Wentworth Huyshe, and one to each of the Maugham brothers, none of whom expressed much pleasure in the present, Harry disparaging his brother’s literary talent, while Charlie expressed himself disgusted by the novel’s content, an opinion shared by Freddie’s wife Nellie, who noted in her diary that Liza of Lambeth was ‘a most unpleasant book’. A copy was also dispatched to the vicarage inscribed, ‘To the Vicar and Aunt Ellen, with the author’s love’. But the Rev. Henry had no time to read it for he died a few days later, aged sixty-nine, having been in poor health for some time. Maugham and Harry went down to Whitstable for the funeral on 21 September, an event that was well attended by the little town, whose respect, if not affection, the Vicar had won over the years. For his part, Maugham felt neither respect nor affection. Like Philip Carey, ‘He had no feeling for the old man, he had never liked him; he had been selfish all his life, selfish to the wife who adored him, indifferent to the boy who had been put in his charge; he was not a cruel man, but a stupid, hard man, eaten up with a small sensuality.’


In October 1897, Maugham received his diploma from St Thomas’s qualifying him to practise as MRCS (Member of the Royal College of Surgeons) and LRCP (Licentiate of the Royal College of Physicians). Somewhat to his surprise the Senior Obstetric Physician offered him an appointment, but with his ambition set on a career as a writer he turned it down. He had proved himself competent in medicine and in later life he would always acknowledge the debt he owed to his training. ‘I think’, he wrote in old age, ‘I learned pretty well everything I know about human nature in the 5 years I spent at St Thomas’s Hospital.’ Had Liza failed, his plan had been to take a job as a ship’s doctor, which would at least have provided him with the chance to travel; as it was, the success of his novel gave him the assurance to leave medicine altogether, a decision which with hindsight he came to regret. ‘I am sorry I abandoned medicine so soon,’ he said. ‘It was idiotic. Absolutely idiotic. I could just as well have written at night and avoided the desperate financial struggle I had.’


Maugham went to see Fisher Unwin, who asked him what his plans were.


I told him that I was throwing up medicine … and meant to earn my living as a writer. He put his arm round my shoulder.


‘It’s very hard to earn a living by writing,’ he said. ‘Writing is a very good staff, but a very bad crutch.’


I shrugged my shoulders with scorn. My first book was a success. I was full of confidence.


Unwin was at his most genial, pressing Maugham to start work on another, much longer novel about life in the slums, which now his name was known would have an even greater success than Liza. Maugham was unenthusiastic. ‘I was no longer interested in the slums once I had written a book about them,’ he dismissively remarked. Instead he surprised his publisher by telling him he had already completed his next work, The Making of a Saint, a historical novel written during the previous summer on Capri.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SELINA HASTINGS

‘SUPERB
cilliam Woxd, Ubeerser

(. |
)







OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





