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INTRODUCTION


What ho! And welcome to the world of Jeeves and Wooster. It is a world of sunshine, country houses and champagne, somehow permanently stuck in the Edwardian era before the slaughter of the First World War.


Although the Jeeves and Wooster stories seem quintessentially English, they were largely conceived and written in America by a man who spent more than half his adult life in the United States, eventually becoming a citizen in 1955. Indeed, the first Jeeves and Wooster stories were set in New York. However, most of the stories are located in an England contrived to appeal to an American audience.


The stories were first published in the Saturday Evening Post and later in Cosmopolitan Magazine, beginning in September 1915, before being published in the Strand Magazine in the UK. The novels and collections of short stories have since been published on both sides of the Atlantic and worldwide. In the 1990s, the ITV television series and subsequent DVDs, starring Stephen Fry and Hugh Laurie, found a new following. There are over twenty chapters of the Wodehouse Society in North America. They also flourish in the Netherlands, Russia, Finland and Italy. There are two as far away as India and one in New South Wales, Australia.


P. G. Wodehouse first visited the United States in 1904 and lived there on and off after 1909. He had his first bestseller there with the novel Something New (entitled Something Fresh in the UK) in 1915 and achieved fame on Broadway as a lyricist with Jerome Kern and Guy Bolton in 1917. He then moved to Hollywood. After returning to Britain and living in France, he settled in the United States permanently after the Second World War.


Jeeves and Wooster are Wodehouse’s best-known characters. They appear in thirty-five short stories and eleven novels. They first featured in the short story ‘Extricating Young Gussie’, which appeared in the collection The Man with Two Left Feet. Their last novel, Aunts Aren’t Gentlemen, was published in October 1974, four months before Wodehouse’s death.


The master–servant relationship provides the framework for comedy. The cunning servant and foolish master combination has been used since classical times. While Bertie Wooster is good-hearted but weak-willed, ‘mentally negligible’, as Jeeves described him, and almost guaranteed to make a hash of any scheme he takes in hand, Jeeves is omniscient, efficient and, above all, loyal.


The writing, of course, is of the highest standard. Evelyn Waugh said of Wodehouse: ‘One has to regard a man as a master who can produce on average three uniquely brilliant and entirely original similes on every page.’


The plots are strong and beautifully crafted. These usually involve Bertie getting engaged to someone he hates and his subsequent attempts to disentangle himself, while simultaneously involved in some morally dubious enterprise. The plot of ‘The Great Sermon Handicap’, for example, revolves around betting on which local vicar will preach the longest sermon. The stories are studded with vivid characters – Aunt Agatha, who ‘eats broken bottles and wears barbed wire next to the skin’; Aunt Dahlia, formerly a stalwart of the Quorn and Pytchley Hunts; Gussie Fink-Nottle, newt-fancier and orange-juice addict; Madeline Bassett, the glutinously soupy girl, who thinks stars are God’s daisy chain; Roderick Spode, would-be British dictator, leader of the Black Shorts, whose piercing eyes can open an oyster at sixty paces and whose shameful secret is that he is the proprietor of the ladies’ lingerie shop; and the dog Bartholomew, an opinionated and irascible Aberdeen terrier, whose growling and snapping once kept Bertie and Jeeves marooned on top of a wardrobe.


It is refreshing to pass time in the company of such creations and visit a world where there is no credit crunch or weapons of mass destruction, where no one works because they are so wealthy and any temporary shortage of funds can be cured by a well-timed inheritance.


However, it would be nice to think that Britain had moved on from the world of rigid class distinction portrayed by Wodehouse. Sadly, this is not the case. In jolly old England these days, the Cabinet is stuffed full of old Etonians once more. There is a surfeit of Bertie Woosters, but not a single sage-brained Jeeves in sight. Pip-pip.


Nigel Cawthorne
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P. G. WODEHOUSE


Jeeves and Wooster – as much as they existed at all – inhabit a comic version of the class-ridden England in which P. G. Wodehouse was born and brought up. However, he came from neither the upper classes in which Wooster dwelt nor the servant class where Jeeves was tethered, but from somewhere in between.


Wodehouse was from the landed gentry. Like Bertie Wooster, he could trace his family’s ancestry back to the Norman Conquest in 1066. Sir Constantine de Wodehouse was knighted by William the Conqueror’s son, Henry I, and a Sir Bertram de Wodehouse accompanied Edward I on the invasion of Scotland in 1296.


Over the years, the Wodehouse family accumulated eighteen knighthoods, a baronetcy, a barony and an earldom – all grist to Wodehouse’s fictional mill. However, P. G. came from a cadet or junior branch of the family, far removed from titles or even the prospect of one. His father, Henry Wodehouse, worked as a magistrate in Hong Kong from 1867 until he retired in 1895 and seems to have been the source of much of the colourful colonial vocabulary that appears in Wodehouse’s books. Otherwise, as Wodehouse put it in his memoirs, his father was ‘as normal as rice pudding’.


Wodehouse’s mother, Eleanor, was the daughter of the Reverend John Bathurst Deane, an amateur genealogist who could also trace his family back to Norman times. A formidable woman like those depicted in Wodehouse’s fiction, Eleanor was rooted in the country life of England. However, the family was of a slightly bohemian bent. One sister was a painter, trained in Paris, who exhibited at the Royal Academy in London; another, Mary, wrote poetry and romantic novels.


In the 1870s, Eleanor joined the so-called ‘fishing fleet’ of single women who went out to the colonies in the hope of snaring a husband. She married in 1877 and set about producing a family of eccentrically named sons. There was Philip Peveril born in 1877, Ernest Armine in 1879 and Richard Lancelot in 1892; all were known by their more peculiar second names.


Pelham Grenville was born on 15 October 1881, the same year as Picasso and Bartók, and just a few months before Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, though his effect on contemporary literature would be markedly different from Woolf’s or Joyce’s. He was named after his godfather Colonel Pelham von Donop. He did not like his forenames, calling them a ‘frightful label’, as he says in the introduction to Something Fresh. Fortunately, his own childish rendition of Pelham, ‘Plum’, stuck, while throughout his professional life he used P. G.


Wodehouse was born prematurely. At the time, his mother was visiting one of her sisters at 1 Vale Place, 50 Epsom Road, Guildford, Surrey, around 30 miles south-west of London. She then took the infant back to Hong Kong where he was handed to the care of a Chinese maid. At the age of two, he was returned to England with his two older brothers. Eleanor rented a house in her hometown of Bath and engaged Miss Roper as a governess to look after them. Miss Roper was first of a series of strict ‘aunts’ who looked after the children, while Eleanor returned to Hong Kong.


Indeed, Plum had eight actual aunts in England who played a part in his upbringing. One of them, Mary, was a quarrelsome spinster whom he described as ‘the scourge of my childhood’. She is thought to have been the model for Bertie’s fearsome Aunt Agatha, while Eleanor’s oldest sister, Louise ‘Looly’ Deane, is thought to have inspired the genial Aunt Dahlia. He saw so little of his mother – Wodehouse was with his parents for barely six months between the ages of three and fifteen – that she could almost be considered an aunt as well. Among his uncles there were four clergymen, the inspiration, perhaps, for ‘The Great Sermon Handicap’.


In 1885, Wodehouse’s parents returned to England so his father could collect his Companion of the Order of St Michael and St George (CMG), an order of chivalry for British subjects to recognise non-military service. They took the opportunity to pack the children off to a small boarding school in Croydon on the south-east edge of London, run by Cissie and Florrie Prince – two more ‘aunts’, perhaps. Holidays were spent with real aunts in country houses.


At school, Wodehouse once hid behind the sofa when Florrie was proposed to by George Hardie Scott in a scene in which Bertie Wooster himself would not have been out of place. Wodehouse also remembered stealing a turnip from a nearby field. Food was scarce and the regimen strict. Nevertheless, Wodehouse later described his childhood as ‘a breeze from start to finish with everyone I met understanding me perfectly’.


Wodehouse was a voracious reader and knew he wanted to be a writer from an early age, recounting in Over Seventy that


‘I started turning out the stuff at the age of five.’


At six he read Alexander Pope’s translation of the Iliad. Around that time his widowed grandmother and her four unmarried daughters moved to an Elizabethan house named Cheney Court in the village of Box, five miles from Bath in the west of England. The ménage there inspired the scene in The Mating Season in which Bertie goes to stay with Esmond Haddock and his five aunts at Deverill Hall in King’s Deverill. There were, of course, servants and, as a child, Wodehouse got to know downstairs life intimately.


For the sake of Peveril’s health, the three boys were sent to Elizabeth College on Guernsey in the Channel Islands. Life there, again, was ‘very pleasant’. At the age of ten, Wodehouse was sent to Malvern House, a preparatory school in Kent that specialized in preparing boys for the Royal Navy, the career his father had picked out for him. However, this hardly suited a bookish boy like Wodehouse. He was unhappy there and took his revenge in his fiction. Malvern House became the ghastly prep school where Bertie Wooster and Reginald ‘Kipper’ Herring did ‘a stretch’ before Eton, as he relates in Jeeves in the Offing.


Wodehouse’s poor eyesight disqualified him from active service in the Royal Navy and in 1894 he won a scholarship to Dulwich College in south London where elder brother Armine was already happily ensconced.


‘My schooldays at Dulwich were just six years of unbroken bliss,’ said Wodehouse in Over Seventy, which he actually found rather disappointing. To be a writer, he thought, you needed ‘an eccentric father, a miserable misunderstood childhood and a hell of a time at public school’.


At Dulwich, the young Wodehouse excelled at rugby, cricket, boxing and athletics. He had a fine voice and sang at school concerts, and succeeded his brother as editor of the school magazine. It was, he said, ‘like heaven’. In many ways, both in his heart and in his head, he never left his old school, admitting in Performing Flea ‘a bad case of arrested mental development . . . I seem not to have progressed a step since I was eighteen’.


He read English literature and the classics, writing as quickly in Latin and Greek as he could in English. His teachers included William Beach Thomas, who went on to become a distinguished journalist, and Philip Hope, who taught composition in prose and verse and delighted the boys with his ability to translate a sentence into Latin or Greek in version after version.


Although Dulwich College was not Eton or Harrow, it was imbued with the class system that is such a feature of Wodehouse’s work. At first he was a boarder. Then, in 1895, his parents returned to England. They took a house in Dulwich and Armine and Plum became day boys. This experiment in family life was both painful and short-lived. His parents were strangers to him and he was used to living around his contemporaries. At the end of the school year, the family moved out to Stableford in Shropshire, near the Welsh border, and Plum became a boarder again.


In 1897 Wodehouse won a senior classical scholarship and joined the Classical Sixth. He shared a study with Bill Townend, a lifelong friend who himself went on to become a writer, though not as successful as Wodehouse. The two of them talked incessantly about books and Townend recalled his friend writing a series of plays after the pattern of the Greek tragedies, which were outrageously funny and dealt with masters and boys of the school.


A fan of W. S. Gilbert, Wodehouse played Guildenstern in Gilbert’s farce Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. In the Upper Sixth, he was in the cricket first eleven and the rugby first fifteen. He seemed all set to go up to Oxford like Bertie.


While Peveril had stayed on at Elizabeth College and went on to join the Hong Kong police force, Armine went to Oxford, where he was awarded the Newdigate Prize for poetry and graduated with a double first. Then he went to India where he became tutor to Jiddu Krishnamurti, the messiah of the Theosophical Movement.


Plum expected to follow in his brother’s footsteps but his father then had to break some bad news to him. As his pension was paid in rupees, whose value was dropping, he could not afford to send another son to university. Instead, Plum was to go to work in the City. Through his father’s connections, he got a job in the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (today’s HSBC).


Even before he left school Wodehouse began making money out of writing, keeping an accounts book entitled ‘Money Received from Literary Work’. The first entry was a half-guinea (52½p) for an essay called ‘Some Aspects of Game Captaincy’ published in Public School Magazine.


At first he found himself like a fish out of water at the bank, but it was not in Wodehouse’s nature to be downcast. His colleagues were a nice crowd and he enjoyed the companionship. He later put experience in the bank to good use in his book Psmith in the City. The rhetoric of the nine-to-fivers also enhanced his vocabulary. He spent his evenings writing or out on the streets trying to find material, sometimes long into the night. He was regularly late to work and sometimes arrived with his pyjamas peeping out from under his business suit. His home at that time was a bedsit in Markham Square, Chelsea, later the home of the impecunious Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, protagonist in nineteen short stories and one novel.


Though he was generally fit, Wodehouse came down with mumps while at the bank. In rare cases, this affects the testes, causing infertility and even impotence. Sex is notable by its absence from the works of Wodehouse and there is speculation that this might have been the cause.


Wodehouse played for both the bank’s rugby and cricket teams and, during his lunch hour, would shoot across the river to the Oval cricket ground to watch play there. His prowess as a sportsman did not make up for his shortcomings as a clerk, however. At work he wrote a story called ‘The Formal Opening of a New Ledger’ on the front page of a ledger in the hope of amusing the head cashier. At the last moment his nerve failed him and he removed the offending page. This then provoked a row between the head casher and bank’s stationer, who concluded that only an imbecile would remove the front page of a ledger. ‘Have you an imbecile in your department?’ asked the stationer.


‘Why yes,’ said the head cashier, ‘. . . P. G. Wodehouse.’


In later life, Wodehouse implied that this incident got him the sack from the bank, though this was untrue. There was also an apocryphal tale that he once became so tired of reconciling figures that he walked to London Bridge and the river. However, that did not get him fired either. He quit of his own volition after two years. By then his work was appearing regularly in Tit-Bits, Pearson’s Weekly, Answers, Captain and Globe and Traveller.


‘I wrote everything in those days,’ he told biographer David Jasen ‘verses, short stories, articles for the lowest type of weekly paper.’


He avoided humorous stories, even though that was where his inclination lay. Instead, he went in for sentiment, thinking that was the type of thing for which editors were most likely to pay. However, in November 1900, his first comic article was published in Tit-Bits. It was called ‘Men Who Have Missed Their Own Weddings’. This was just a small portion of his output.


‘Worse bilge than mine may have been submitted to editors in 1901 and 1902,’ said Wodehouse in Over Seventy, ‘but I should think it unlikely.’


Nevertheless, during his two years at the bank, some eighty of his articles and stories were published.


In August 1902, he was approached by his old schoolmaster William Beach Thomas. Beach Thomas was then working on the Globe and Traveller, a daily evening broadsheet, one of the eight that London supported at the time. He asked Wodehouse to take over the daily ‘By The Way’ column while he went on holiday. The job consisted of scanning the morning papers and writing short humorous takes on items of news for a midday deadline. It was an opportunity not to be missed. So on 9 September 1902 Wodehouse quit the bank to go freelance. The following year, Beach Thomas quit the Globe and Wodehouse became a full-time member of staff.


The offices of the Globe were in the Strand, then the centre of London’s nightlife. There he would have been surrounded by ‘Gaiety girls’ from the Gaiety Theatre and silly young men of the Wooster stamp on their way to the Savoy or Romano’s. Both places get a mention in the Jeeves and Wooster stories.


Just nine days after quitting the bank, the twenty-year-old Wodehouse published his first book, The Pothunters, which had originally run as a serial in Public School Magazine. It concerns the theft of sporting trophies – or ‘pots’ – from a public school. It was dedicated to Joan, Effie and Ernestine Bowes-Lyon. The cousins of Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, who went on to become Queen Elizabeth, wife of George VI and The Queen Mother, they were just the sort of girls who also inhabited Bertie’s world.


He was soon making enough money to move out of Markham Square and into upmarket Walpole Street, spending the weekends in the country, often in Emsworth House in Hampshire, courtesy of his friend and fellow freelance writer Herbert Westbrook. This, he found, was the perfect place to work.


In 1903, Wodehouse published forty-seven stories and poems in Punch magazine alone. He also contributed to the Daily Chronicle, Vanity Fair, Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News, Windsor Magazine and Royal Magazine. He interviewed his literary hero Sir Arthur Conan Doyle for VC Magazine and lunched with W. S. Gilbert.


Wodehouse followed The Pothunters with a series of books set in fictional public schools. By then he had already made his mark as a comic writer with the poem ‘The Parrot’, which appeared on the front page of the Daily Express on 30 September 1903 and satirized the position of the Liberal Party on ‘imperial preference’. It was a huge success and, although published anonymously, it made his reputation among those in the know. By the end of the year, he had saved enough money to set sail for the United States of America.


Sailing on the SS St Louis, he arrived in New York on 25 April 1904.


‘Being there was like being in heaven,’ he wrote in America, I Like You, ‘without going to all the bother and expense of dying.’


His intention had been to move on to Philadelphia, the home of the Saturday Evening Post, and to meet the former heavyweight champion ‘Gentleman Jim’ Corbett, who was out of town. Nevertheless he immersed himself in the world of boxing, leading to a series of stories featuring a boxer named ‘Kid’ Brady. He returned to England on 20 May, where he found his work very much in demand.


‘In 1904 anyone in the London writing world who had been to America was regarded with awe,’ he said in Over Seventy. ‘My income rose like a rocking pheasant.’


For the summer issue of Punch he wrote ‘Society Whispers from the States’ and in August he was made full-time editor of the ‘By the Way’ column, employing both Bill Townend and Herbert Westbrook. That did not stop him rattling out another couple of books. After a brief sojourn at Mrs Tickell’s school of dramatic art in Victoria Street, he contributed a song to the West End musical Sergeant Brue. According to his notebooks, he also spent much time conversing with waitresses, another staple in the world of Wooster.


In 1906, Wodehouse published his first comic novel, Love Among the Chickens. It featured a struggling freelance writer, Jeremy Garnet, and introduced Ukridge. Both ex-public schoolboys, naturally, they epitomized the type of young Edwardian who inhabits all his fiction. The deal was handled by J. B. Pinker, the literary agent who also represented such luminaries as Oscar Wilde, Joseph Conrad, Henry James and H. G. Wells. The novel was reprinted within a year. Even Wodehouse’s cricketing took on a literary bent. He played for the Punch XI with A. A. Milne and for J. M. Barrie’s Allahakbarries whose team included Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Jerome K. Jerome.


Signed up by actor-manager Seymour Hicks, Wodehouse was put to work supplying topical lyrics for musical comedy The Beauty of Bath. For the first time, he collaborated with the American composer Jerome Kern who had come over from New York to work on the show. Together they had a hit with ‘Oh, Mr Chamberlain!’ He would spend weeks in the country with Hicks and his wife, who called him ‘the Hermit’ because of his devotion to his work. Soon he had enough money to buy a car, but within a week, this ended up in a ditch.


Working for the theatre had a profound effect on his writing. To Wodehouse, Jeeves and Wooster, and his other stock characters, became like highly paid actors who could be summoned to the stage and were guaranteed to put in a worthwhile performance. Indeed, he rewrote novels as plays and plays as novels.


While producing lyrics for more of Hicks’s musicals, he wrote a novel with Herbert Westbrook, kept his day job on the Globe and turned out freelance contributions for numerous other publications. He also continued to produce serials and, in Jackson Junior, he introduced Rupert (later Ronald) Eustace Psmith – ‘the ‘‘P’’ is silent as in pshrimp,’ he explained. A monocle-wearing Old Etonian, Psmith, nominally at least, embraces socialism. Inspired by Rupert D’Oyly Carte, son of the Savoy Theatre impresario Richard D’Oyly Carte, he was one of Wodehouse’s most popular comic characters and, with his upper-class airs and humorous circumlocution, he might be seen as a prototype Bertie Wooster.


Jackson Junior and its follow-up The Lost Lambs, both serialized in the Captain, were published together in book form as Mike in 1909. With a cover-price of six shillings (25p), this was seen as Wodehouse’s first novel for adults. Psmith went on to appear in Psmith in the City and Psmith, Journalist, both serialized in the Captain, followed by Leave it to Psmith, serialized in the Saturday Evening Post in 1923.


However, Wodehouse’s journalistic career in London was faltering. The Globe had been sold, though he had been commissioned to compile The Globe By the Way Book, an anthology of extracts, with Herbert Westbrook. In response to the anti-German fever stirred up by The Invasion of 1910, principally written by William Le Queux and serialized in the Daily Mail, Wodehouse wrote the satirical novella The Swoop, in which Germany, Russia, China, Morocco, Monaco, the Swiss Navy and the inhabitants of the island of Bollygolla all invade England. But as it is August everyone is on holiday and only the Boy Scouts resist. Eventually, the leaders of the invasion are offered lucrative engagements on the music-hall stage. The book did badly, but a New York literary agent had placed Love Among the Chickens with an American publisher for an advance of $1,000, so Wodehouse decided to try his luck on the other side of the Atlantic again.


Once again, he planned just a short trip but once in Manhattan, he sold two short stories to Collier’s and Cosmopolitan, netting himself $500. It was, he said in Over Seventy, ‘like suddenly finding a rich uncle from Australia. This, I said to myself, is the place to be.’


He sent a resignation telegram to the Globe, and moved into the Hotel Earle in Washington Square, not far from Wooster Street in Greenwich Village. This was the home of other young writers who nicknamed him ‘Chickens’ after his success with that book. With his new found wealth, he bought himself a second-hand Monarch typewriter. However, he found commissions hard to come by and began to write for the pulps. But he still had an outlet in England where he got another series off the ground. This was Psmith, Journalist – originally Psmith USA – chronicling his eponymous hero’s life as a freelance in America. The first episode in the Captain was accompanied by an interview with the author.


Wodehouse returned to England. Although he had found a ready market in the United States, he did not know enough about life there to write about it effectively. However, it had given him the material for a novel, which was originally about an Englishman in America. This was published as The Intrusion of Jimmy in the US and A Gentleman of Leisure in the UK. But while the first half of the novel is set in Manhattan, the second is in a country house in Shropshire.


In England, he went back to work on the Globe and wrote ‘The Man Upstairs’ for the Strand Magazine. However, a producer in New York wanted The Intrusion of Jimmy adapted for the stage, so Wodehouse returned to New York in April 1910. Back in London later that year, he moved into the Constitutional Club on Northumberland Avenue. He found that life in clubs and hotels and on ocean liners, where everything was laid on, helped him maintain his astonishing work rate.


After completing The Prince and Betty, he returned to New York in April 1911, sailing on the Lusitania, the pride of the Cunard line. He was back in England that June to catch the height of the cricket season, so he missed the opening of A Gentleman of Leisure, starring Douglas Fairbanks Sr, in New York. It was later revived in 1913 in Chicago as A Thief in the Night with John Barrymore. Wodehouse had now made his mark on the theatrical world in the United States. Meanwhile, he pumped out stories in successive issues of the Strand, introducing Reggie Pepper, an upper-class twit who has inherited vast sums from a rich uncle. Another Wooster prototype, Reggie was an adaptation of the ‘dude’ parts Wodehouse had seen on the American stage. The seven Pepper stories were also published in the US in Collier’s and Pictorial Review.


Wodehouse returned to stage work with After the Show, a music-hall sketch show featuring the Honourable Aubrey Forde-Rasche and his valet Barlow. Then he returned to New York where he showed off his increasing mastery of the transatlantic market in the novel The Little Nugget about the kidnapping of an American kid from a British prep school. This was serialized in Munsey’s Magazine in the US while simultaneously coming out in book form in the UK.


Back in London, he collaborated with an old colleague from the Globe named Charles Bovill on the revue Nuts and Wine and the series A Man of Means published in the Strand in the UK and Pictorial Review in the US. It featured Roland Bleke, a young man whose financial success is a mixed blessing.


In the summer of 1914, Wodehouse sailed back to New York on a German liner. War was coming. Aged thirty-three, he had tried to join up before setting sail, only to be rejected because of his bad eyesight. Instead, he took a commission from McClure’s Magazine to interview John Barrymore. He landed on 2 August, two days before Britain declared war on Germany. The following day, he was introduced to Ethel Wayman, a twice-widowed Englishwoman who was supporting her ten-year-old daughter at boarding school by touring with a repertory company. She was his polar opposite – outgoing, extravagant and highly sexed. She set her cap at him. Their romance blossomed that summer with trips to Long Island where they would eventually settle. Within two months of meeting, they married.


While Ethel socialized and spent Wodehouse’s money, she also organized his life so that he could get on with the only thing he wanted to do – write. In the spring of 1915, Ethel’s daughter Leonora joined them in New York for a visit. He later adopted his stepdaughter and, once she was an adult, she became his closest confidante.


Wodehouse made a regular income, contributing to Vanity Fair under a number of pseudonyms. They moved out to Long Island, where they surrounded themselves with pets and, over the years, made friends with W. C. Fields, Ring Lardner, Robert Benchley, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Enrico Caruso, Isadora Duncan and Rudolph Valentino. Wodehouse also took up playing golf there, since he was denied his normal sporting outlet, cricket.


The war soon began to affect his income from England, so in December 1914 he sat down and began to work on Something Fresh, the first of his comic novels set in Blandings Castle. It was as if he was trying to preserve the Edwardian England that the Great War was about to destroy forever. The novel was published as a serial called Something New from 26 June to 14 August 1915 in the Saturday Evening Post and in volume form on both sides of the Atlantic that summer, using the title Something Fresh in the UK. It was Wodehouse’s breakthrough novel, garnering $3,500 from the Post alone. It featured a certain Algernon Wooster, a minor character who did not make another appearance. Wodehouse quickly followed up with another Anglo-American novel, Uneasy Money, which was also serialized in the Post.
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THE BIRTH OF JEEVES AND WOOSTER


Wodehouse had wanted to be published by the Saturday Evening Post since his first arrival in America in 1904. The editor, bluff Kentuckian George Horace Lorimer, was no Anglophile, but he had an eye for a good story and had already published Rudyard Kipling, G. K. Chesterton and H. G. Wells. So for Wodehouse the publication of Something New in the Post was a landmark. While waiting for the serialization of Uneasy Money to begin in December 1915, Wodehouse was eager to cement the relationship with some short stories. The week after Something New finished, the Post published ‘At Geisenheimer’s’, set in a dancehall on Broadway. This appeared in the October issue of the Strand as ‘This Love-r-ly Silver Cup’.


Four weeks later, on 18 September 1915, the Post published ‘Extricating Young Gussie’. In it, a young Englishman named Bertie – no surname – is attended by a valet named Jeeves and beset by the monstrous Aunt Agatha, who sends them to New York on an errand. The story appeared in the UK in the Strand in January 1916 and then in a volume of short stories called The Man with Two Left Feet, published in the UK in 1917 and in the US in 1933.


While Bertie jumps off the page fully formed, Jeeves plays only a minor role.


‘I blush to think of the offhand way I treated him at our first encounter,’ Wodehouse wrote years later in the introduction to The World of Jeeves.


Wodehouse was always on the lookout for characters that would sustain a magazine series, as Conan Doyle had done with Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson. He had tried with the disreputable Ukridge, the absurdly political Psmith and his cricket-playing buddy Mike Jackson, but they were too limited. Jeeves and his young master showed distinct possibilities, though.


However, there was a distraction. Wodehouse had been appointed dramatic critic of Vanity Fair, where he would later be succeeded by Dorothy Parker. In that capacity, he met up with Jerome Kern again, who was now working with an Anglo-American playwright, Guy Bolton. They needed a lyricist, and Wodehouse and Bolton hit it off straightaway. This began a collaboration that revolutionized musical comedy, moving it away from the tired formulas of Viennese operetta, injecting colloquial wit and vigour, and making them rich along the way. Together, Wodehouse, Bolton and Kern were responsible for Miss Springtime (1916), Have a Heart (1917), Oh, Boy! (1917), Leave it to Jane (1917), Oh, Lady! Lady! (1918), Sally (1920) and Sitting Pretty (1924). In 1917, they had five shows running simultaneously on Broadway, a feat never equalled before or since. Wodehouse and Bolton also collaborated with George and Ira Gershwin on Oh, Kay! (1926) and Cole Porter on Anything Goes (1934). Wodehouse contributed the lyrics for the song ‘Bill’ in Show Boat (1927) and worked with Florenz Ziegfeld of Follies fame.


‘Musical comedy was my dish,’ said Wodehouse in Over Seventy. ‘The musical comedy theatre was my spiritual home. I would rather have written Oklahoma! than Hamlet.’


He also burnished his craft there.


‘In musical comedy you gain so tremendously in Act One if you can give your principal characters a dramatic entrance instead of just walking them on,’ he wrote in a letter to Bill Townend.


Correspondingly, in all the Jeeves and Wooster stories there are long passages of dialogue, interrupted only by Bertie’s monologues addressed directly to the reader. And in Oh, Boy! the character Jim Marvin truncates his words for comic effect, a wheeze Wodehouse would later use in Bertie’s soliloquies.


The lure of Broadway did not take him away from his other work. ‘Leave it to Jeeves’ was published in the Saturday Evening Post on 5 February 1916. Here Bertie gets his surname and Jeeves emerges as the Einstein of domestic service. Wodehouse explained later that he had got one of Bertie’s friends into a bad tangle and could not think of a way to get him out of it. Having Bertie come up with a solution was totally out of character.


‘For a long time I was baffled,’ he wrote in a letter to Lawrence Durrell, ‘and then I suddenly thought, ‘‘Why not make Jeeves a man of brains and ingenuity and have him do it?’’ After that, of course, it was simple.’


Although ‘Leave it to Jeeves’ was set in New York, Jeeves and Wooster clearly remain highly stylized Englishmen. For Wodehouse this was another advantage.


‘I started writing about Bertie Wooster and comic earls,’ he explained later in a letter to lifelong friend Denis Mackail, ‘because I was in America and couldn’t write American stories and the only English characters the American public would read about were exaggerated dudes.’


Wodehouse followed up with ‘The Man with the Two Left Feet’, which returns to Geisenheimer’s. It is about a New York banker who tries to impress his young wife by trying to learn to dance. Not a Wooster or a comic earl in sight.


On 22 April 1916, Jeeves and Wooster were back in action with ‘The Aunt and the Sluggard’. But Wodehouse was only making tentative steps with his new characters, confining them to short stories. In September, the Saturday Evening Post began serializing Piccadilly Jim, which returns to another staple of Wodehouse’s fiction, rich Americans in England. It was an unexpected hit.


When Piccadilly Jim finished, the Saturday Evening Post followed it immediately on 18 November with ‘Jeeves Takes Charge’. ‘Jeeves and the Unbidden Guest’ followed on 9 December and ‘Jeeves and the Hard-Boiled Egg’ on 3 March 1917. ‘The Aunt and the Sluggard’ and these stories were published soon after in the Strand and appeared in the collection My Man Jeeves in the UK in 1919, accompanied by four Reggie Pepper stories.


‘Jeeves and the Chump Cyril’ was published in the Saturday Evening Post on 8 June 1918 and in the Strand on 18 August, amid a swathe of other Wodehouse stories. Then Jeeves and Wooster took a break, while Wodehouse’s next serialization in the Post, A Damsel in Distress, earned him $10,000. Again it features a wealthy American in England – this time a US composer in the country home of a peer.


In 1919, Wodehouse returned to England for the publication of My Man Jeeves and the opening of some of his musicals in the West End. His evocation of the now vanished Edwardian era struck a chord with a people exhausted by a devastating war. But Wodehouse could not stay in Britain. His presence was required on Broadway and he found that if he stayed in Britain for more than six months, he was liable to pay income tax on his earnings on both sides of the Atlantic.


While Ethel involved herself in the social round and a number of discreet affairs, Wodehouse would often retire to his club or a hotel with his Monarch and a stack of paper. He continued to produce novels set in the Anglo-American milieu but he devoted much of 1921 and 1922 to Jeeves and Wooster, writing ‘Jeeves in the Springtime’, ‘Scoring off Jeeves’, ‘Aunt Agatha Takes the Count’, ‘Comrade Bingo’, ‘The Great Sermon Handicap’, ‘The Purity of the Turf’, ‘Bertie Changes His Mind’, ‘The Metropolitan Touch’, ‘The Delayed Exit of Claude and Eustace’ and ‘Bingo and the Little Woman’. These were all published in the Strand in the UK and, simultaneously, in Cosmopolitan in the US. In 1923, they were published in volume form as The Inimitable Jeeves – with the exception of ‘Bertie Changes Mind’, which appears in Carry On, Jeeves!, and the addition of ‘Jeeves and the Chump Cyril’. These stories are firmly set in England, except for ‘Jeeves and the Chump Cyril’, in which Bertie has been dispatched to New York, and ‘Aunt Agatha Takes the Count’, in which he sets off to Roville-sur-Mer.


His sojourn in England allowed Wodehouse to visit his stepdaughter Leonora’s boarding school with its headmistress Miss Starbuck, who proved so daunting that Wodehouse hid in the shrubbery when collecting the child. This provided the inspiration for ‘Bertie Changes His Mind’, the only story narrated by Jeeves.


The Inimitable Jeeves, published as Jeeves in the US, sold over three million copies before the Second World War.


Like many English writers of the 1920s and 1930s – outside the Bloomsbury Group – Wodehouse could no longer abide London; thanks to Prohibition, New York had also lost its appeal. After years of transatlantic commuting, in 1924, Wodehouse began to put down roots in Le Touquet, a French seaside resort popular with the rich.


His dizzying output did not slacken. He was never happy if he was not facing a deadline. That year, the publication of Ukridge, a collection of stories featuring the protagonist of Love Among the Chickens, and Bill the Conqueror, a novel about an American in England, marked Wodehouse out as England’s top comic writer.


He visited England regularly, often staying at ivy-clad Hunstanton Hall in Norfolk, the home of a distant cousin and model for Aunt Agatha’s house at Woollam Chersey, in Hertfordshire, not far north of London. Wodehouse could be seen working on a punt on the moat with his typewriter perched precariously on a small bed-table.


Jeeves and Wooster returned to the Saturday Evening Post with ‘The Rummy Affair of Old Biffy’, ‘Clustering Round Young Biffy’ and ‘Without the Option’. Along with the four Jeeves and Wooster stories from My Man Jeeves, ‘Bertie Changes His Mind’ and ‘Fixing it for Freddie’ (a rewrite of the Reggie Pepper story ‘Helping Freddie’ from that volume), these new stories were published as Carry On, Jeeves! in the UK in 1925 and in the US in 1927.


Wodehouse then broke temporarily with the Saturday Evening Post, striking a deal with Liberty. He returned to the Post in 1929. In the meantime, Liberty only got three Jeeves and Wooster stories – ‘The Inferiority Complex of Old Sippy’, ‘Jeeves and the Impending Doom’ and ‘Jeeves and the Yuletide Spirit’. Another seven – ‘Jeeves and the Song of Songs’, ‘Jeeves and the Dog McIntosh’, ‘Jeeves and the Love that Purifies’, ‘Jeeves and the Spot of Art’, ‘Jeeves and the Kid Clementina’, ‘Jeeves and the Old School Chum’, ‘Indian Summer of an Uncle’ and ‘The Ordeal of Young Tuppy’ – went to Cosmopolitan. They were published simultaneously in the Strand and, together, they were published as Very Good, Jeeves on both sides of the Atlantic in 1930, though the titles of the stories vary slightly. At the same time, Wodehouse began adapting the work of foreign playwrights with some success in London and New York.


As a respite from his relentless travelling, Wodehouse took the lease on a sixteen-roomed mansion at 17 Norfolk Street, Mayfair, just off Park Lane, London, where he had a butler, uniformed footmen, parlour maids and two secretaries, though these were for Ethel. Though he was not given a title until the last year of his life, he had a Rolls-Royce with the Wodehouse crest on its doors. He even treated himself to a second Monarch typewriter, which sat on a plain deal table in the upstairs bedroom where he worked. But he did not work at home much. When he was in London there were constant interruptions and too much call on his time, so he would take himself off to the Hotel Impney near Droitwich where he could work undisturbed. In the summer of 1928, he took Rogate Lodge, near Petersfield in Hampshire, south-west of London, where he played the role of country gentleman and hosted house parties, a staple of Jeeves and Wooster. Wodehouse now travelled in high literary circles. John Galsworthy, winner of the Noble Prize for Literature, came to lunch. In 1926, Wodehouse was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and, in 1939, was made a Doctor of Letters by Oxford University.
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