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PROLOGUE



Sometime in the 1950s the aeronautical engineer Barnes Wallis took a sheet of foolscap paper and in his clear, firm, hand wrote ‘Autobiography’ in blue ink at the top. He began:


How I wonder does one write an autobiography? For as one looks back on one’s life, so many trivial incidents stand out assuming an importance that they may or may not possess that to give them their appropriate value requires an accurate description of all the conditions under which, and the surroundings in which they occurred.1


The influence of ‘trivial incidents’ led Wallis to think that the only person who could write with authority about his life was someone who knew what they were – himself. He accordingly opened a file marked ‘Autobiography’ and into it began to put jottings of names, dates, places and fragments of memoir. Intriguingly, for a man who valued craftsmanship, he never acknowledged that history-writing calls for historical skills, or that the position of an observer affects what is observed. But then again, perhaps he knew that deep down, for as far as we know, the lines above were all he ever wrote. His ambitions to tell his own story nonetheless became a handy way to fend off journalists and publishers who wanted to do it for him. When the BBC screened a documentary about him in his eightieth year, such propositions rose to a flood. The programme told of his designs – airships, the structural system of the Wellington bomber, weapons that had breached dams and smashed V-weapon sites, aircraft that could change shape in flight – and asked why none of his post-war innovations had been taken forward. A few days after it broadcast, Wallis agreed that the writer and scholar Jack Morpurgo should be his biographer.


Morpurgo had been badgering Wallis for years to do the job. Wallis now acquiesced for several reasons. One was his acceptance that the time left to do it himself was limited. Another was his confidence in Morpurgo, whom he had got to know through membership of the governing body of their old school, Christ’s Hospital, and upon whom he had come to rely for advice in dealings with publishers and the media. The clincher was Morpurgo’s warning: if he did not have it done ‘more or less as you want it done, others will do it as you do not want it done.’2 Morpurgo’s biography was published in 1972, and until now it has been the only full-length account of Wallis’s life.3


Why another? Large questions still await answers. Wallis is but one of three civilians – Alan Turing and Winston Churchill are the others – who have found a place in Britain’s pantheon of the Second World War.4 Collective memory is said to be ‘one of the most – if not the most – powerful affective social forces’;5 what is it in its working that has singled him out?6 What formed him? In what ways and contexts did his gifts operate? Why did none of his later projects come to fruition? And if he was Britain’s greatest engineer of the twentieth century, where is his legacy?


As time passed Wallis came to inhabit his own legend, gradually rearranging facts and events to suit a particular narrative.7 This tendency continually to amend his own story is met in his minor correspondence, in reminiscences he put into replies to contacts from old colleagues, and recollections for members of his family. Here he is, for instance, on Saturday, 11 August 1945. The afternoon was warm, and Wallis spent it working in the garden of their home at White Hill House, Effingham, on the dip-slope of the North Downs in Surrey. The garden covered about three quarters of an acre and everything in it – trees, shrubs, lawns, beds – had been put there by him and his wife Molly since their arrival fifteen years before. On this day Wallis sieved earth for a new croquet lawn (the old one having been dug up in 1940 to grow vegetables), picked plums and selected apples for stewing. He relished physical activity, although since 1939 there had not been much time for it. For five years he had worked long hours for at least six, and often seven days a week, and had taken no holidays. The end of the war in Europe allowed a little more time to himself, but the war in Asia continued and he was gripped by new ideas.


Molly and their eldest daughter Mary were away in Broadstairs visiting the family of one of Mary’s friends. Around teatime Wallis went indoors to wash and fetch his fountain pen. Returning to the garden he settled in a deck chair and did what he always did when he and Molly were apart: write to tell her about his day. Mary’s friend, Wallis realised, lived close to a place he remembered from his own childhood: a grand house in grounds with double gates, called Charingbold. Charingbold’s chatelaine had been Adeline Bell, ‘Aunt Bell’, a school friend of his mother. Wallis drew a map to show where the house stood and recalled happy days in the 1890s when he, his elder brother John and younger sister Annie had stayed there. To understand that kind of pleasure, he told Molly:


you must have lived all your little life in a poor dirty and noisy house, in the days of horse traffic & iron shod wheels on the great cobbled surface of the New Cross Road; in unconcealed anxiety as to where the money to pay all the bills was to come from next; with a stricken Father, fighting an unending battle with infirmity and illness; with one skittish and filthy maid in a basement; in a world that knew not yet even a phonograph, in which wireless was undreamed of; when music for the masses was provided by the tinkle of the barrel organ and the songs of the music hall; and the streets at night echoed to the drunken shouts and fights as the mobs were turned out of the pubs at midnight.8


‘Poor’ … ‘dirty’… ‘unending battle’… ‘anxiety’… Was it really that bad? Take, for instance, the account of Aunt Bell’s household that Wallis went on to give. Wallis asked Molly to imagine him as a small, romantic-minded boy who had been transported from the ill-omened surroundings of New Cross to ‘a sort of fairyland’, a place ‘where they dressed for dinner every night, and the women wore beautiful clothes.’ The boy sometimes sat under a grand piano upon which Aunt Bell played ‘soul-shattering music’. Barnes, Annie, and John loved to slither on the polished floor between the piano’s legs and pedals. In the household were friendly grooms, gardeners, ostlers, an under nurse, more maids than you could shake a stick at, and a head nurse who read them thrilling adventures at bedtime. There was a dairy, wherein a five-year-old Barnes (already showing a mechanical turn of mind) withdrew a bolt and accidentally released a flood of buttermilk.9 Wallis recalled glowing primroses and daffodils, and luscious meals with ‘long, succulent pork sausages.’ Also in his mind was ‘one early and awful morning’ when the brake drew up to take them to the station. In ‘a smother of smuts, smoke and sulphur (fitting for gates of hell) the old South-Eastern Chatham & Dover Railway bore us slowly and sadly back to the drabness, dirt, worry and anxiety of the London streets.’ Was all this detached recollection, or was Wallis’s recall coloured by self-pity – a kind of imagined victimhood? Either way, at this point he paused and looked at his watch. ‘Seven o’clock’, he wrote. ‘I must go in and set about some supper.’


Next morning, Sunday, Wallis walked down the hill to matins in Effingham’s parish church of St Lawrence. Afterwards he resumed his letter. ‘By the way, did you look out for the church with the two towers – if your train came through Herne Bay you will have passed quite close?’ The church stands on a bump of ground overlooking the beach at Reculver on the north Kent coast. In spring 1943 Wallis had spent anxious days there watching trial drops of a weapon remembered today as ‘the bouncing bomb’. It was being tested in variant forms, one (UPKEEP) for use against dams, another (HIGHBALL) for warships. Locals had befriended him during the trials. He urged Molly to look them up.


… walk down to the sea, and have a meal at the tea-hut, run by my old friend Sergeant Major Shepherd – don’t forget to thank him for all the choc. biscuits, the rabbit etc etc and see his white parrot, and all his other birds – he is an authority on birds. Ask after his daughter and grandson, and give him my very kindest remembrances. Also walk boldly up to the coastguard’s lookout room, and tell them who you are, and give them the same messages from me.10


If part of a biographer’s job is to disentangle Wallis from his own narratives, another duty is to extricate him from the narratives of others. In 1955 the public marvelled at glimpses of UPKEEP and HIGHBALL in Michael Anderson’s film The Dam Busters.11 They took to the softly spoken, slightly abstracted genius portrayed by Michael Redgrave, who spoke lines written by R. C. Sherriff. Sherriff’s screenplay depicted Wallis as meek yet determined, neither downcast by snags and disappointments nor resentful of others’ scepticism, socially awkward yet warm. The souvenir programme for the film’s premiere said that experts had ‘scoffed’ at his ideas, but his faith had ‘never wavered’ as he tramped from one ministry to another seeking support for his ‘impossible’ brainchild. This is, indeed, how Wallis himself described it. Yet while Wallis’s projects often met opposition, and UPKEEP was no exception, it has long been realised that neither the weapon nor the squadron formed to use it could have emerged without sustained support. It is also clear that far from being ‘unwavering’, Wallis was racked with worry. Moreover, the film looks past the failure to break the Sorpe dam, and with it the nub of what the raid was meant to achieve. The film’s version of events nonetheless endures, and with it the idea of a contest between daring imagination and timid officialdom that has since been extrapolated to other enterprises in his long working life.12


Aback of the Wallis created by repetition and trope run competing histories in which he has come to stand for different views of post-war Britain. For traditionalists he represents originality and intellectual uprightness in the presence of a British establishment devitalised by indecisiveness, political interference and rivalries. For those suspicious of nationalism, he signifies what has been called ‘reactionary modernism’ in the face of imperial retreat and alleged technological decline. In what follows, he emerges instead as a twentieth-century Victorian. This is no surprise: Lord Salisbury was prime minister in the year he was born, and he was well into his teens when Queen Victoria died. We shall find him steeped in late-nineteenth-century cultural conservatism, with which came interests in religion and philanthropy, faith in technology, and the idea of an organic Anglo-British nation which it was the duty of privileged sons to help give shape and take forward.13


Connections between Wallis’s achievements, his legacy and place in public and national memory form one of the themes that this book sets out to explore. Many of those who lived through the Second World War or grew up in its shadow still think of him as a patriotic genius. Opinions among their children and grandchildren are more diffuse. Some have never heard of him, or when prompted think only of the film, or of Guy Gibson’s dog. Others see his cult as a sickly symptom of continuing nostalgia for the Second World War. Several historians invite us to reflect on the apparently paradoxical relationship between Wallis’s scientific vision and his attachment to tradition. Wallis himself would have been puzzled by this, as he did not see custom and innovation as opposites, holding rather that age-long traditions make good nurseries for the kinds of mind that produce ‘bold and original thought’.14 As for the vision, although his conceptions were often original, the theoretics upon which they rested were usually conservative; his heroes were figures like Christopher Wren and Isaac Newton; to the end, his physics remained ‘firmly pre-Einstein’.15


This book has been written in the belief that an individual’s actions should first be judged by the standards of the time in which they took place. It gives an account of Wallis’s upbringing, considers what he did and the surroundings in which he did it, seeks the inner man, and asks how the idea of a gifted maverick struggling to pitch original ideas to an overcautious establishment took hold when contemporary sources place him in a richly networked community.


By the time of his death how had he come to be regarded, at the same time, as Britain’s most famous yet most neglected twentieth-century engineer? Later chapters investigate not only the seeming inconsistency whereby Wallis became simultaneously revered while being professionally sidelined, but also whether he was sidelined. For years this was the given story, but since the turn of the century some historians have suggested that it exemplifies a trope fostered by Britain’s technocratic elite, who by repeatedly saying they were marginalised nurtured a general belief that this is what happened.16 Wallis epitomises the question.


With all said, there is a further question, whether Wallis’s relega­tion might be because his work was less significant than many claimed at the time. Airships and geodetics were dead ends; UPKEEP in the end was a one-trick pony; HIGHBALL was never used; none of the late visions materialised; even the thinking behind apparent wartime successes like his deep penetration bomb has been called into question.17 Given that science is a global enterprise, what is his international standing? We are led to an uncomfortable question: does his reputation as a national figure stem primarily from his engineering or from the harmonics of ‘national’?
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Childhood and Empire, 1887–1904


Barnes


Edith Eyre Ashby and Charles Wallis, both twenty-six, married in the church of St John, Woolwich, on 9 September 1885.


Edie was from an affectionate family that had pioneered progressive education. Charles was a medical student, one year short of qualification. His mother had died twelve days after his birth, whereafter his father George, a clergyman, delegated his upbringing, first to his dead wife’s grandparents and then to the rector of a remote parish in Lincolnshire. His education was supported by £2000 left in trust by a grandfather, Joseph Robinson. The costs of a new household and wife made inroads into what was left of these funds. Edie was uneasy, the more so when in November she realised she was pregnant. Next June, unease turned to panic. Some of the remaining trust money had been invested in India; ten days after the birth of their son, John, Charles told her that the company had gone into liquidation.1


Charles achieved membership of the Royal College of Surgeons in the same month. In the autumn he sat for the diploma of Licentiate of the Royal College of Physicians and passed. He was now qualified but lacked the means and connections to join a practice in London. Charles accordingly accepted a post as assistant to Dr Josiah Allen, district Medical Officer and Public Vaccinator in the industrial town of Ripley, east Derbyshire.


As 1886 neared its end an unexpected Christmas card arrived: ‘To Edith and Charlie from Uncle Barnes and Aunt, with love and best wishes.’ ‘Uncle Barnes’ was Lt Col. Barnes Slyfield Robinson, Charles’s mother’s brother. Until then they had heard little from him, mainly because he had usually been somewhere else enforcing Britain’s colonial will. Barnes’s regiment, the 89th Regiment of Foot, had fought in the Crimean War where he had served during the siege and fall of Sevastopol in 1855. The regiment then moved to Cape Colony (in what is now South Africa), there countering a rising by the Xhosa, followed by eight years in India that included service during the Indian Mutiny. Since then there had been another tour in India and Burma. By 1886 Barnes was living in Dover.


Early in the New Year Edie recorded that she was again in an ‘interesting condition’. The second child was born soon after 3 a.m. on Monday, 26 September. It was a quick labour, and the baby slept later in the morning. Edie’s mother was there to assist and described the newcomer to her eldest daughter: ‘a nice plump little man – weighs 8lbs – at present is very red and has a lot of darkish hair with a largish nose somewhat like the Father’s. In fact, I think it will resemble Charlie very much’.2


Names were aired. One was Victor (Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee had just been celebrated). Another was Edward Neville Wallis, after Edward Ashby, Edie’s favourite uncle, and Neville Frewer, a medical friend of Charles, both of whom were to be godfathers. Edie, however, was superstitious about Edwards: two relatives with that name had died young, and her sister Maria – to be godmother, but then away in India – knew of two more. Then came news that Uncle Barnes was poorly. Barnes was Charles’s last living link to the mother he had never known; on 25 October a telegram told that he was dying. Edie wrote at once to her sister Lily:


Charlie is much cut up. Col. Robinson was the last left of his mother’s family, and though Charlie saw so little of him, from that link to the past, I know he was sincerely attached to the little gentleman. I am so glad I wrote and told him Neville was also to be ‘Barnes’.3


Tuesday, 15 November was chilly, with a north-east wind, bright intervals, and flurries of snow. Early in the afternoon Edie held her new son and stepped up to the font in the church of All Saints, Ripley. George Wallis had received permission from the vicar to take the service. He dipped his hand in the water and said, ‘Barnes Neville, I baptise thee in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.’


Ashbys and Wallises


Edie was the third daughter of John Eyre Ashby (son of a City grocer, an astronomer and dissenting minister) and Maria Smith (daughter of a coal and corn merchant). Her elder sisters were Maria Eyre Ashby (b.1849), known as Minna inside the family, and Elizabeth Eyre Ashby (b.1852), known as Lily.


In 1855 John and Maria bought a school. Its premises were a large Georgian house in Enfield called Gothic Hall, where young gentlemen were prepared for the Civil Service of the East India Company, military colleges and universities.4 Gothic Hall was a good place for young people. It had attics for hide and seek, roofs down which to slide, and a summer house roof on which to climb. In the grounds were forks of apple trees in which to perch, a walnut tree canopy, and beeches yielding nuts for which you could forage in autumn. Around the house were pet rabbits, guinea pigs, cats and dogs. There were hay parties (in which you were buried in hay), Christmas tree parties, expeditions into Epping Forest, and fireworks. John Ashby had a telescope through which the boys could study the moon, stars and the Great Comet that appeared in 1860. A natural science table bore a spectroscope, magnetic boxes, a skull, a Roman intaglio, and prehistoric flint tools.


Edith Eyre Ashby was born into this blooming environment on 17 March 1859. She was coddled by the boys, who admired her blue eyes and golden hair and noted her enthusiasm for animals in preference to dolls. As the sisters grew, differences of temperament emerged. Minna was calm and affectionate. Lily, energetic and generous, could also be explosive – bitten pillows, thumped walls. Edie was precocious and excitable.


The happy times ended in late 1863 when John Ashby succumbed to Bright’s disease and died. Maria sold up and moved to Brighton to start a school of her own. They called it Enfield House, in memory of John, and it opened with six pupils in the autumn of 1864. Enfield House did well enough as a school but was borderline as a business, and as years passed Maria became careworn. Minna worked as her assistant until 1870, when she married. Lily likewise taught until she too married. Both husbands were former Gothic Hall boys with whom the Ashbys had kept in touch. Minna’s young man was Tom Francis, now a solicitor. Lily’s marriage was to Theo Maxwell, who had studied medicine, and after qualification served as an ambulance officer in the Franco-Prussian war. Both couples moved to India, Tom to be legal adviser to the Maharaja of Dabhanga in Bihar, Theo as a medical missionary.


Minna, Lily and Edie were ardent letter writers. Lily told of long treks in the mountains of Kashmir, of poverty and beauty. Minna described moments of imperial grandeur, like the launch of Victoria, the Maharaja’s lake steamer, and of tragedy, like the death of her third child.


Edie took singing lessons, worked hard at the piano, and played chamber music. She loved her animals, which included rats (‘I think of giving them away, and am looking for an eligible person’), birds and hens. In that enthusiasm, however, was a kind of acquisitive carelessness which saw creatures of any kind as existing for her pleasure. She took creatures into captivity regardless of what they were or how, even whether, they could be kept. Her letters are full of chatter about their anthropomorphised personalities.


In 1877, Maria Ashby decided to close Enfield House. Edie was now eighteen, the age at which young women put their hair up. Her journal suggests someone assured, talkative, given to adolescent high spirits and flirtatious fun, but also to self-reproach over her lack of devotion. Before they left she went into the garden to look at old nooks where ‘I used to build fairy palaces of mud’ with spent matchsticks as little men. The garden was now overgrown with briar and meadowsweet; she recalled places where sunshine had fallen, or where the wall would be in shade: ‘At such points I would hang my bird’s cage, that poor old Dick might be happy as long as possible.’ ‘Ah well! I suppose now begins my real woman life. My old associations are all to be broken up, everything will be new.’


Lily and Theo, back from India, were setting up a practice to serve the middle classes around Woolwich Common and staff of the Royal Military Academy. They bought a large house on the edge of the Common, and in April 1878 Maria Ashby and Edie joined them. The following month, Minna arrived with her three children and a fourth in her womb, for whose birth she had returned. Lily herself was in the last weeks of pregnancy and gave birth to a daughter a fortnight later.


For a few months, then, most members of the family were back under one roof, Theo’s prospects looked good, and Maria was surrounded by her grandchildren. But there were shadows. Lily’s child died the following January, and when Minna returned to India in November 1879, it was in the knowledge that her husband Tom had begun to drink, and without her eldest sons. It was the British custom in India to send boys home for schooling when they reached seven or eight. Thomas (known as Taf) and John (known as Jef) were now left behind and sent to boarding school.5 When Minna said goodbye to Jef, he ‘did not know I was looking my last on him for long years.’


Thus did things stand when seven months later a young medical student called Charles Wallis was shown into Theo Maxwell’s drawing room. Charles was born in January 1859 at Paglesham, a fishing community in eastern Essex, where his father was curate. At his baptism he was given the names Charles (after a maternal uncle), George (after his father) and Robinson, the maiden name of his mother, Anne Georgina, who had died of a postnatal infection three days before.


Both grandparents came from military families. George’s father was a purser in the Royal Navy, Anne the daughter of Major Joseph Robinson of The King’s Royal Rifle Corps and Anne Bowles, of Dublin and Chester. The Robinsons were in their sixties, and it was to them that George turned for the care of his motherless son. Charles lived with them until he was six, whereupon he was put into the care of the Rev Henry Owen and his wife Catherine at Tru­thorpe, an agricultural parish of some 300 souls on the Lincolnshire coast, where Henry was rector.6 It was here, rimmed by wide skies, among fields of beans and turnips, overlooked by brick windmills, lapped by the sea along the long ribbon of Trusthorpe’s beach, that he spent the next six years.


The Owens had children of their own, and there was another boarder. Amid the bustle, Catherine did what she could to mother the outsider. Charles’s memories of himself as a solitary boy skating along frozen dykes on winter afternoons, pole-vaulting over ditches or wandering among the stumps of prehistoric trees revealed by neap tides were all of a piece with a conviction that he had been banished. This is possible: when George Wallis married Caroline Millett, the daughter of the rector of Lyng, Norfolk, in 1863, Charles was not at first invited to join them.


George Wallis was short and stubby, hot-tempered, with a squarish face framed by mutton-chop whiskers. He was a man of idiosyncrasies which included an insistence on bristly Jaeger woollen underwear, nightshirts, and pillowslips; a personal egg-boiler fuelled by a charge of methylated spirit sufficient to boil one egg; reliance upon fermented goats’ milk as a remedy for all ailments; and a system of ropes and pulleys of his own devising for hoisting the trunks and hatboxes of visitors to upper floors. His fiercely evangelical outlook was reflected in long sermons wherein torture loomed large, and daily family prayers in which the sins of those present were closely examined. George disliked anything that smacked of ritualism, such as flowers on an altar, insisted that the word ‘God’ be spoken softly as ‘Gawd’, and that each time it was written it had to be with a new pen nib. He was obsessive about words. A mispronunciation by a young relative was likely to trigger an on-the-spot lecture about its articulation and etymology. As he grew older and his hearing failed, such harangues became ever louder, and on occasion attracted bewildered crowds.7


 His new wife Caroline led a gentle but persistent campaign to reunite her husband with his first-born son, in result of which Charles was eventually admitted to his father’s household. On the rare occasions when Charles later talked about his father it was with respect rather than affection. Charles was nonetheless imbued by George’s religiosity. He recoiled from risqué chat, and if he found himself in the presence of students using swear words or telling dirty jokes, he tried to summon ‘the courage to rise and go’. The young man who went up to Merton College Oxford in October 1877 was reserved, sometimes morose and given to sighs, with a latent expressive side which awaited someone to waken.


Mixed feelings


On the first anniversary of their meeting Edie wrote: ‘This time last year I saw Charlie first. He thought me prim, severe, frigid and one who would “district visit”. I thought him compact, and rather fast – with a very powerful face that I didn’t understand.’8 First impressions had since been revised. By November Charles had produced a hand-made book of sonnets, each page wreathed in leafy garlands and faced by a pen-and-ink drawing. Next May they became engaged.


Charles was now a medical student at Guy’s Hospital, and marriage was some way off. However, the wedding, when it came, came in a hurry. In August 1885 Minna was home from India; perhaps on impulse it was agreed that the marriage should take place before she returned. Since Minna’s passage was booked in mid-September, this meant a special licence for the ceremony. When the day arrived, Edie was led in on the arm of her father’s brother, Uncle Edward (coiner of ‘EdiePuss’), followed by two bridesmaids, Charles’s half-sister Ethel, and Minna’s nine-year-old daughter Elf. The ceremony was conducted by the vicar and Charles’s father, with whom, interestingly, Edie had formed a good relationship.


It is worth summarising characteristics of the two families that were now connected. Common to both were strong evangelical convictions, commitment to education, forebears in the military and holy orders, and careers spread across the British Empire. The Bible, learning through inquiry, and empire formed the ground on which their children would stand. In the background was recurrent giftedness in mathematics on Edie’s side, and a sense of victimhood on Charles’s.


Back at Woolwich in the autumn, Charles was Assistant Physician Clerk to his tutor, studying for final exams, and Edie was pregnant. In May the next year, just before the birth and the exams, they took a short holiday in Eastbourne. While they were there Edie wrote her only journal entry that year.


Now my Charlie has gone to church, I will just scribble a few lines. This is our second honeymoon, – I think it will be our last … For always after this I hope there will be someone else with us. It does seem strange! To think that next month I expect to have a baby in my arms, that little baby I feel stirring within me as I write. Oh! God, make us wise parents, and bless the little one …9


Looking back three years later, it had not turned out quite like that.


We married rashly, before he was qualified, and thus hampered ourselves. My John, my ever dear John, began to come too soon, and all those months of anxiety and terror, while Charlie worked for his exams, and every month was eating up our money, I carried with me – my John. The walks, the roads of Woolwich must be paved with my prayers, I prayed so much.10


‘I shall gobble you all up’


Ripley was the company town of the Butterley Iron and Coal Co Ltd. Edie remembered it as ‘crowning a lonely, windswept hill – you could see it high up against the horizon for miles round – its tall square Church tower, oversized Town Hall, Factory chimney and Waterworks being landmarks that stood out against the cold grey sky.’11 The closest she and Charles had so far come to such places was from the windows of trains, and their first impressions in September 1886 were unnerving. Charles’s southern accent, Oxford education and dislike of profanity did not stand him in good stead with colliers. When Edie saw miners emerging from the pit she asked Charles ‘if they ever washed and he says yes they do.’12


At the start, Charles fell into ‘a miserable condition of mind’.13 He had few patients, so ‘just now meals, smoking and walking are the principal occupations.’ There were compensations. Dr Allen was a good mentor. Edie was impressed by the cost of living: laundry, bread, freshly churned butter and service were all cheaper than in Woolwich. Edie was determined to live as a gentlewoman and delegate duties to servants. There was thus a live-in maid who worked six and a half days a week (and ‘spoke Derbyshire’), and a nurse (who spoke English) who cared for baby John.


Gradually, life began to look better. Charles’s list of patients grew; John began to sleep at night; Edie amassed animals; invitations arrived to play readings in the vicarage, organ recitals, and dinner with new friends. In December, Lily and Theo brought books and a Christmas hamper. But Edie felt marooned. Christmas, and the realisation that she was again pregnant, heightened her longings: ‘Oh! I really must come South in May. I hunger for a look at you all’. She would come for several months, visit Charlie’s parents on the Isle of Wight and her friend Adeline Bell, and above all, Woolwich: ‘I shall fly into the arms of Dockyard Station Master with the big nose, and the first uniform [of Woolwich Academy] I see I shall kiss. But lunacy will commence at Derby. I shall stand on my head as the train steams out. I shall gobble you all up …’14


In August 1887, the Wallises moved into No. 4 Butterley Hill, a detached brick house picturesquely clad in ivy and pyracantha which they took on a four-year lease.15 It was here that Barnes was born the following month. At the age of one, he was ‘sturdy and jolly, and so self-willed.’ For a year or more he was known by his second name, Neville. At two, he was Edie’s ‘Derbyshire man’, and by three he had become ‘Toby Tubbs’ – a nickname that stuck long enough for at least one family friend to forget what his real name was. There were favourite toys – a clockwork train from Minna, a telescope from Edie’s close friend Adeline Bell. Out on walks, the boys were fascinated by the flickering light and irregular clangs from the ironworks; the bell in the pit engine house that signalled the readiness of a cage to come up; the clatter-bang of its gates; calls of lapwings that jinked across fields near slag heaps; and the slow, pulsing exhalations of an engine that hauled trucks of coal from the canal. Barnes and John loved to watch the trucks and were sometimes invited into the engine house to see the machinery turning.


Edie took an observant interest in Ripley, even accepting an invitation to go down the pit, about which she wrote a vivid description. But cares lay beneath. She was convinced that her sons should have a sister, but worried lest the third child be another boy; she remained financially anxious; she was worried about Minna, whose husband’s alcoholism had worsened; in July 1889 she was desolated by the death of their mother; and she began to suffer from asthma. Beyond all this, and after a pause of several years, she resumed her journal. Charles now had


many interests, and his patients, and I, save for my two babes, have nothing more than I had at first. He has grown even colder, if that is possible, and reserved – I never get a kiss, or loving touch, a smile of welcome. He never cares that I should show any solicitude about him, – a very iceberg. And my affection is withering, blighted. No wife would have come to him more loving, and more prepared to love – but this killing coldness which allows no display of affection on either side is enough to destroy the most ardent passion.


She wondered if the marriage had been a mistake, but told herself ‘I did love him, oh! I did love him.’ Edie saw a new path:


my children open up a new tenderness in me, and new capacities of loving, daily; and so it is that a thawing and a freezing go on in me side by side. Their little lives teach me to love, and his life kills my love to him. So all the wealth that should be his, is slowly, slowly going to them …16



What about New Cross?


Family life now centred on the household of Lily and Theo. Edie yearned to be near them. After five years at Ripley Charles felt sufficiently experienced for a practice of his own, and in 1891 he consulted with Theo Maxwell about moving back to London. Maxwell knew of a young, recently married doctor who was planning to move and wished to sell his practice in New Cross; what about that? Edie and Charles hesitated, then scraped together what funds they could, and in 1892, with help from Lily, said farewell to Ripley and took over the departing doctor’s lease on No. 241 New Cross Road.


New Cross was favoured among families of City clerks and office workers because it was the only area south of the Thames from which you could reach London’s City, West and East Ends without changing trains. During the later nineteenth century, Georgian mansions along the London–Dover road were demolished to release their parks for housing. By the time the Wallises arrived most of the area was built up, with terraced houses towards the Thames and larger houses of the middle classes on the slopes of its terrace to the south. New Cross Road was still bordered by lofty elm trees, beneath which plied horse buses driven by coachmen in shiny waterproof top hats.


No. 241 itself stood on a corner. It was tall and thin, three floors and cellars below, with landings connected by over a hundred stairs down which the boys liked to toboggan on trays. The landing walls were hung with engravings of famous buildings and events, and their floors were dappled by colours thrown through stained glass in the over-lights. Running water was not available above the ground floor, which meant upstairs treks with ewers and pails. There was a gas lamp in the kitchen, but the rest of the house was lit by candles and paraffin lamps which left films of soot that had to be wiped down. The children were bathed in a hip bath by the nursery fire. In the cellar were the usual shallow sink, large copper, and a mangle.


Opposite the house was the park of an abandoned mansion, Fairlawn, which gave the immediate outlook a rural feel. Beyond lay fields on Telegraph Hill, where a succession of nurses took the boys on walks. To the east was Greenwich Park, Blackheath where golfers wore red coats to warn passers-by of flying balls, and Woolwich. Edie was back in her home ground, and by late autumn of 1892 she was carrying her third child.


The following June, John and Barnes were sent to their grandparents George and Caroline, who were now at Ryde on the Isle of Wight. A nurse went with them; the plan was for them to stay for about a month and return after the birth. Barnes and John had no idea that a new member of the family was in the offing. The hoped-for daughter arrived at breakfast time on Wednesday, 28 June. She was christened Annie in memory of Charles’s mother Anne Robinson, ‘Theodora’, the gift of God, in commemoration of the love between Edie’s parents, and ‘Janet’, a name which appears nowhere else in the family.


On 1 August Charles retired to bed with poliomyelitis, a viral disease which in severe cases can infect the spinal cord and cause paralysis. The disease kept him bed-bound for fourteen weeks and left his left leg useless. Edie, meanwhile, was unable to feed Annie, and difficulties in sterilising her bottles led to a series of stomach infections. Edie was at her wit’s end. The practice was in crisis, and the boys were stranded on the Isle of Wight with their sixty-eight-year-old evangelical grandfather and the kindly Caroline.


Gradually, things settled. Charles was transferred to Woolwich. Lily gave financial help. Theo Maxwell helped to organise locums to hold the practice together. By September Edie had resumed her letters to the boys. Barnes was delighted with the clockwork engine he received on his sixth birthday, and the box of Scottish soldiers sent by Aunt Lily to join forces with John’s regiment to ‘fight the Zulus’.


Just before Christmas 1893 Edie sent greetings to her boys, saying how pretty the shops looked. On Boxing Day she wrote again to ‘her own pet Barnes’ to thank them for the ‘useful box’. Daddy was pleased with his paper rack. He was up and about on crutches, but still in pain. If all went well, they could come home in January. But on return, ‘remember you must be the sunshine and sunbeam of your Daddy’s grey life.’


We do not know how the boys were affected by their six-month exile, or reacted to the changed circumstances – a new sister, a crippled father, a determined but increasingly neurotic mother. Charles gradually resumed his practice. He wore a leg-iron, and periodically fell headlong when it skidded. On several occasions the leg brace snapped, leaving him stranded. A pony and trap enabled him to visit patients, he bought a tricycle, and the house was reorganised to limit the need for stair climbing. Nonetheless, a year later Edie told her sons that their father’s ‘irreparable’ illness was the greatest sorrow of her life. Her financial anxieties deepened. Asthma attacks increased.


Edie and Charles took several holidays on their own, apparently to rekindle some of the warmth that had been lost. One of them was to Weeley in Essex, where in July 1896 George Wallis was standing in for an absent rector, and the large rectory was available free of charge. Edie was impressed by the rector’s fox terrier, a ferret, Tom and Prince (horses), and poultry. While Charles roamed on his tricycle, she laid waste to local wildlife, wishing to catch butterflies for John, but without a net or knowledge of how to kill them. ‘Last night I picked up a dear little toad that was hopping on the path. He was quite young. I will bring some toadies and froggies home with me.’ When Wallis started a family of his own, there were no pets.


Back at New Cross, Edie obtained permission from Fairlawn’s caretaker for the children to play in the grounds. Here was a realm that combined gothic frisson with nature and liberty: deserted stables, a lovers’ walk of stately elms, the stone tomb of someone’s favourite horse, a pets’ graveyard, a colossal copper beech, and the remains of a fountain and pool filled with dry leaves that crunched when you jumped into them. Large frogs congregated in the shady damp of a dripping water-butt in the kitchen garden. They lit bonfires and baked potatoes in the ashes. Among the horseboxes and hay John, Barnes and Annie took turns at being horse and driver, with reins of string, authentically attached so that they ‘made our mouths sore’. The house was out of bounds, although from time to time they penetrated a thick curtain of wisteria to step across its threshold and listen to mysterious sounds.


John was intellectually able and artistic. Annie saw in him Edie’s traits of vivacity and wit, given to flippancy and a tendency to see the funny side of anything. When he reached his teens, John was playful with young Annie, tempting her to hysterics during meals and practical jokes. He saw life itself as a kind of joke, and hoped for a career in history, perhaps as a museum curator.


The two brothers ‘did everything together’. They played cricket in the garden, eventually causing Edie to reorganise the space, with the hens in one part and the scullery window wired ‘so that your cricket balls may no longer break the glass’. They shot with an air rifle, aiming at tin cans, or with home-made bows and arrows, at one point using Annie for target practice, which nearly ended in tragedy. Each August there was an annual holiday in a cottage near Bognor, where they raced through country lanes on bicycles and visited ancient churches in remote Sussex countryside.


Barnes was dexterous as well as physical. He learned to make things with paper, delighting Annie by bringing her ‘lovely paper houses’ with roofs that could be lifted off, ‘with talc windows and painted red talc for fires’, chairs from chestnut bark, paper tables, and always a witch ‘with a head of candle fat, hair of black darning wool, matchstick arms and legs.’ Barnes and John used the big front bedroom as a workroom. Here they co-operated in crafts that included carpentry, making string, and – in Barnes’s case – ornamental metalwork. Barnes accumulated a large collection of specialised tools. Relatives knew to save pieces of rosewood, cedar and mahogany from cigar boxes for the boys’ use. Annie often stood by to watch them, and learned to use the tools. She liked to accompany the brothers to choose timber at a nearby carpenter’s yard, where the owner wore an old tricorn hat and ‘a delicious smell of pine’ hung in the air.


There was music in the house. When the brothers’ voices broke they joined with Annie to sing part-songs, with Edie at the piano. A favourite pursuit of Charles and Edie was to read aloud to each other. Charles enjoyed Tennyson and Browning (who had lived locally); Edie liked novels, especially the writings of Robert Louis Stevenson and Dickens.


John and Barnes were schooled at nearby Haberdasher Aske’s. Reports spoke of Barnes’s ‘exemplary conduct’, attentiveness in class, and work that was never less than good and often ‘highly satisfactory’. In only one area did his teachers voice concern: he was too often absent. At Christmas 1894 the headmaster described him pointedly as ‘very good, when present’.17 Edie was the usual cause of his non-attendance. He did indeed suffer from chronic coughs and colds, and London’s carbon-laden air, not to mention the sooty atmosphere inside No. 241, was not a good environment for anyone. However, Edie’s concern went further. Any symptom set her a-flutter; she worried that Barnes might have contracted TB; when he told her that his heart thumped after exercise, she feared heart disease.


In March 1898 the family grew with the birth of another boy, named after his father. John was now twelve, Barnes eleven, and it was time to plan their next steps. A public school combining scholarly excellence with gentlemanly tradition was unaffordable, but Edie’s City connections suggested another path: to Christ’s Hospital, in Newgate Street, where able boys from families of ‘reduced means’ were schooled with support from charitable endowments. Bluecoat boys, so-called for their uniform of knee-length dark blue coat and bright yellow stockings, substantially unchanged since the school’s foundation in 1552, were a familiar sight in the City. To qualify, the applicant’s family had to provide evidence of its circumstances, the boy must be ‘presented’ by a recognised nominator, and there was a competitive exam. John’s application was successful, and in 1899 he became a Bluecoat boy.


Early in 1900, Barnes, too, was presented, and came seventh out of one hundred in the examination for the ten available places. At the start of summer term Barnes was to be brought to the school ‘clean, free from ringworm’, with hair ‘newly cut’ and ‘free from grease’. He should bring with him a Bible, the Book of Common Prayer, a hairbrush and comb, toothbrush, and a pair of stout slippers.


On 11 May Barnes made the journey to Newgate with John: past the tanning yards at Bermondsey, the warehouses at Little Britain, past the long, high brick wall to the three-arched gateway, and under the eye of Ozzy the Beadle, in he walked.



Lamplight and tradition


Christ’s Hospital is a religious, royal, and ancient foundation. For Wallis these formed an undivided trinity, and it is through them that his life-long devotion to the school, his faith and Anglocentrism are best explained.


The affection with which Wallis looked back on his life at Christ’s Hospital is interesting to compare with his anxiety at its start. A fortnight after his arrival the twelve-year-old ‘scrub’ sent a postcard to his mother saying that some of the work he had been given was beyond him and that he was accordingly being threatened with a Saturday detention. Both things troubled him. His parents were due to visit on the Saturday, so he would miss them, and he was completely unused to criticism for lack of effort. Diligence was woven through his soul, yet here he was being accused of slacking. His father replied consolingly, telling him that it was ‘no disgrace if you have done your best. You see the master cannot know much of you as yet and he may set down to idleness what is due to your being slow or new to the work.’ Charles added: ‘If you do get kept in on Saturday either I or mother will come up to see you on Sunday, so cheer up’.18


Students moved through Christ’s Hospital not by year or cohort but according to individual ability. Wallis later explained: ‘I won a scholarship, principally I think on my mathematics, and on the strength of that examination I was placed directly in the Upper School on the Modern Side.’19 However, since Christ’s Hospital did not prepare pupils who lacked classics for entrance to Oxford or Cambridge, Wallis’s father put his foot down.


My Father … insisted that I should continue to learn Latin, in spite of the fact that the headmaster told him that that would involve my entering on the bottom form of the Lower School on the Classical Side. That is, I must become a ‘narrowie’ instead of a ‘broadie’,20 a sad blow to my boyish pride … I absolutely rebelled – I hated Latin and was perfectly stupid at it. So my Father at last gave way and wrote to the Headmaster – the Rev Richard Lee – to say that he would agree to my transfer to the Modern side.21 The Head retaliated by placing me on the bottom form but one in the Lower School of the Modern Side,21 among a despised race of rather stupid boys, instead of restoring me to my rightful place as a ‘broadie’ where I really belonged on my mathematical and scientific ability, and where I would have started my school career, had not my Father, with the best intentions in the world, flouted the Headmaster’s advice. I thus lost a whole year’s seniority … a discouraging, disappointing and frankly an infuriating start to my school life, and in a way a psychological disaster for a child of 12.22


John Wallis recalled Richard Lee’s round face, black whiskers, stout profile, and little feet. In 1900 he was nearing the end of his reign. Small, at once comical and riveting, when teaching he drew rapid breaths ‘as if in pain’ and spoke Wallis’s name as ‘Wallidge’.23 The Minor Wallidge now reacted to his relegation by embarking on subversion. Looking back, he believed his motive had been to try to recover his self-esteem by drawing attention to himself.24 The aim of this brinkmanship, he said, was to discover how far he could go ‘before the thunderbolt fell on one’s defenceless head.’25


The reference to an unprotected head was literal. Until 1902, Christ Hospital’s monitors – junior prefects – were free to administer physical punishment for minor misdemeanours. There were different kinds of penalty. One, a heavy blow to the cheek and side of the head administered with the flat of the hand, was known as a ‘fotch’. Another was the ‘owl’, in which a monitor rapped the top of his victim’s head with the knuckles of his clenched fist. The recipient of a fotch was expected meekly to tilt his head sideways, openly presenting his ear and the side of his face; a boy about to be owled was required to lean forward and await the blow.


A single owl was so severe that at the instant of the blow one literally ‘saw stars’ dancing before one’s eyes, and a lump the size of half a small walnut would rise and stay on one’s skull for two or three days.26


It could be worse:


In cases when a monitor was exasperated beyond bearing, he would pull his victim’s head downwards by the hair, and then assault him with both hands, giving ‘fotches’ and ‘owls’ with either hand, as an opening presented itself.


Some monitors offered a victim the choice of fotch or owl. Since a mis-aimed owl could hurt the knuckles of the monitor who delivered it, Wallis always chose to be owled. He later reckoned that rarely a day passed during his time at Newgate Street without him receiving ‘one or two or more owls or fotches, and on occasion a prolonged beating’.27 Forty-five years afterwards, in the course of treatment for polyps in his nasal cavities, doctors found that one of his cheekbones had been ‘pretty badly broken’ at some time in the past.


Wallis rode out the brutality. In letters home he described routine incidents of mob justice:


There has been a row about Snell, he refused to play cricket for the ward match & so has practically lost us the match. He has no reason for not doing so, so the chaps held a trial over him this morning, he is to receive a fotch from every chap & to be sent to Cov[entry] for the rest of the term.28


Being quite strong, very determined, and (with an elder brother) well briefed, he escaped many of the casual torments that attended many new boys, some of whom would be mugged within seconds if they brought cake or sweets through the gate on return from an exeat.29


At first, Charles or Edie came to take their sons out on most Saturday afternoons, returning them to Newgate at 8 p.m. Later, the boys took themselves home for exeats. During the week, Edie filled her letters with news of the hens and cats, Annie’s doings, parish duties, family events, her singing birds, Jim (the latest dog, who bit patients), the roars and screams of infant Charles and the strategies of Nurse Lena to subdue him. Edie had a low opinion of Nurse Lena, and mimicked her pretensions: ‘My highly superior pusson (person) the Nurse, is out for the day; wherefore we all sing and rejoice’.30


Edie gave vivid descriptions of public reaction at times of national and imperial celebration or sorrow. The death of Queen Victoria:


… she is now at rest after a long life spent for her subjects, & we may thank God that she had such a peaceful end, & was surrounded by her loving family. Did you notice the big Bell? We have kept the blinds down all day, & when I went out, I noticed most houses had theirs drawn; black crepe was on the whips of many drivers.31


The funeral procession:


Cousin Arnold saw the procession from the roof of a house in a side street. He travelled with 26 in an ordinary single compartment meant to seat 10. After the procession passed & he left his perch, & got into the road … some troops came along, & the crowd was pressed out of the centre of the road. He says he was lifted quite off his feet & borne along with the stream of people.32


The end of the Boer War:


Peace! Oh! Isn’t it just beautiful! I can’t tell you how glad I am. Last night [Sunday] I went too early to bed … when I reached the landing window, according to my wont I looked out across London – And Lo! I saw a rocket go up, & then another … About 11 Jim barked, & I again went to the window, & opened it … & again I saw rockets … then in about half an hour, I heard hurrahs in the street. I bounced up, saying, ‘It’s Peace, it’s peace’, & I saw rockets … & then I saw lots of rockets, – & Father came to look and we opened the window. Then we heard the big Bell, either Paul’s or Westminster, and its sound was most wonderful, a sort of ululation filling the midnight air …33


In September 1900 Wallis was transferred to the ‘Modern Side’, albeit at a lower level than his scholarship had merited. However, even in the Latin School (where his place for Classics had been 29 out of 29) his ratings for diligence were never less than fair, and for conduct were uniformly good.34 He was teased in the new class, apparently by boys of less ability who regarded him as a swot. This was another new experience, to which Wallis reacted with surges of fierce temper that added to the pleasure of his tormentors.


At the end of the first year Wallis achieved first place in class for mathematics and German, second in French, and third in English; conduct and diligence were consistently described as good; his performance in the mathematics examination won a prize – a calf-bound copy of Walter Jerrold’s biography of Lord Roberts of Kandahar. In the autumn of 1901 he was finally promoted to the Upper School, and thereafter he flourished.


Flourishing at CH called for more than scholastic effort. There was a vocabulary to learn – titch, swob, kiff, flab, gag and all the rest35 – customs to observe, and a spartan lifestyle with which to come to terms. There were no dayrooms at Newgate and the wards (dormitories) were out of bounds during the day. Most of the day was thus spent either in class or outdoors. During longer periods of leisure perhaps a dozen games of ‘Housey rugger’ were played simultaneously in the area known as ‘Hall Play’, between the great gates that bounded Newgate Street and the frontage of the vast medieval-revival dining hall. Hall Play was surfaced with asphalt and creased by shallow gutters of cobble stones, so any kind of contact game was dangerous, and tackling low was forbidden. Even so, there were accidents when heavy tackles led to concussions or broken limbs.36 During shorter breaks boys tended to walk to and fro in small groups, a habit known as spadging. If it was wet, you spadged in the cloisters.


Seven hundred boys on one site with limited facilities and primitive sanitation posed a challenge for public health. There were frequent minor epidemics, and some that were serious. CH’s infirmary (known as ‘the Sicker’) was well used. For most of his life Wallis was fit and physically robust, but there were episodes of ill-health. At various times he suffered from scarlet fever, mastoiditis (not helped by the fotches rained on the side of his head), and migraine. When Wallis first experienced migraine he staggered to the infirmary, to be met by an unsympathetic nurse who ascribed the abrupt onset of a blinding headache, bleached-out vision and vomiting to too much cake. Wallis endured attacks for the rest of his life, sometimes at the rate of several a month.


All boys below the level of monitor performed a service for the community, known as a ‘trade’. Menial trades like washing dirty plates or serving bread went to junior boys; more dignified tasks, like the supervision of other trades, were performed by trades-monitors who were one step below the rank of monitor.37


The masters at Newgate lived out, and when teaching was over at 4.15, off they went. Discipline out of school hours was accordingly overseen by a warden. In Wallis’s day the warden was a retired colonel, who kept watch on boys’ conduct through the eyes of patrolling beadles, mostly former policemen, whose duties included breaking up fights and keeping boys from going out in the rain or kicking footballs in the cloisters. They belonged to a rich supporting cast of CH characters who included top-hatted Mr Horn, a little man with a square-cut beard who kept the gate; Ginger Stocks, the porter and superintendent; Sgt Major Thompson, the drill instructor; ‘Shoey’ the cordwainer, and the dames who were responsible for discipline and behaviour in the wards. Wallis’s ward, Number 7, was overseen by Dame Clarissa Smith who was rumoured to be the widow of a doctor.


Between forty and fifty boys slept in each ward, which was a cross-section of the age structure of the school. The ward itself was a rectangle with a low axial partition against which eight or nine numbered beds stood at right angles to either side, arranged like the bones of a kipper. More beds stood against the outer walls. Dame Smith occupied a small chamber in one corner, while the head of ward, a classical Grecian, was provided with a curtained cubicle. (Grecians were senior boys preparing for university; they enjoyed a common room in the headmaster’s house, ate at high table, and were allowed into the city.) Bedsteads were iron-framed with wooden boards, hair mattresses and hard pillows. On rising at 6 a.m. (6.15 in winter) to the blast of a bugle from the foot of each staircase the beds were stripped. Daily washing was at a lead-lined trough fed by cold taps, wherein half the ward’s members washed together while the other half cleaned their shoes with liquid blacking. Breakfast on weekdays was a cob of brown bread with salt butter or dripping, and a bowl of hot milk and coffee; on Sundays there were sausages. Before eating, the boys knelt on bare boards to say a prayer which had been written by Henry Compton, a former bishop of London (1675–1713). Bed-making after breakfast was undertaken with the exactness demanded of military recruits – hospital corners, squared-off edges, bolsters ordered with the help of a pole – and inspected by a monitor. The school lavatories – ‘bogs’ – were too few for 700 boys, so there was always a crowd waiting to use them after breakfast.38 Boys carried, and closely guarded, their own lavatory paper (‘bodge’). In the 1840s a room containing twenty-eight bathtubs had been established, enabling every boy to have a warm bath once a fortnight.39


At the foot of each bed was a tall, narrow rectangular box with sides of iron sheet and a wooden lid. The box was called a settle; in it, boys kept their books, hairbrush and other possessions. A penalty for small contraventions was ‘standing on’, where a boy would stand on his box, hands behind back, for up to forty minutes. Another punishment was early-morning drill. The whole school practised drill each week, with marching and counter-marching. At lunchtime all boys formed up like a medieval army behind their ward banners to march into Hall to the accompaniment of the school band.


A variety of dishes were served for lunch – beans, beef, mutton pork – with boiled potatoes. For the evening meal there was bread again, tea, and perhaps jam or sardines. When boys returned to their Wards in the evening there was the option of milk or bread and cheese at 8 p.m. Wards were lit by fish-tail gas lamps. The nearest lamp to Wallis’s bed was about forty feet away, so reading was difficult. Lights out was preceded by a prayer which compared going to sleep with the hour of death.40


Newgate’s walled-in world hummed with echoes. The Great Hall evoked late-medieval ceremonial spaces like guildhalls and royal chapels. Its materials – Portland stone, granite, brick, oak – symbolised England’s foundations. In the Middle Ages the Greyfriars had been supposed safe from incubi and flying demons and had thus been attractive as a peaceful burying place; nobles, ladies and queens lay there. Small wonder that when boys like Wallis or his contemporary John Middleton Murry looked down at a tablet in the cloister: ‘Here lyes a Benefactor: let no one move Hys Bones’, there was a stir in their souls.41 At Christ’s Hospital they joined a family which endowed them with ancestors.


Newgate’s interiority was balanced by what you could see out of it if you tried. In the older buildings there were forgotten rooms and blocked-up staircases. When Barnes and his brother explored them they found a vantage point from which they could see the spires and towers of City churches; Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament outlined against red winter sunsets; and Hampstead Heath under snow. For Wallis, two of the most transfixing sights were closer: the steeple of Christ Church just outside the walls, and the dome of St Paul’s. Both had been designed by Christopher Wren. Wren was Wallis’s hero: an artist who was also a practical engineer. Christ Church could also be seen from the nursery window of 241 New Cross Road. On summer evenings Edie sometimes looked out, surveying the Monument, Tower Bridge, and Christ Church; by looking at Christ Church she ‘felt I could almost see my two dear sons’.42


For the best part of half a century it had been agreed that Newgate Street was not a good site for a boarding school. There had been argument between progressives who wished to see a purpose-built campus on a green-field site, and traditionalists who protested that such removal would cut ties to donors, punish working-class parents by distancing them from their children, and extinguish ancient memories. The case for removal was periodically strengthened by incidents such as an outbreak of scarlet fever that closed CH for nine months in 1893.43 By then the decision to relocate had been taken, and a thousand-acre site had been selected in Sussex near Horsham. Nine more years were to pass, however, before Christ’s Hospital moved to its promised land. On the last evening, Grecians bearing candles processed in single file to beat the bounds of the old site, kicking the walls of well-known spots as they passed.44


During the Easter holiday that followed, John Wallis went back to look. Through the railings he could see piles of housebreakers’ planks and scaffold-poles. He walked back along Newgate Street and through the Lodge.


It was empty. No Beadle! No boys! The place was forlorn and deserted … I walked along the Giffs and on to the further end of the Hall Play. As I returned, a short figure dressed in black issued from the Hall Cloi and confronted me, his hands clasped behind his back.


‘Well, Wallidge, did you think term had begun?’ Richard Lee grinned up at me.


‘No, Sir,’ said I, ‘I came to see whether life had ended.’


‘Life never ends’, said he, ‘it may, it must – (and he slowly waved his hand towards the contractors’ materials lying around us), it must change its environments and its expressions, but it does not end.’45


The London, Brighton and South Coast Railway built a station to serve the new campus at Horsham. When the boys alighted on Thursday, 9 May 1902, they found that nearly half the teaching staff had been replaced by younger men, and a new headmaster the Rev Dr Arthur William Upcott.46


Heights and blue horizons


After a few weeks Charles Wallis reproached Barnes for being ‘rather neglectful of your Mother in letter writing since you went to Horsham’. At Newgate Barnes had written once a week, and there had been visits. Now that he and John were further away Edie yearned for the old weekly contact. ‘Mother misses you both very much and thinks constantly of you … we seem to know little or nothing of your new life’.47


The new life was good. Cricket and rugby could be played on grass. The houses of orange-red brick had lockers, dayrooms, studies for senior boys and warm water. And whereas Newgate’s Wards had simply been numbered, Horsham’s houses bore the names of distinguished Old Blues. Ward 7 was now Peele A – the Peele in question being the Tudor poet and playwright George Peele (1556–96).48 In place of the Dames each house was under the charge of a housemaster; in Peele A’s case this was the Rev D. F. Heywood, one of the school’s grammar masters and head of the Modern Side. A few architectural features, and some traditional items had been carried from the old site to the new, but Wallis was less taken by these tokens of continuity than by the place itself. At Newgate they had been shut in behind walls of yellowish London stock brick among buildings of different ages; here the buildings were new and generously spaced, and around them were places to discover, distances to be travelled, flowers and butterflies to identify. Edmund Blunden, who joined CH five years after Wallis left, celebrated its ‘prospects of heights and blue horizons’.49


Science at Newgate had been taught in an improvised laboratory converted from an old Ward; here there was a well-equipped science block. More than this, there was an Art School and a Manual School in which things could be designed and made. By the time he reached Horsham, Wallis had already set his heart on a career in engineering. Charles’s half-brother, ‘Uncle’ Wwyn, was an electrical engineer.50 He gave advice to Edie, who passed it to Barnes:


… he says that above & before everything in your equipment for successful engineering, must come drawing – mechanical drawing, so father will write to Mr Heywood about it, – also languages, especially German. So do put your back into your work for the sake of our future welfare, – now’s the time for you to learn.51


Spurred by Wwyn’s advice, Wallis’s academic career began to prosper. At the end of the 1902 summer term he was promoted to a higher form. Edie was thrilled.




I cannot tell you dear, how thankful we are about your move. You must have worked splendidly; it is very good indeed. Your good work makes all the difference to Father’s life; he is so proud and pleased, & shakes out his feathers, as if to say ‘I myself did it’.52


Wallis’s Christmas present list at the end of the year shows his direction of travel:


One thing I know is an enlarger for Brownie filums 6/653 … I should like a moulding plane of this pattern [sketch] … Also a 1 inch lathe chisel, 1 or 2½ plate developing dishes (xylonite or celluloid) about 6d each … Some pencils (ordinary lead). A plank of oak about 6 ft long (to make frames) & 1 inch thick (it’s about 1/-).54


Edie’s last letter before the 1902 Christmas holiday congratulated Barnes on winning prizes for book-keeping and science: ‘I nearly skipped out of bed’.55


The new science facilities were the result of campaigning by the chemist and educationalist Professor Henry Edward Armstrong (1848–1937) who in 1897 was the Royal Society’s nominee to Christ’s Hospital’s Council. Armstrong duly persuaded the school to adopt his investigative method of science teaching and recruited a fellowchemist, Charles E. Browne, to lead it.56 Armstrong’s method involved supporting students to discover things for themselves through experiment. It was the opposite of the rote-learning epitomised in the CH geography exam question which asked Wallis to ‘Name the principal headlands on the west coast of England (including Wales), and say which town is nearest to each.’


Terms passed. Wallis turned out regularly to train for Peele A’s rugby team. He joined CH’s debating society, practised small-bore rifle shooting, ran across Sussex countryside, played inter-house cricket, immersed himself in photographic processing, and enjoyed winter entertainments (with ‘Mr Arthur Berridge at the piano, and Fred Frampton, humourist’). He picked primroses and posted them to his mother. He joined the geology section of the Natural History Society, travelled on field trips led by Charles Browne, and made a contour survey of CH’s surroundings. Browne’s wife took to him, invited him for tea on half holidays and called him ‘Barnes’.


A visit by Eric Bruce, secretary of the Aeronautical Society of Great Britain, made an impression. Bruce arrived with a cylinder of compressed hydrogen, which Wallis and a friend (both of whom were just then recovering from a visit to the school dentist) helped to carry to the lecture hall. (This was perhaps no mean feat. The dentist (who looked like ‘a bumptious old cock, white spats, Norfolk suit & a very red face’) took no more than two or three minutes over each boy. As Wallis went in, he was shouting at the previous patient, who had not yet come round from anaesthetic. ‘They kick you out of the chair half asleep’.57) Bruce lectured on the use of balloons in war. He had brought a working model of an airship, ‘wound up the propeller & sent it sailing down the Hall. He steered it round one of the electric light chandeliers.’58


Wallis’s delight in making things drew him closer to Charles Brown: ‘I asked the Science Master if I could go and carpenter … at the science schools & he said yes he’d be glad of someone to come & help the men make stands and things & I could do in there any time out of school.’59 A few days later:


I go carpentering every day now, except half holidays. The man there who is making all the wooden things for the science school is a tremendous dab. He took me into the lathe room the other day. It is quite like a factory in a small room. There is a huge lathe, a circular saw, drills & other things driven by electricity. They are turned from overhead shafts …60


By the end of the 1903 spring term Wallis was top in his form. Edie was delighted:


You literally couldn’t have done better, oh dear Barnes, how joyful … You have worked, I know. Father & I are awfully proud of you, for we consider you are really forwarder in proportion than John was at your age.61


Wallis took aim at the Willcox Prize for science, which began with an exam to sift out the ten worthiest candidates. The real test followed: a challenge to devise an experiment and apparatus to determine the volume of gas released by the dissolution of two grams of metal in sulphuric acid.


That lasted all Wed morning and all Thurs afternoon. Dr Moody who I imagine is some great man came down on Wed to inspect the way we put up our apparatus … I doubt if I shall get it … Wouldn’t it be a grand thing though?62


On July 20th, a postcard: ‘Dear Mother, I’ve got the German prize on U7B.’ In reply:


I could have danced for joy when your simple little card came. You have given us pleasure, I felt as if I could eat two breakfasts, it did me so much good … Oh! I am pleased. You are a credit to your family … I know you have worked for love, & your success is the more honourable and brilliant.63


On the 22nd, a telegram: ‘Got Willcox Prize love Barnes.’ And on the 23rd:


Words quite fail me … you have done splendidly … warmest congratulations … I feel quite overwhelmed … simply marvellous … How you must have worked … You are like a meteor, quite brilliant in your career …64


The prize was a medal, and £6.10s to be spent ‘on whatever is most useful to you when you leave.’ He used the money to buy a lathe, and thereby taught himself to cut, drill, smooth and turn materials.


Edie bathed her son in a continuous stream of encouragement and praise. By telling him of her own heartfelt responses to his achievements she stirred him to strive even more. Her sharing of frank opinions about CH staff and other adults fostered an uncompromising directness. And behind it all – ‘do put your back into your work for the sake of our future welfare’ – she had implanted the idea that he was to live his life as much for them as for himself.


Barnes’s letters reveal wide-ranging curiosity, an eye for surroundings and for grace in structures, verbal playfulness, pithy expression, and a wry wit. In a long letter about a field trip he caught both the fun and sense of the day, describing the veal and ham pies they had for lunch, dedication crosses on the walls of a church, lime kilns, fossils, the ecology of snails, a comical scene on the platform of CH station, and the smell of a room in the Bridge Hotel.65 By the end of his third year contemporaries and masters alike saw him as industrious, intelligent, conscientious, and capable.


It was an iron rule that the only boys who were permitted to remain at Christ’s Hospital beyond the term in which they turned sixteen were those whom the school considered should be given the opportunity to compete for open scholarships to university. These were young men of outstanding ability – the Grecians – and university meant Oxford or Cambridge. The career path of a Mathematical Grecian typically led to business, commerce or the City, while that for a Classical Grecian ran to the Civil Service, medicine or the Church. At this date no boy on the Modern side could be a Grecian, and since Wallis had elected to stay on the Modern side to pursue science, that was that: when he returned to Horsham in the autumn of 1903, he expected this to be his last term.


There are several accounts of what followed. One says that Wallis was selected for the honour of being the school’s first Science Grecian, but refused it.66 Another says that Browne hoped to persuade the school to retain Wallis as a Science Grecian and send him to London or Manchester, but that ‘battle with the authorities’ about the idea was never joined because Wallis was ‘restless’ and determined to leave to make his way in the world.67


What actually happened is best introduced by Edie, who paid a visit to CH in mid-October.


Mr Heywood was most kind; he said of course I knew you were due to leave at Xmas, but he had said you were to stay till Easter, & any way he intended you to remain till Midsummer.68


Wallis had risen in Heywood’s estimation. He appointed Wallis as a monitor and talked to Browne about his future. Browne regarded Wallis as destined for a distinguished scientific career; he supported the arrangement for him to stay on at least until Easter 1904, and asked Upcott to allow him to remain beyond that to sit for university entrance. Wallis knew this, telling his father that the idea was ‘to get a few fellows with an aptitude for science and to try and send them to the university’.69 Moreover, in Browne’s own account the plan was to enable Wallis to sit for a scholarship to ‘one of the older universities’.


Battle was indeed then joined. Browne’s proposal was opposed by CH’s senior mathematical master and several conservative classics masters.70 Upcott sided with the traditionalists. However, there was a compromise: Wallis could stay on for the summer term, effectively as an independent student studying for the London Matriculation examination which he would sit after leaving.71


The end of a CH term was marked by a light-hearted concert. On the last evening of the 1904 summer term the boys filed into the hall to hear the choir sing ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, a part-song and ‘a humorous song’. Four boys and a master in drag performed a one-act farce. Upcott, remembered by one pupil as a ‘pious sadist’, amused the boys with ‘a turn’. There followed Mendelssohn duets, improbably arranged for four cornets. At the end, everyone stood to sing ‘God Save the King’.


The last day. Wallis had seen it before. Now he was one of the leavers who lined up in Chapel in order of seniority. One by one they were called forward. A Bible, stamped with the school crest and inscribed with the words The Gift of the Governors of Christ’s Hospital, was put into the hands of each, and Upcott read to him the solemn Charge:


I charge you never to forget the great benefits that you have received in this place, and, in time to come, according to your means, to do all that you can to enable others to enjoy the same advantage; and remember that you carry with you, wherever you go, the good name of Christ’s Hospital. May God Almighty bless you in your ways and keep you in the knowledge of His love.


In time to come and according to his means, Wallis acted on this.
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The Wand of Youth, 1905–13


Into the shops


The young professional engineer does not simply learn in the works how to file and chip. He learns the time required for all manner of jobs, the finish required in each class of work, the way the various parts are handled, the forms which are convenient, the routine of the shop, the character of the men – the system of storage, the materials and sizes to be bought in the market, and hundreds of other facts, which can only be made his own after contact with manufacture on a full scale. We cannot imitate this in college.1


Wallis agreed. He was on all fours, too, with Le Corbusier’s view that ‘invention originates only in the workshop’.2 In old age Wallis argued that creation was not possible without handling and mastery of the materials with which the maker works. Achieving that kind of control, he said, meant ‘spending something like five years in the workshops.’ Unsurprisingly, five years was the length of his apprenticeship, and he embarked on it because he failed the London matriculation.


The failure is a puzzle. Wallis was well versed in mathematics and science, competent in French and German, and his skills in English were good. Anyway, there it was: when the list of those who had passed was issued in October 1904, his name was not on it.


Four years before Charles Wallis had attempted to influence his son’s direction and had come close to wrecking his schooling by doing so. More recently he had insisted that Barnes be prepared for the London matriculation, and no good had come of that either. He now stood back. What did Barnes want to do? The family could not support him for long. Uncle Wwyn recommended apprenticeship as the route into engineering. Charles and Barnes looked for a firm willing to accept an apprentice, and found the Thames Ironworks Ship Building and Engineering Company.


Thames’s activities were spread across several sites in east London. The main campus was a shipyard and ironworks beside the mouth of Bow Creek, the tidal estuary of the River Lea which wound across Bromley Marsh and joined the Thames near Blackwall. Across the river in Greenwich was a works on Blackheath Road, inherited from the marine engine makers John Penn and Sons, with whom Thames had recently amalgamated. Thames had been busy in the late nineteenth century but by the 1900s business was falling away. This was partly because the Blackwall yard was cramped, but the main reason was that they were being outcompeted by shipbuilders in north-east England and Scotland. Between 1901 and 1905 only two Admiralty contracts were awarded to Thames, and after that only one, for the cruiser Black Prince. In 1912, the main company went out of business.


Thames made efforts to diversify. The firm’s departments already included civil engineering and manufacture of drills and cranes; to these they added motor vehicles. Under the brand name ‘Thames’ a motor department began to build petrol-driven ‘motor carriages’ (cars), vans, lorries, taxicabs, charabancs and omnibuses. This department was co-located with the marine engine division at the old John Penn site, and having promised his new employers faithfully their secrets to keep and lawful commands obey, it was here that the seventeen-year-old Barnes reported on the first Monday in 1905.


Industrial apprenticeship began with a probationary period when the newcomer was given lowly chores such as cleaning equipment and running errands. Pay in the first year was five shillings a week – about £45 at today’s values – with another shilling for each year completed. In due course, different types of task were introduced, initially – but not always – under the eye of a seasoned worker or foreman. Shifts of ten or twelve hours were normal, although Thames had recently reduced its shifts to eight. Indentures were a way of providing methodical training in which the expectations of both parties were laid out. Apprentices looked for skills training and suitable mentoring. For their part, employers expected their apprentices to play a full part in whatever they were asked to do. Tasks like taking messages to the shipyard where the Black Prince was a-building were thus par for the course. Wallis loved the shipyard at night when jets of sparks sprayed into the dark and crucibles of candescent molten iron were poured.


The Greenwich works lay scarcely a mile from 241 New Cross Road, so he lived at home and for the next year and three quarters, six days a week (the Saturday shift was shorter) cycled to and fro. His route coincided with what had become a class boundary. The low-lying area towards the river was predominantly poor and densely populated, whereas on the steep slopes of the river terrace to the south there were semi-detached three-storeyed houses occupied by middle-class families. New Cross Gate itself was a kind of elongated island between the two, raised, paved, and thronged by news vendors and costermongers. Further on, manufacturing and processing crowded around Deptford Creek. From Deptford Bridge Wallis could see or smell a distillery, a brewery, tannery, linseed, tar and chemical works. Roperies, mast ponds, flour mills, coal wharfs, the foreign cattle market, and the river itself were daily reminders of sea-borne trade and empire. For all its clamour and muck his route to the works also evoked an older England: it was the way to Kent, Rochester and Canterbury, with echoes of Dickens, Falstaff, and the setting forth of Chaucer’s pilgrims. As if in keeping with that, Thames Engineering had customs which echoed the ceremonies of Christ’s Hospital. The senior manager walked the shop floor in a shiny black top hat and frock coat. The foremen of the Machine and Fitting Shops wore bowler hats.


Wallis’s seemingly serious countenance led fellow apprentices to nickname him ‘the Dr’. Coincidentally, a number were amateur musicians. Alf Cansdale sang and played the violin; Billy Lloyd wrote arrangements; Percy Tibbs and Wallis were enthusiastic vocalists. During summer lunch breaks the four took their sandwiches to a nearby park and gave sotto voce performances. Lloyd’s setting of Byron’s ‘Hills of Annesley’ became a favourite which Wallis liked to pick out on the piano. Lloyd introduced him to music of the Irish composer Michael Balfe (1802–70); extracts from the overture to Balfe’s opera The Bondman joined their repertoire; one of Edie’s friends introduced Wallis to a singing teacher on the Old Kent Road.


Employers accustomed to apprentices who haunted music halls and pubs would have been bemused by Wallis, who in addition to his lunchtime singing became a choirman at the parish church. In the course of a week he drank perhaps one glass of cider or lager. Weekends were given to reading (nineteenth-century novels, poetry (Tennyson a favourite)), church, or occasional visits to relatives or friends. His only concession to works culture was smoking – he took up a pipe, and, occasionally, cigarettes.


He taught himself to drive. His father had already acquired a motor car, a two-seater Panhard with tiller steering, but Charles was not mechanically minded and for some time drove it in convoy with the pony and trap, lest the vehicle fail. Barnes was the only one in the family who could be relied on to make it go; his account of a journey from the south coast to New Cross in April 1906 reveals growing accomplishment. On leaving Worthing the car did not pull properly and eventually stopped. Wallis ‘got down’ and diagnosed an ignition fault, which he fixed by the roadside. However, he continued drily, the car’s pull was so poor that ‘the terrific head-wind took off more power than we could well spare’. Three miles from Horsham he stopped again ‘to do up a loose bolt on the bad tyre’. Twelve miles out of Dorking ‘I again had to tie up the bad tyre in two places.’ A mile or two later the problem recurred. He jacked up the wheel and changed tyres. After all this, he said, the remaining ten miles ‘were quite uneventful’. Near the end, indeed, they had overtaken a large four-seater car.3


At Thames things were less satisfactory. Early in August 1907 Edie, Charles and members of the family holidayed at Milford on Sea on the Hampshire coast. Wallis came home early to return to work and regretted having done so. ‘Everything is very slack there’ he wrote to Edie. ‘I might just as well have had an extra week, for I have done little but stand about idle since my return.’4 In that week the sun blazed. The heat intensified his ennui. Wallis decided to look for another employer.


Wallis’s work on marine engines and visits to the shipyard had reinforced his interest in ships and seagoing. Word of mouth and study of The Engineer magazine identified progressive shipbuilding firms. One of them was J. Samuel White at Cowes on the Isle of Wight. Whites built launches for rivers in Africa and South America; paddle steamers for the West Indies; torpedo boats and destroyers for the Royal Navy; and steam yachts for the wealthy. They were active in marine engine design, making steam, petrol and paraffin engines for launches, and turbines, water tube boilers and diesels for larger vessels. Uncle Wwyn had a house on the island and knew some of White’s staff. A further reason for Wallis’s interest in the company may be that back in the late 1850s the man at its head, John Samuel White (1838–1915), had been a pupil of his grandfather John Ashby at Gothic Hall.


The transfer was negotiated with Uncle Wwyn’s help, which included a loan of £40. J. Samuel White undertook to ‘use their best means to teach and instruct’ B. N. Wallis for the next three years. Thus it was that at the end of October 1907, just over a month after his twentieth birthday, he went out into the world.


‘I woke … and thought so much of you’


Edie was keen to picture Barnes in her mind’s eye. She accordingly travelled down with him and stayed in Mrs Cox’s boarding house on Castle Road for several days.


Edie liked Cowes and admired the view across the Solent from Castle Road. Her impression of Mrs Cox, which turned out to be wrong, was that she would be ‘very anxious’ to take care of her son. Wallis was allocated a sitting room on the first floor and an unheated attic bedroom which was separated from the Coxes by a matchboard partition and lit by a candle. For the rooms and an evening meal Mrs Cox charged twenty-three shillings a week.


Wallis unpacked his clothes, a heavy works overcoat, books, kettle, saucepan, two small stoves that ran on methylated spirits, a chessboard and box of chessmen. Promising as it all seemed, however, when the moment of parting came Edie found it difficult. She wrote her first letter to Barnes even before she had left.


My darling Son


There seem to be so many things to say to you still, but they all resolve themselves into this – my dear love to you, & may God bless you in your new life & work. You know it all, & how dear I hold you & how close to my heart.


Also I would say, if you find this too noisy you must move, but of course you will find something of drawbacks everywhere …


In your ‘work box’ darling, you will find a red silk scarf, to wear when the cream one is dirty, also your old comb! & some more lint, & another candle. I will send your bike clips, so that if you desire, you can ride on Saturday. I will also send you some more ’baccy, as I see your pouch is nearly MT!!


I think, – nay I feel sure, you will like Cowes as a place. The end of the Parade is so pretty …


When you read this, I shall just be steaming into dirty, noisy London, to resume my work which lies so largely in keeping warm for my precious children, the home to which you can always turn.


Edie told him she had been ‘rested’ by seeing landmarks of their recent holiday across the Solent. ‘To me, it was almost like looking out for home.’ When he saw them, she and he would be re-connected. In any case:


It will not be long … before you come & see home again, so cheer up. You know you are always in the thoughts & prayers & love of


Your devoted mother


God be with you till we meet again5


Mrs Cox propped the letter on a sideboard, where Wallis did not find it until the following evening. ‘I got your note at dinner time. It seemed so empty coming back and not finding you there & I did not notice your note till I started dinner when I chanced to look round.’ He had had dinner with another apprentice who had just joined White’s (‘quite a rarity, a gentleman’s son I should think’), been for a walk in half a gale, and was about to go down for ‘a smoke and a talk’ with Mr Ruddle. Mr Ruddle was the curate at Holy Trinity church (where Mr Cox was verger) and another of Mrs Cox’s lodgers. One of his hobbies was playing bells strung on a pole, and since his room was directly below Wallis’s Edie began to worry lest the noise should keep her son awake.


For the rest of her life Edie wrote almost daily. She and Charles sent a weekly allowance to cover the cost of Barnes’s lodgings. Alongside family news, advice, parish gossip and comments about the vicar’s health and sermons came presents of food, cigarettes, and extra shillings scraped together between herself, Aunt Lily and others. For his part, Barnes told of long walks, strumming on Mrs Cox’s piano, the backgrounds of new acquaintances, his patent method for using a hip bath in his sitting room, and churchgoing at Holy Trinity where the choir was a ‘hotbed of pique and jealousy’. Holy Trinity’s vicar was a chaplain to the Royal Yacht Squadron, ‘wherefore he always dressed as a yachtsman – brass buttons, yachting cap and all complete!’


Edie tried to manipulate Barnes’s social life from afar. At the start, she used the family’s clerical connections to identify curates on the Isle of Wight who might befriend him. This soon led to a gentle protest:


I received a card from Grannie today, saying that Mr Storrs of Sandown has written to the Chaplain at Osborne who has written to a Mr Lemon, curate of St James’, E. Cowes, who says he will try to call on me. Let’s hope he doesn’t, for it is really getting a bit too strong. Awful thought! Suppose all my numerous clerical ‘lookers-up’ all ‘looked-up’ on the same evening!6


Relations with Mrs Cox worsened. Edie became concerned by Barnes’s reports of her cooking, and worried lest she come snooping and read one of the letters: ‘It would be fuel to the fire if she picked one up & saw any of it.’7 Did his Gladstone bag have a lock? Early in 1908 Wallis left for cheaper lodgings with better food. During his last week at Castle Road Edie vented her feelings:


My darling Barnie


I have been thinking so much of you, – travelling with you, arriving with you, – feeling (mentally) the discomforts, and wishing oh! So much, that my love could take, & could bear all the burdens. But alas! It cannot. I can only keep on loving you … [Mrs Cox] is one of those scatterbrain, hysterical women that one cannot be too careful with … She is a Vixen – But try & pretend she is not, just for the week.8


Meanwhile, Wallis had settled into White’s routine. From Monday to Saturday he rose at five to ready himself for the day shift which began at six. White’s whistle blew at a quarter to six, the gates were closed at six sharp and stragglers let in at 6.15. Anyone arriving after this had to wait for three hours, thereby losing a quarter of a day’s wages. A faulty alarm clock led to some close calls. Edie accompanied him in her imagination.


I woke at 5 AM & prayed for you, & stayed awake thinking of you till past 6. So you had company you knew not of.9


Again:


I woke at 4.50 this morning, & thought so much of you, & I slept in snatches till past 6 – & had you in mind throughout. I fear you had a horrid cold wind, – it blew strong here from the N.10


And again:


… it did so pour here about 6 o’cl. I thought so of you, & did so hope we had the rain and you had the dry. Minna tells me she is always awake between 5 & 6 AM & always praying then for you. You are so constantly in the thoughts of the family, to say nothing of your parents. You ought to feel a sort of warm envelope, it is an atmosphere of love.11


Wallis took to working through his lunch break, munching bread and cheese as he did so. The day shift finished at five thirty in the afternoon, except on Saturdays when the yard closed at one. Safety was hit and miss, and mostly left to the individual. In one letter Wallis told of a gas explosion.12 In another he described a near-fatal incident involving the swinging jib of a crane and a visiting photographer.13 He thrived on the activity, enjoyed the rhythm of the week, and relished the training.


Getting on


During the next three and a half years Wallis worked hard, formed friendships, kept fit through sport, obtained qualifications, and achieved some independence from his mother without weakening their relationship. ‘He had purpose and ambition … he was young, strong, basically healthy, active and sociable. In so far as his mother would let him, he disregarded his ailments, and though he revered and loved his parents deeply, especially his mother … his life was too full of plans, hopes, interests and activities to pine and languish.’14 The period is minutely documented: well over a thousand letters passed between Wallis and his parents between 1907 and 1911, nearly all of them survive, and while most of them went from New Cross to Cowes, Wallis’s weekly letters home paint bright pictures. For example:


3 April 1910


[…] Soper is back from College for the Easter vac so Cooper I and he arranged to have supper in my room. We played cards & had six bottles of soda water, & six pennyworth of oranges & a shillingsworth of cigars & made merry… After supper we felt inclined for a spree, so they decided not to go home for the night. We played bridge to see who should sleep in the bed and after an hour & a half play, Cooper was declared winner with 7 points. Soper had 64 & I had 20. I seemed fated to lose my bed from the very first game. Fortunately there are two mattresses on the bed so Soper & I shared one mattress on the floor. We also dragged the sheets & a pillow each & a blanket leaving Cooper two blankets a bolster & the coverlet. We laid a table & my trousers presser on edge to keep off the draught & with my rug & overcoats we spent a comfortable night. We turned in about halfpast two but we couldn’t sleep for laughing ever so long. Mrs B was awfully decent. We thought she didn’t know as she went to bed early, & they were just going home for breakfast, when she poked her head round the back door & said ‘Won’t you stop to breakfast, you may as well make a week of it now you are here.’ So they all came in again. […]15


In contrast:


10 January 1909


[…] today I walked with [Cooper] from 2 till 6. We went all along the Osborne Estate … It’s awfully pretty along the shore, all wooded right down to the sea wall. We saw the old Queen’s bathing place, now in ruins, & a highly ornamental bathing machine, drawn up under a big roof which also housed a large frame … which had rails running into the sea, I should imagine for launching a boat. The bathing machine was on a long stone causeway with grooves for the wheels running right out to sea to enable a bather to get a good dip at any state of the tide. Everything was more or less in ruins … I am told that in the Queen’s time everything was most beautifully kept & that one can drive 12 miles on the estate without traversing any road twice.16


Or again:


15 January 1911
[…] I got on very well on Friday when the boat went out on trial.17 I was down in the engine room about five hours altogether & was not at all sea sick. We went out about 9.30 & ran three trials of one hour each, out in the Channel at the outside of the island. During the three hours I took just on 350 records of pumps, gauges etc. It was pretty rough & a strong north wind was blowing. We did about 28 knots on the full power run.


The firm look after the draughtsmen very well, even providing one with great leather gauntlets in case you should hold of a red hot pipe. One has to do a great deal of climbing about & should one in a dreadful lurch catch hold of something hot, one is faced with the fearful alternative shall I let go & break my neck or shall I hold on & burn my hand. They gave us an awfully good dinner, tho’ we didn’t get it till nearly three. I had soup (not tomato) chicken & ham, apple tart & cream & a whisky & soda followed by free cigarettes. I don’t think I’ve eaten so big a dinner since I was in camp at August & didn’t have indigestion either. We got back about 4.30.


[…] I am going to tea and supper at Fishers tonight to meet a brilliant pianist.18


Wallis’s head was full of melody. ‘I never knew how much I loved good music till I came down here, where one never hears any.’19 On night shifts he sometimes sang with Harold and Archie Paskins, sons of a fish merchant in Cowes High Street who farmed oyster beds in the Newtown estuary. Harold had a fine tenor voice. During night shifts Harold sang popular songs with which others joined in improvised harmony. Their performances became so exuberant that nearby residents complained. Wallis’s letters hummed with references to performances by the local operatic society, organ recitals after evensong, visiting musicians, brass bands, songs, recitals. The ‘brilliant pianist’ seems to have been Daisy Jones, who spent most weeks in London where she was an assistant professor at the Royal Academy of Music and came down to Cowes at weekends. Wallis was struck by the Chopin nocturne she played that evening; he had assumed that a nocturne would be restful and was startled by the drama of its middle part. Daisy was four years older than Wallis, and had already appeared in another letter:


On Friday the Tennis Club gave a small dance, about 60 being present. The hall was very prettily decorated & and the floor was in splendid condition … I had an introduction to & a set of Lancers with a Miss Jones … She’s quite young & jolly & not a bit professor-like.20


Wallis joined the tennis club in 1908, calculating that by doing so he could combine fitness, new friendships (mixed doubles, croquet alongside the courts), and off-duty opportunities to mix with senior staff from J. Samuel White. In winter the club fielded a football team in which Wallis played as a back.


Club social events included dances, and Barnes began to take dancing lessons. Edie was aghast. ‘Be careful about the dancing!’ she told him. ‘So afraid of this mixed company.’21 Edie feared that Barnes would fall in love and turn away from her – an eventuality that gained in likelihood from January 1909 when romance bloomed between John and Violet Clara Kington Statham, daughter of the vicar of All Saints, Hatcham Park.22 Edie implored Barnes: ‘I do ask you just to be a little careful not to lose your heart to any of the girls you meet’.23 Wallis’s reaction to news of his brother’s engagement was muted. Edie piled on the pressure:




I feel I have lost something, dearest Barnes, before I gained it. It is quite impossible for John & you to realize how Father and I have looked forward to the young manhood of you two, & to leaning on you both for counsel & strength. We denied ourselves all the advantages we should have reaped had we put you both at 16 to office or business work, – & now just when we looked for reward & return, John hies him away most definitely, upon another quest. He is now beyond my influence altogether, – he belongs to someone else, so I turn more than ever to you, dear son – & much as I desire your happiness, I do hope it will not just yet take the form of an engagement – else indeed I shall feel deserted … Remember how I lean upon you.24


Several following letters are missing, perhaps because they were destroyed. To judge from the next of Wallis’s that survives, Edie’s emotional blackmail became unacceptable and he put his foot down.25 There were more episodes like this, although whether it was loyalty to his mother or simply chance that averted romantic entanglement at Cowes we do not know.26 At any rate, there are no signs of a lost heart in following letters, although his Christmas list for 1909 suggests preoccupation with appearance:


I want a good razor strop, some soft shirts John will tell you what sort if you don’t know, a tie from Annie whole colour. No pipes, or tobacco. I could do with some fancy socks, tho’ I don’t think any of you would make a decent choice, except perhaps Auntie May.27


Earlier that year the lease on 241 New Cross Road had expired and the Wallises moved to 12 Pepys Road, a larger residence in a more prosperous area on the slope of Telegraph Hill. The house had a basement and a small terrace at the back with steps down into a long narrow sooty garden, at the end of which was a tram shed ‘with attendant squealing and clanking of trams going in and out’.28


Wallis’s friends in Cowes were predominantly male and around his own age. They included Archie Watts and John Cooper, fellow apprentices at White’s. Also in the circle were Douglas Civil, a student, and his elder brother Henry (known as Vic) who worked as a schoolmaster in Ramsgate. Archie Watts and John Cooper had sisters with whom Wallis became friendly. ‘Arch’, Wallis and the Civils often operated as a foursome, liking to sail on the Solent in summer and camp among the creeks, meadows and ancient woodlands around Newtown in August. For Wallis, this district became an enchanted landscape: a secret realm of pools, glades, lancing sunlight and stag-headed oaks to which, years later, he went back.


 John Cooper was a frequent companion on long walks and cycle rides. Cooper’s father was a former coastguard, ‘a nice old chap’ who told yarns about shipwrecks on the Cornish coast. Wallis was touched when the family invited him to visit whenever he liked, even though ‘they are not gentlefolk’.29 Not central to this circle, but overlapping with it, were Herbert and Aileen Fisher, who were married and older. Wallis got to know them in September 1909. Herbert was a GP in East Cowes whose father’s career as a naval surgeon had taken the family across the world and culminated in his appointment as Inspector-General of Hospitals and Fleets. ‘He has a very nice wife & they asked me to go in whenever I wished & to tea on Sundays.’30


The Fishers’ link with Daisy Jones was the piano: piano playing was Herbert Fisher’s chief pastime. In the spring of 1910, he exchanged his upright for an Ibach concert grand, the structural properties of which Wallis wasted no time in getting to know: ‘Two of the notes were just a shade hard, so we took the action out and softened the felts a little.’ Wallis explained that it was only necessary to undo one bar in front of the keyboard ‘& all the action slides out onto your knees’.31 Wallis often mentioned the piece which Fisher was currently practising – the Grieg sonata ‘sounded magnificent’. Edie sent Fisher a copy of Chopin’s B flat minor sonata in thanks for his generosity to her son. For a time, Wallis toyed with the idea of learning to play himself.


Wallis became as close to the Fishers as with anyone around this time. He often stayed with them at weekends, sat up with them on New Year’s Eve, and campaigned for Herbert’s election as chairman of the Tennis Club. Aileen was a trained nurse and when Wallis was ill she mothered him. Affinity was helped by similarities of background – a GP household, lots of music – and Wallis may have valued confidantes who were emotionally calmer than his own mother.


Wallis certainly needed to protect his objectivity in the face of Edie’s excitable daily reports about health, injured pets, malfunctioning gas fires, young Charles falling behind at school and upsets blamed on unreliable servants. In addition, she encumbered him with lists of looming financial commitments and possessions to be sold to meet them. Such letters were a source of deep distress to Wallis. In May 1910 Edie itemised forthcoming costs of intensi­fied tuition for young Charles, whose entrance exam to CH was approaching. Wallis replied:


[…] I am so very very sorry to think of your having to sell those two plaques. I feel such a useless log. I’ve only got £2 in the Arsenal and 7/6 in the PO but you are very welcome to that if you want it, tho’ I know it’s perfectly useless being such a drop in the ocean […]32


Wallis resolved to sell the lathe he had bought with the Willcox prize money, and a month later wrote to say that a money order for £12 – over £1000 at today’s prices – was on its way. The next day he added good news: his weekly salary was to be raised. ‘The Chief saw me today & is giving me 35/-. I only really hoped for 30/- wh[ich] is what the others in my p[o]s[itio]n have always got so I was very pleased.’33


Initially, Edie accepted the lathe money with good grace.34 But this was not the end of it. John was living at home, and three weeks later Edie’s cook gave notice.


This makes everything very awkward, I am puzzling what to do. But, in any case, my dearest Barnie, Father & I, (as John has nothing in prospect, & may be at home in the Autumn) feel we really ought not to spend to go away, – not even your loving present, which is really needed to help in the necessities, Father is getting no bills paid to him, – & we have exhausted our credit overdraft, – so that what we are going on now, is his salary paid last June, & £20 Auntie has advanced for the trap. I have to meet, Father’s insurance, (£7.12), Charlie’s School fees (£7) the servants’ wages, & our keep, & all incidental, small expenses, – as well as eventually to pay the trap in Sept but then I shall have £16.13.4 from Ben towards it that month – that is why we can use the £20 Auntie advanced.


This says nothing about Father’s drug bills. Of course, if we could depend on the money coming in that is due to him, it would be different. For instance, Mr Adams owes him £17, a Mr Warren £8, and Mrs Boughton £3.10 those three alone make £28.10 – but there it is … we must face the fact that we may have John at home for some time. It is a year now since he took his degree & during that time till now, he has been principally not merely at home. But, poor darling, quite dependent on us for pocket money, minor clothes (such as shirts, collars, repairs etc – I paid 30/- for this the 1st week in June) …


Not for anything would I have him think we grudged it, because we don’t, nor should I even talk to him as I am doing to you, but I think I owe it to you, to tell you freely else you might think I ought to use your gift otherwise. Annie’s travelling to the Sch. of Art comes to 2/6 a week, & I have just had to pay £3 fees, for her, (last week) and last week too £4.4 for rates. So much did I hate giving poor dear John money, for his sake, that I used – but you must not breathe a word please …35


And so on. Edie’s periodic dumping of cares at her son’s feet sometimes recalls the lamentations of Mrs Bennet in Pride and Prejudice. In this instance, the immediate crisis soon passed: ‘Aunty Lily is very kindly paying Father’s insurance & Chaggles’ fees, which will leave us free to use your £12 you so generously gave us for a holiday, & we hope to come down to Cowes on, or about, Aug 17, if that suits you.’36 However, this was a lot less than the two months out of London that Barnes had urged and for which he had sold his lathe. Nor does Edie seem to have thought through the implications of depicting John as part of the problem over which Barnes was agonising.


Edie’s letters told much of the doings of John and Violet – who was usually known by her nickname ‘Ba’ (pronounced ‘Bay’, short for ‘baby’) – often in ways that added to the emotional burdens that Barnes was being expected to carry. John had completed his degree at Oxford, set his heart on a post at the British Museum, but failed to obtain it.


John has said very little about his failure. How did he take the news? It was awful sending it. And how could you go off without telling him, & yet leave the empty envelope about! Father and I spent nearly an hour discussing that telegram, & how best to save John a moment of unnecessary pain …37


Two months later John was invited to interview for a teaching post at Uppingham School. Edie was thrilled: if he succeeded their financial pressures would be much reduced.


The screw is £230 to start, & after a year, probably an increase of £30, & private pupils, & – in 10 or 15 years, a housemastership, £1000 a year – and you retire at 60 with a pension.38


But the school chose someone else. ‘I am so sorry for poor old John’ wrote Wallis; ‘I am afraid you must have rather built on his getting it tho’ nobody liked to say so.’39 In due course John was appointed as an assistant master at CH.


Ba was the ‘treasured only child’ of Hatcham’s vicar, the Rev Dr Sherrard Montagu Statham, and his wife Clara. Annie described her as at once quiet yet gently outgoing, sociable yet contained. Annie was impressed by her dexterity in technical things, like repairing clocks, woodwork, or working a stocking knitting machine. She had received no training in such skills, and since the Rev Statham had schooled her at home, teaching her Latin and Greek ‘as though she were a boy’, it was not clear how they had been acquired. Similar mystery attended Ba’s prowess as a pianist. She was capable of playing almost anything at sight, and the Wallis’s house in Pepys Road rang to her performances. Edie and her sisters periodically urged that she be given formal training, but Dr Statham declined.
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