

[image: Illustration]






CIRCUS OF DREAMS


ADVENTURES IN THE 1980s LITERARY WORLD


John Walsh


[image: Illustration]









 


 


CONSTABLE


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Constable


Copyright © John Walsh, 2022


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book


is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47213-346-5


Constable


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









To Valerie Grove and Sarah Spankie – my friends and benefactors, confidantes and fellow carousers over 30+ years – this book is dedicated with love.










Contents






	 


	A Note on Memory







	 


	Introduction







	Chapter 1


	Amis and Company







	Chapter 2


	Before the Storm







	Chapter 3


	Directing My Steps







	Chapter 4


	Among the Bookmen







	Chapter 5


	The Best of British







	Chapter 6


	The Carmelite of Camden Town







	Chapter 7


	The Big Time 1984–6







	Chapter 8


	A Street Called Fleet







	Chapter 9


	Launches, Lunches and Lechery







	Chapter 10


	A Home on the Highway







	Chapter 11


	Christopher Marlowe and the Sheep







	Chapter 12


	Side-Splitters and Bonkbusters







	Chapter 13


	The End of the Beginnings







	 


	Afterwords







	 


	Appendix







	 


	Acknowledgements







	 


	Sources







	 


	Index















[image: Illustration]


A Note on Memory


Any author who offers his reader personal remembrances of events from three decades ago risks being greeted with scepticism and accusations of invention. I’m happy to say that, in summoning up the past, I’ve been able to call on scores of newspaper articles, magazine interviews and diary items from the period, written by me and others, plus letters, cards and memos from authors and fellow journalists in those pre-email days, along with recent personal recollections from several people involved in publishing and journalism in the 1980s.


Many conversations fuel the story I tell in these pages, and some may wonder how I can replicate words that were spoken so long ago. The answer is that, at some points, I have recalled the gist of what was said and re-cast or embellished the exchanges for dramatic effect. My inspiration here has been the line taken by Pooh-Bah in The Mikado: ‘Merely corroborative detail, intended to give artistic verisimilitude to an otherwise bald and unconvincing narrative.’


In other cases, I have simply sat with a pen and a sheet of A4 paper and summoned up the sentences that were uttered in this circumstance or that. I can’t explain why I have a vast lumber of memories in my head. Why I should still be able to remember, as clear as daylight, the words with which the Evening Standard’s diary editor announced the lead item of his gossip column in the conference room one Wednesday morning in 1987, I have not the faintest idea. But I can. It’s still there.
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Introduction


As so many things do, it started with a Bang.


For several days in 1971, the London Evening Standard ran quarter-page advertisements for something called the Bedford Square Book Bang. It was scheduled to run for two whole weeks, from 28 May to 11 June. It would, the organisers promised, cram the oval garden in the middle of the famous square with blowsy pavilions, where poets and novelists would recite or debate. There would be a massive tented bookshop selling ten thousand titles, a children’s playground, a poets’ corner, a cooking tent, a gardening display, several refreshment areas (alcohol served after 6 p.m.) and a candy-striped Big Top.


The air of skittish playfulness that hung over the event was compounded by the crazy variety of the participants. Alongside the serious novelists who would discuss ‘The Future of the Novel’ – Margaret Drabble, Stan Barstow, Alan Sillitoe, Penelope Mortimer – were the less highbrow authors of sex-and-showbiz bestsellers, Jacqueline Susann and Jackie Collins. For the modest entry fee of 50p, you might see such luminaries as Spike Milligan, Kingsley Amis, Stephen Spender, Barbara Cartland and Seamus Heaney among the crowd. Famous names from television were also featured. Percy Thrower would explain to the crowd ‘How to Enjoy Your Garden’, a young Mary Berry would present a cookery show, Dorian Williams – the BBC’s equestrian commentator – would introduce ‘The Ponies of Great Britain’, Harry Corbett with Sooty and Sweep would entertain the book-lovers’ children, who could win prizes dished out by Geoffrey Bayldon, the star of TV’s Catweazle, while hilarious comic turns were promised from ancient vaudevillian Tommy Trinder, and from Johnny Speight, the writer of Till Death Us Do Part. And, continuing the circus-tent theme, Coco the Clown would open the proceedings with an exploding book.


During the first week, I took the Tube to Tottenham Court Road one evening, walked down through Bloomsbury, and saw a miraculous sight. Slap-bang in the heart of London, through a stand of plane trees, a constellation of fairy lights twinkled in the gloaming over a huddle of faces beside the main marquee. I remember how good it felt to walk into the garden, trying to spot writers. Was that bearded guy John Fowles, whose novel The Collector had chilled my blood? Could the posh, cream-skinned lady in the powder-blue coat be Antonia Fraser, whose Mary Queen of Scots I’d had to read for History A-level? In the Poetry Pavilion I watched as a bald man with a Scottish accent declaimed verses to a packed audience sitting on beer crates; as he read, he brandished his slim volume in one hand, slightly above the level of his face, as though perusing an exotic bird. I saw, from the books on the table, that he was called Iain Crichton Smith. I didn’t know his name, but I remember admiring his bardic theatricality.


I spent only about ninety minutes at the Bang. I didn’t talk to anyone. I bought a couple of bottles of Young’s Special in the beer tent, but didn’t have enough money to enter the songs-and-jokes cabaret. I bought one book – Selected Poems of Louis MacNeice – after flicking it open at a table and reading a poem called ‘Les Sylphides’. But I glowed with pleasure at having hung out at an actual Literary Event, at having walked among the trees beside actual real-life novelists, playwrights, poets and critics, in the hallowed bit of London where, sixty years earlier, Virginia Woolf and her friends had taken tea and lolled in their deckchairs on warm June evenings like this one.


My fascination with meeting real-life writers went back to 1963, when I was ten. My sister Madelyn and I grew up in south London to Irish Catholic parents called Martin and Anne. Both were medical people. My mother was a former nursing sister, thrilling of bosom and stern of demeanour; my father a GP, Brylcreemed of bonce and genial of manner. Neither was an avid reader. When I went to Balham Public Library, Mum would ask me to bring home something by the American author Elizabeth Seifert, whose chosen creative path was signalled by the titles of her work: The Doctor’s Private Life, Doctor’s Kingdom, Love Calls the Doctor, The Doctors Were Brothers, Two Doctors and a Girl, Katie’s Young Doctor . . .


Dad had a lot of respect for Victorian classics. He urged us to read The Heroes by Charles Kingsley, a re-telling of three Greek myths from a very Christianised perspective, although the bits about Jason and the Argonauts were fun. He told me I’d enjoy The Coral Island by R. M. Ballantyne, in which three English schoolboys are shipwrecked on an uninhabited Polynesian island and, through public-school resourcefulness and sturdy Victorian enterprise, manage to feed themselves, make clothes and fashion a shelter, while watching missionaries convert nearby islanders to Christianity.


It was, of course, the book that inspired William Golding to write Lord of the Flies, as a counterblast to its smug assumptions about human nature and the British spirit. I wasn’t aware of the Flies, but I couldn’t make much headway with the Island. The boys all sounded like pipe-smoking schoolteachers and their adventures lacked any actual excitement. I soon abandoned it for the familiar comforts of Just William and Jennings and Darbishire.


Madelyn, by contrast, was a passionate reader of historical fictions, especially those written by Jean Plaidy and Georgette Heyer. She devoured the complete works of both, in their multitudinous entirety, several times. By the age of thirteen, there was no detail of the private life of Catherine de’ Medici or the dance-card etiquette of Regency Bath with which my sister was unfamiliar.


One day she received in the post a novel about the burning of Rome called City of the Golden House by one Madeleine A. Polland. To her, and my, utter amazement it came with a personal note from the author. ‘Lovely to be able to say hello to another Madeleine,’ it read cheerily, explaining that Ms Polland came from Cork and had befriended a cousin of our mum’s. This woman had explained that her family contained the world’s most passionate eleven-year-old reader of historical fiction, so Madeleine was sending her newest book with compliments. My sister was delighted by such a grownup gift. I was stunned by the revelation that an author wasn’t, as I’d assumed, some anonymous alien in a far-off land, but could be someone human, chatty and unexpectedly keen to approach a reader. This made a deep impression on me.


There was a library of sorts at our home, a three-decker cabinet with glass panels that flipped up and slid back over the books. As I turned twelve, and buried myself in Sherlock Holmes and Agatha Christie, I thought it worth investigating to see what our parents had collected therein. It was, quite frankly, disappointing stuff. There were books of Irish folk tales (The Turf Cutter’s Donkey, The Grey Goose of Kilnevin) and leather-bound copies of Lord Jim and Oliver Twist which looked like family heirlooms, but the main burden on the shelves was medical textbooks.


The Merck Index: An Encyclopaedia of Chemicals, Drugs and Biologicals was one appealing tome. Several works had titles like Essentials of Nursing Practice, and a really thick one was called Manual of Midwifery, which I remember leafing through for some time. I was confronted with pages and pages of what, in my days of making Airfix models of fighter planes, were called ‘exploded views’ (i.e. really detailed diagrams) of ladies’ down-below arrangements: they included drawings of ‘vulva vestibules’ and a ‘uterine prolapse’, along with other phenomena to which I was a stranger. It was a relief to reach more understandable, if still alarming, territory: birthing procedures, illustrations of Caesarean incisions, pages of forceps, stirrups (stirrups?) and fearsome-looking theatre (theatre?) scissors. I was keen on all books but this, I felt, was a field of human knowledge I could do without exploring.


I entered the world of grown-up fiction when, on holiday in Italy, in the drawing-room bookshelf of the Hotel San Giorgio, I discovered a paperback of Thunderball. ‘Now John,’ said my mother sternly, ‘I think you know the bits that I’d rather you didn’t read.’ (I sure did. I couldn’t wait to not-read them.) I became a devotee of Ian Fleming and his famous creation, tut-tutting at any of the books (such as From Russia with Love, or The Spy Who Loved Me) that didn’t stick to the Bond formula: 1) Outbreak of villainy in foreign city; 2) James Bond at home/in casino; 3) Briefing from M and cheeky inspection of lethal gadgetry with Q the Armourer; 4) Bond travels to exotic location; 5) Bond meets attractive lady in trouble . . .


After Bond, I thrashed around in the ocean of modern popular fiction. I tried thrillers by Alistair MacLean and Hammond Innes, but the narrators sounded like stolid military types who lacked warmth (and how thrilling could Ice Station Zebra be, about a British intelligence officer masquerading as a ‘frostbite expert’ on a submarine heading for a damaged meteorological shelter on an ice floe in the Arctic Sea?) I found Richard Gordon’s Doctor in the House books funny, with their band of schoolboyish medical students and the stern, headmasterly Sir Lancelot Spratt, but they relied too enthusiastically on sniggery tit-jokes (Doctor, stethoscopically examining well-developed girl patient: ‘Big breaths’. Girl: ‘Yeth, and I’m only thickthteen . . .’) for my fastidious taste.


The works of John Wyndham appealed because of their global-catastrophe plots in everyday settings. The first chapters of The Day of the Triffids, when the hero walks through London to find the whole world’s population has gone blind except him, were troubling in a way I’d never come across before. But I never finished any of the books; things tended to become slow and moralistic in the second half of every one of them.


At fourteen, my favourite book was King Rat by James Clavell. In four hundred pages it evoked life in the Changi POW camp in 1945 Singapore, where a clean-cut English flight lieutenant called Marlowe falls under the spell of a US corporal, King, an enterprising but unscrupulous (and charmless) guy, who runs a black market in food, anti-malaria drugs and ‘pygmy deer’ – rats, offered as food delicacies. I’d hoped the book might serve up the kind of torture-porn that every schoolboy had read in The Knights of Bushido, but Clavell offered something other than flayed bodies. King Rat was more about the prisoners than the Japanese, about men in the last extremity of humiliation, starvation and filth who, in order to survive, must themselves become corrupted. It was a gritty, sometimes sickening descent into hell and I read it wide-eyed. I longed to have Mr Clavell come to my school, where I could introduce him to the boys, who’d be stunned like me by his brutal memories.


Around my fifteenth birthday, I had a wake-up call. I was doing well in English at school, but I’d become accustomed to reading rubbish at home. In the summer of 1967, on holiday in Ireland, I bought a paperback novelisation of an American TV spy drama – and ten pages in, I flung it to the ground and asked: What the bloody hell am I doing with this crap, when I could be reading something good? There and then I resolved to read the Western canon of literature, and to do so without delay.


On the actual birthday, I began this noble – if ambitious – project by making a list. I knew better than to start with Beowulf and move doggedly through the centuries. I resolved instead to mix classics from the Olden Days with more recent works, to intersperse the Defoe-Austen-Thackeray stuff I’d heard about, with the twentieth-century fiction featured in the new Penguin Modern Classics with their lovely grey-silver spines. The list read like this:




Gulliver’s Travels


The Great Gatsby


Pride and Prejudice


What Ho, Jeeves!


Bleak House


Howards End


Crime and Punishment


Brighton Rock


Tom Jones


Lucky Jim





A certain specific worry nagged at me: what if I didn’t enjoy the books that the world had admired for centuries? What if I didn’t have the taste (or intelligence) to appreciate them? Gulliver, though, turned out to be a brilliant starting point. From the puzzlement of the Lilliputians about the contents of Gulliver’s pockets (what are they describing? Oh of course, they’re his spectacles) to the grotesque close-up of the Brobdingnagian ladies’ huge hairy moles, to the mad inventors on the flying island of Laputa, to the wild yahoos in the final story, sitting in the trees and raining shit down on Gulliver’s head, it was a wild ride of a book. My main reaction wasn’t to say, ‘Goodness, what a fine piece of work!’ but to cry, ‘Why did it take me so long to discover Literature?’ And to feel that Jonathan Swift, mad and wicked and shockingly funny, was sitting there in the room, smiling as he watched me read his words.


At the time of the Bang I was seventeen. I was shortly to sit my Oxford Entrance exam and, if all went well, to be interviewed at one of the colleges to see if I might study English Literature for three years. My callow desire to meet writers had never gone away, however. That summer, as I took a break from the Western canon, my favourite author was the Irish-American novelist J. P. Donleavy, whose book The Beastly Beatitudes of Balthazar B filled my heart with word-drunken bliss. It was raucously funny, swishily picaresque, swooningly romantic and shockingly tragic (Balthazar’s love object, Fitzdare, falls off a horse and dies) and it hit my teenage-virgin sensibility amidships. My pooh-poohing English master, Joe Winter, tried to stifle my enthusiasm; he called Donleavy ‘the poor man’s James Joyce’ and mocked as affectation the way he turned the last sentence of every chapter into a kind of haiku (‘There was a man/ Who made a boat/To sail away/ And it sank.’)


I told Joe I was planning to visit Donleavy at his home in Ireland, to explain how much I admired his writing, his characters and his prose style. I said I just knew he’d appreciate this heartfelt gesture by a sensitive reader, and that we’d soon become friends.


‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ said Joe gravely. ‘I’ve seen photographs. He’s a beardy, unsmiling and very grand American with delusions of being both a Celt and a squire. And he’s got two enormous wolfhounds. Go and see him, and you’ll end up as their lunch.’


The Bedford Square Book Bang was fifty years ago (I’m writing this in spring 2021) and – Big Top and Catweazle notwithstanding – it signalled a sea-change in the relationship between authors and readers, of the kind I craved with Donleavy. It wasn’t the first-ever lit-fest – that title goes to the Cheltenham Literature Festival, which started life in 1949 – but it was the first time that authors came out from behind their desks and publicly mingled with their readers on the same level. It was the first sighting of a project that was to flourish mightily in the 1980s, as this book will show. Because, in those days, British publishing didn’t believe in promoting authors or trying very hard to maximise sales. Publishing was an occupation for gentlemen who were fond of snuff and clubland lunches. Publication day might see a modest drinks gathering in the boardroom, but nothing more – no tacky razzmatazz, no throwing of parties with the press in attendance, no tours of bookshops or festivals. We were dealing with writers here, OK, not people from showbiz.


The brains behind the Book Bang, the man who persuaded British publishers and authors to take part in this jolly but undignified circus, was Martyn Goff. The son of an émigré Russian furrier now living in Hampstead, Goff was the author of several novels, many with gay themes, ran the Ibis bookshop in Banstead, Surrey before becoming a civil servant, and lived in Chelsea, next door to Peter Sellers. An engaging chap to meet, he sported kipper ties and the hairstyle of a Roman emperor, spoke in a raspy chuckle and was one of the British book world’s key figures in the late twentieth century.


By 1971 he was director of the National Book League, a government-sponsored initiative to encourage more people to buy and read books. Goff was an enthusiast and world-class huckster, promising the Evening Standard, a week before the Bang, that ‘People will be able to say to their friends, “I bought this Graham Greene book from Graham Greene himself and I paid him thirty shillings for it.”’ (Graham Greene didn’t actually attend the event, but it was the thought that counted.) In his introduction to the programme, Goff explained why he believed that publishers and booksellers might need a marketing leg-up: ‘Expansion of the number of hours and channels of television broadcasting,’ he wrote, ‘[and] the arrival of video cassettes, microfilms and microfiches, to name but some of the competitors, will blot up hours and money that might otherwise have gone to books . . . Books must be shown to be fun.’


The Book Bang, then, wasn’t a demonstration of the health of the book market but of its fragility under threat from other forms of entertainment. By coincidence, another warning was being sounded in another part of the literary wood. A book called Jonathan Cape, Publisher, a history of the noble publishing house by its outgoing chairman, Michael S. Howard, also appeared in 1971. In its conclusion, the new chairman, Tom Maschler, laid out his thoughts about the company’s future. One part of his prognosis was startling:


‘In the field of fiction,’ he wrote, ‘we are now very close to the point where, with the exception of thrillers, we are publishing no novels primarily for commercial reasons. Such books as Portnoy’s Complaint and The French Lieutenant’s Woman have become bestsellers almost despite their literary value. However, in literature, the bestselling author is relatively unpredictable.’ It was a shocking admission – that British literary fiction didn’t sell, and that Cape weren’t going to bother with it any longer because British readers simply had no interest in books that were highbrow, experimental or challenging.


Ten years after this dismal pronouncement, how did things stand? Had the British novel succumbed to its predicted fate and expired? Had the British reader’s flagging interest in fiction finally flatlined? To which the answers were emphatically No and No. The British novel was instead staging the beginnings of an astonishing recovery. By the end of 1981, newspapers were reporting massive sales, in millions of pounds and dollars, of four ‘challenging’ new novels by British authors, in the UK and USA. The work of a new generation of young novelists, boldly original in their style and intent, controversial, risk-taking, iconoclastic, blackly comic and bracingly rude, was starting to flood the market.


The brightest star in the new constellation was Martin Amis, a cool, unsmiling, perma-smoking, laser-brained literary star with a prose style ‘as fast and efficient as a flick knife’ and a chain-saw approach to reviewing new works by the old guard of the literary establishment. He was the flag-bearer of the new generation, and he watched with interest as the world began to flock to his door and treat him, not just as a maker-upper of stories, but as a political savant, a cultural soothsayer, a cosmic pundit. In the Introduction to his 2017 collection of essays, The Rub of Time, Amis wrote:




In 1972, I submitted my first novel: I typed it out on a secondhand Olivetti and sent it in . . . The print run was 1,000 (and the advance was £250). It was published, and reviewed, and that was that. There was no launch party and no book tour; there were no interviews, no profiles, no photo shoots, no signings, no readings, no panels, no on-stage conversations, no Woodstocks of the Mind in Hay-on-Wye . . . The same went for my second novel (1975) and my third (1978). By the time of my fourth novel (1981), nearly all the collateral activities were in place, and writers, in effect, had been transferred from vanity press to Vanity Fair.





Amis attributed the 1980s explosion of interest in literary fiction to the media, especially the newspapers: as they grew fatter and multi-sectioned, he said, they needed more content to fill the pages and – sated with features about ‘ne’er-do-well royals, depressive comedians, jailed rock stars . . . and rapist boxers’ – turned reluctantly to writing about Writers.


Amis was being disingenuous in claiming to be weary of being badgered, through the 1980s and beyond, by features editors and the convenors of literary festivals. The publication of each of his books became a media event, mainly because of his readiness to make pungently quotable remarks about consumerism, nuclear weapons, Communism, Nazism, Islam, world entropy, the cost of dental treatment, the state of England, the fate of the US. He became the novelist most sought out by newspapers for vivid copy – and he could be relied on to sign up. Like the nymphs of Arcadia, he was eagerly pursued but easily caught.


The 1980s renaissance was not caused by the media’s need to fill pages. It was caused by the arrival of a flood of talented new writers, who were inspired to write fiction by several circumstances. The most potent was simply the challenge and example of their peer group, fronted by Amis, Ian McEwan, Julian Barnes, Rose Tremain, William Boyd, Salman Rushdie, Pat Barker and others who will appear in these pages: the baby-boomer generation, born between 1945 and 1955, who arrived at puberty or maturity in the wild sixties and felt empowered to do something more creative than join the professions or the financial world.


As the 1980s progressed, more new writers made their debuts and flourished. Many were naturalised foreigners – from India, Hong Kong, Australia and Japan, with names like Mistry, Mo, Carey and Ishiguro – and they used English in thrilling new ways. Many of their works were translated and published around the world. At the same time, a slew of innovations changed the way books were consumed: a revolution in bookselling, spearheaded by Tim Waterstone; the flourishing of new literary magazines after the temporary closure of The Times in 1978; a new visibility of book prizes that followed the televising of the Booker in 1981; and the success of promotional campaigns based on the personal appeal of authors as well as their way with words.


All these things transformed young British writers from cash-strapped anchorites into renowned public figures – ‘gunslinger’ prose stylists, much in demand. The shift in identity found a hitherto untapped audience of readers, who bought the books in great numbers. This led to competition between multinational publishing companies, fuelled by a new strain of sharky agents. The newspapers got involved. Rupert Murdoch put huge tranches of money into buying serialisation rights to the memoirs of famous public figures, into extensive books coverage in his newspapers, and into a soon-to-be-famous literary festival on the Welsh borders.


Margaret Thatcher was never likely to be a fan of Dead Babies, or Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit and certainly not of The Satanic Verses (where she appeared as ‘Mrs Torture’) but, on her watch, a lot of money was suddenly washing around the publishing industry. By 1985, every firm was looking for the next twenty-something wordsmith, the new precocious literary star, and would pay absurd sums to find one, and to tell the world of their signing. This encouraged writers to be more ambitious and productive, and inspired readers to spend more money in bookshops – not just to acquire their new work, but to buy into what today would be called their brand.


The opportunities for writers to meet potential readers in public – for fans to see them on stage, hear their words up close, meet them in bookshops and admire their appearance on TV chat shows – grew like a rushing wave. Between the writers and readers sat the publishers, desperate to monetise the new arrivals for an audience no longer shy of innovation. This audience was already buying Sony Walkmans, home computers, Body Shop cosmetics and luxury holidays; now, for perhaps the first time in decades, novels were trendy, authors were cool, bookshops were temples of Mammon, and crazy sums of money were being exchanged in the publishing marketplace.


This is a memoir of a long decade in the literary world, a heady time to be alive, in love with books, trying to make it as a writer/critic and feeling bowled over by the talent, the money and the razzmatazz. It was a time of wild imagination, a period of ‘strenuous dreaming’, as Anne Enright (writing about Ulysses) called the making of fiction. It was the time of Midnight’s Children, Granta and the London Review of Books, Adrian Mole, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, Waterstone’s, Waterland, The Best of British Writers, the Merchant/Ivory productions of E. M. Forster, the Best of Young British Novelists, Flaubert’s Parrot, the launch of Fourth Estate and Bloomsbury, Craig Raine and the Martian poets, The Swimming-Pool Library, the New York copycat Brat Pack, Lace, Pearls, Jeffrey Archer’s libel case, Hay-on-Wye, the fatwa . . .


Amidst the book events, the launch parties, the hatchet reviews, the gossip, the romances, the scandals, the rows, and the rises and falls in reputation, I had a ringside seat as a book reviewer, interviewer, prize judge, sometime media pundit, feature writer and literary editor. Half a century after the Big Top went up in Bedford Square, I want to present the UK book renaissance as three things: a crucible of invention, a blizzard of commercialism and a tumbling three-ring circus, whose jostling troupe of performers displayed to their astonished audiences the spectacular fruits of their strenuous dreams.










CHAPTER 1
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Amis and Company


My fascination with Martin Amis began long before the leading lights of the 1980s literary scene were christened ‘the Amis Generation’. When I went to university, he seemed to be in the air I breathed.


In 1971, I’d gone to Oxford to be interviewed for a place at St John’s College by John Carey (later to be the star of the Sunday Times Books pages) and at Exeter College by Jonathan Wordsworth. I chose to go to the latter, arrived in September 1972, and discovered that Amis had arrived to study at Exeter four years before me; he’d left in 1971. (By coincidence, he’d also been interviewed at St John’s, where he’d impressed the hell out of Professor Carey.)


Even in my first term, Amis’s name (‘Kingsley’s son, you know’) already signified glamour and salience. Rumours flew about him. He had been, people said, almost wholly unfamiliar with the Western canon of literature until three years earlier, and had bluffed his way to success. On the contrary, others said, he was a scholar of Empsonian brilliance, who absorbed information all day in the Bodleian Library, leaving the building only to smoke roll-ups outside, looking like Jean-Paul Belmondo in À Bout de Souffle.


People spoke in wondering tones about his degree. He’d achieved the rare distinction of a Congratulatory First. This meant that when he was summoned to a viva voce in front of a panel of tutors (supposedly to be offered a chance to defend his exam papers in the hope of improving his results), the tutors applauded and drowned out his words: a quaintly academic way of congratulating a student for being, basically, too clever to need any more teaching from them.


People said Amis had been a swordsman of the boudoir – or, at least, of the squalid dung heap that constituted a college bedroom; they said he’d charmed his female ‘scout’ (the domestic servant who comes to clean college rooms each morning) into ignoring the presence in the bathroom of yet another exhausted Silvikrin siren from St Hilda’s College or Lady Margaret Hall.


Amis’s throwaway remarks were quoted as if they were Wildean shafts. When we first-year students were sent, one day, to a seminar room to undergo a kind of rehearsal for the Honour-Moderations exams, our young tutor – who’d been a contemporary of Amis’s – told us how, when they’d sat a similar mock exam four years earlier, Martin had visited the bathroom halfway through and had reappeared, reporting to nobody in particular: ‘I wouldn’t go in there if I were you. There are pencil-thick pubic hairs in the bath . . .’


Towards the end of my first academic year, in June 1973, I attended the final Friday pre-lunch seminar class with Jonathan Wordsworth. In his studiedly casual get-up of brown jumper and rumpled blue corduroys, he was dishing out glasses of sherry to us and to the girls from St Hugh’s College who shared our Practical Criticism class. With his usual genial attentiveness, Wordsworth would hold up two bottles in front of each student and ask, ‘Would you care for the dry? Or the’ – infinitesimal shudder – ‘slightly less dry?’ as if the latter would be the choice of a lunatic.


Jonathan was a firm believer in the old-fashioned lit-crit concept of the Close Reading – the first contact with a text, and the response it drew from you right away, there and then, before you’d worked out what other texts it reminded you of, or found out what academics had written about it. In the 1970s university world, where the critic’s reaction was becoming increasingly intellectualised, where words like ‘structuralism’ and the names of Lacan and Derrida were being bandied about, Wordsworth clung to his belief that someone’s pure emotional response trumped any academic reaction. Which is why Jonathan loved to have a roomful of people sitting around uttering their artless but (with any luck) truthful reports about what a new, previously unknown, poem did to their ears and brains and hearts.


As we filed out at the end, I noticed a new book on his desk that I hadn’t seen before. You couldn’t miss it because the cover design almost knocked your eye out – a black shiny dust-wrapper on which the title announced itself in a shouty diagonal of garish yellow and red: The Rachel Papers. The author’s name featured in a red box: Martin Amis. I stood by the desk and turned the book over. The back cover showed the author’s handsome face: longish hair, ironical eyes, sulky expression, cigarette held before his pouty (and apparently much-bitten) lips.


I flipped the book open to the title page, where a handwritten message ran: ‘To Jonathan, my star tutor—with many thanks and much love.’


Gosh, I thought. So this is Amis’s first novel, a copy of which he’s sent to his tutor as if they were, you know, mates, a book in which he had written down words, probably with his own fountain pen in his own (amazingly small and neatly precise) handwriting.


And hang on a minute, I thought in growing excitement, this is the actual room in which Martin must have sat during tutorials and seminars with Jonathan, four years ago, making no doubt brilliant interventions, rather as I had done just half an hour earlier, shyly suggesting (to general derision) that the last two lines of T. S. Eliot’s La Figlia Che Piange were a clear allusion to a section of The Prelude . . . And perhaps – holy shit! – that dusty seminar chair in which I’d been sitting for two hours was precisely the one on which Mart (I’d begun to think of him as ‘Mart’) had actually parked his denim-clad bottom . . .


This was my first experience of literary hero-worship, a frankly idiotic admiration not far removed from the devotion I’d once given to Popeye or William Tell, or Stirling Moss or John Edrich or Napoleon Solo in The Man from U.N.C.L.E. This was a kind of stunned respect for the sort of chap who had everyone talking about his student wonderfulness, who’d slept with several girls, who’d won a Congratulatory First, and who could write a book (at, what, twenty-two?) and get it published in dazzling livery, then dispatch it to his Oxford tutor with the insouciance of the guy in the TV ads who, clad in black polo-neck sweater and jeans, navigated motorbikes across perilous clifftops and leapt from a helicopter to deliver boxes of Milk Tray to his thunderstruck lady love.


It wasn’t just Amis who occupied this shadow-life I felt around me. His friends showed up as well. His girlfriend Tina Brown, exactly my age, was already a star and, like Martin, she was the subject of hot gossip. The daughter of a film producer whose first wife was Maureen O’Hara (the fiery redhead romanced by a ludicrously Oirish John Wayne in The Quiet Man), and a mother who had been Laurence Olivier’s press agent, she was dazzling, blonde, sharp-eyed and hectically successful: she was pointed out to me at St Anne’s when I visited a girl from my sister’s school, coincidentally another Christina. Ms Brown seemed to have become a journalist overnight: she’d snuck her way onto the pages of Isis, the more readable of Oxford’s two student-edited magazines. She’d been invited to a Private Eye lunch by Auberon Waugh, an acid-sharp columnist on the magazine and an Evening Standard book reviewer, and had written about the experience in the New Statesman. In 1973 she won the Catherine Pakenham Award for Most Promising Female Journalist.*


She’d sold an article to the Tatler entitled ‘What It’s Like to Be Up at Oxford’ which most of the students I knew had read. Not only was it the work of someone who’d quickly become well-connected and in-demand; it was also thrillingly cheeky about the senior academics. Tina Brown had had the nerve to describe her English tutor, Dorothy Bednarovska, as ‘a cross between Voltaire and Greta Garbo’. The fact that Madame Bednarovska would probably have wriggled with delight at being thus described didn’t stop the student faculty from agreeing that Tina Brown had been, you know, shockingly rude and disrespectful to her exalted supervisor.


A close friend of Amis’s at Exeter College was Craig Raine. In 1972, six years before he made his poetic debut with The Onion, Memory, he was assigned to guide the faltering steps of first-year English students. Annoyingly, I didn’t have him as a tutor (I was assigned a lanky Australian called Rod, very much a runner-up prize) but I enjoyed meeting him around the college. He was very funny, scatological, crude and physically distinctive: profusely curly-haired, Marxianly bearded, granny-spectacled and swishy (he wore a black wool shoulder bag as he strode down Turl Street); and he liked a good argument.


One morning, Jonathan Wordsworth was conducting a seminar on Tennyson’s ‘Maud’, the poet’s favourite work, about a deeply unstable lover who goes mad after murdering the brother of Maud, the titular teenager whom he adores. I remember Craig sitting in a window seat, assessing the discussion in silence but with an occasional nod of encouragement to any student brave enough to argue with Wordsworth. After forty-five minutes – halfway through the seminar – Wordsworth asked: ‘Craig? Any thoughts? Any points about the poem that we haven’t raised?’


‘There’s one glaring omission,’ said Craig. ‘I can’t understand how you can talk about “Maud” for the best part of an hour without a single mention of the vaginal imagery.’


Wordsworth’s noble brow furrowed. ‘I can’t say it’s something that leaps out when I read the poem,’ he said. ‘And I’m not sure whether, in a class like this, it’s a fruitful area of—’


‘It’s absolutely central,’ snapped Craig. ‘The poem is full of allusions to holes and hymens and blood and lips. They have an important function. I’d be happy to run through the main ones for the class.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Jonathan Wordsworth firmly, like a teacher declining a cheeky fifth-former’s offer to recite his own poetry.


Raine looked annoyed. It seemed odd that two tutors could have a battle of wills right in front of their students. Then Craig rose to his feet, crossed the room, yanked the door open and left. We could hear his feet clattering down the flagstones of Staircase 1.


Gosh, we thought: did he just storm out?


The seminar resumed, with much discussion of death in both ‘Maud’ and ‘In Memoriam’, the Tennyson poem that had immediately preceded it in his career. As the session was drawing to a close, we heard another noise on the stairs. This time the footsteps were clattering upwards.


The door opened. Craig Raine burst in, carrying a sheaf of A4 paper in his hand.


‘Here you are,’ he said dramatically to the room in general. ‘I’ve done photostats for all of you. Every vaginal image in “Maud” from the very first line. Which is, let me remind you: “I hate the dreadful hollow behind the little wood” . . .’


I’d like to think we applauded his rather sexy bravado, but we probably also thought him a bit of a diva.


Sex and literature were the twin poles of Amis’s writing career at its outset. I bought The Rachel Papers in the Long Vacation – I’d never bought a hardback novel before; my private library at home resembled a Charing Cross Road barrow of dog-eared paperbacks – and turned the pages as reverently as if I were leafing through the Book of Kells.


The first thing I noticed was the literary allusions: the names of (or titles by) D. H. Lawrence, Philip Larkin, E. M. Forster, Ernest Hemingway, Henry Fielding, Sigmund Freud, Oscar Wilde, Gerard Manley Hopkins, A. E. Housman and William Shakespeare are all dropped in the first thirty pages. By page 60, Dickens, Dylan Thomas, William Blake, Jane Austen, George Herbert and Franz Kafka have all been press-ganged into service in the twangy, torsional, first-personal narrative of Charles Highway.


Charles is compulsively literary. When he first meets the book’s titular love object, Rachel, his opening gambit is to quote the first lines of Tennyson’s ‘Tithonus’, which are, understandably, received with blank silence. And when Charles and Rachel finally have sex, we get a page-long passage of Charles trying to delay his orgasm by running disjointed shards of T. S. Eliot’s early poetry through his head.


My first response to Amis’s debut, however, was puzzlement. The opening sentence was: ‘My name is Charles Highway, though you wouldn’t think it to look at me. It’s such a rangy, well-travelled, big-cocked name and, to look at, I am not one of these.’ Well that’s not terribly good, I thought. Was ‘Charles Highway’ really a rangy, well-travelled, big-cocked name? (What, Charles as in Prince Charles, Charles Hawtrey and Charles de Gaulle? Highway as in Steve Heighway, the lugubrious Liverpool winger with the awful moustache?) Also debatable was the proposition which followed: that the age of twenty is ‘the real turning point’ in a man’s life, ‘the end of youth’. No it’s not, I thought – the turning point is surely the age at which you buy a place to live, or acquire a kid.


The first few pages trundled some cumbersome plot machinery into view. This novel, Charles assures us, will take five hours for us to read, starting at 7 p.m., ending at midnight. In that time, he’ll run through the events of the last three months, using all his ‘sixth-form cleverness and fifth-form nastiness’ to establish what kind of grown-up he will make. ‘Anyway,’ he lamely concludes, ‘it ought to be good fun.’


The three months, we learn, were mostly spent by Charles having unfulfilling sex with one girl and planning to part another girl called Rachel from her current boyfriend and her foundation garments, while studying for his Oxford Entrance Exam. That was pretty much the book’s whole plot, with walk-on parts for his parents, sister and brother-in-law. The actual ‘Rachel Papers’ were the collection of writings which Charles consults in his sexual campaign, a series of self-penned behavioural stratagems, kept in folders with titles like ‘Conquests and Techniques: A Synthesis’: they sounded to me like the ‘Dodge Book’ kept by ten-year-old Roger the Dodger in the Beano.


Rachel the Love Object proves surprisingly easy to win. The Hated Rival, an annoying American called DeForest, becomes, for no obvious reason, a weeping non-combatant. No obstacle of commitment or crisis of mortality threatens to derail Charles’s acquisition of both The Girl and the Getting Into Oxford. At the end, Charles receives his comeuppance at the Oxford Entrance interview, when the Jonathan Wordsworth-ish English tutor points out that all the literary aperçus in his exam papers are a) pinched from famous critics and b) contradictory. But Charles ends the book unchanged, still committed to being a self-centred pillock.


The writing, however, was the important thing. Its prevailing mode was of blistering, take-no-prisoners, descriptive abuse, which started on page 13 with a description of Charles’s mother (‘The skin had shrunken over her skull, to accentuate her jaw and to provide commodious cellarage for the gloomy pools that were her eyes; her breasts had long forsaken their native home . . .’) and seldom let up thereafter.


I read the novel over four days in a delirium of pleasure at its headlong malignity, its hilariously disgusted inspections of the surface of teenage life: pimples (the ‘double-yolkers’, the Big Boy that resembles ‘a surgically implanted walnut’); venereal disease (Charles’s friend Geoffrey’s fantastical lies about the clap clinic, and its use of a urethra-invading miniature umbrella, are a nightmare of horrific invention); bronchitis (the book is an extended paean to ‘hawking’); problematic teeth (‘For two years I went about the place with a mouth like a Meccano set’) – a theme that was to become obsessive in Amis’s books and, of course, his later life – and the fear of being gay. Charles typically checks out his body’s response to the works of gay writers (Wilde, Gerard Manley Hopkins, A. E. Housman, E. M. Forster) by taking a body-building magazine to bed to see if turning the pages and scanning the pictorial beefcake will give him an erection.


What most impressed me about the Amis debut, however, was his writing about sex. No literary smut I’d encountered over years of avid research could match Amis’s descriptions of shagging and its physical weaponry. He brought up the notorious American erotophile Henry Miller and said that, since the publication of his Tropic of Cancer and Tropic of Capricorn books in the 1930s, it has become ‘difficult’ to describe female genitalia ‘sensibly’. But it was far from difficult for him: ‘Rachel’s was the most pleasing I had ever come across. Not, for her, the wet Brillo-pad, nor the paper-bagful of kedgeree, nor the greasy waistcoat pocket, the gashed vole’s stomach, the clump of veins, glands, tubes . . .’


For a moment, I felt I was back home aged twelve, leafing through the Manual of Midwifery. It was writing that made you think: Jesus – how can you write like this, knowing that parents, friends and indeed girlfriends will read it? Doesn’t it sound sweatily disgusted by the female body, appalled by the physical homeland of sex? Or is that Charles’s attitude, rather than Martin’s? (And, come to that, Jonathan Wordsworth’s distaste at Craig’s delight in poetic genitalia.) But that didn’t matter to me. It was the fearlessness that mattered, the boldness of attack, the inventiveness of the comparisons (not always the accuracy, though – kedgeree? I mean, what, rice? And eggs?).


He was also capable of a more subtle register of sexual description. When Charles is in bed with his girlfriend Gloria, post-coitally, she is keen to repeat the process but he is not (Charles is oddly unenthusiastic about sex – to him, ‘It’s not something you do, just something you get done.’). Charles turns to the wall and pretends to be asleep, while Gloria employs a repertoire of seductive manoeuvres to regain his interest. Her enthusiastic tuggings and tongue-scourings inspire in him a grudging respect. During their final fuck, while Charles feels only ‘back pains, bronchitic gasping’, he watches her coming to orgasm ‘with clenched-teeth, bullwhip-shuddering yelps of dismay’. Every action she’s performed has been full-blooded, volitional, generous; everything he’s done has been grudging, detached, fake. And the long passage ends with three simple sentences and a significant final word:


‘Gloria lay back, her race run. After a while she folded up and went to sleep. And I watched the ceiling, breathless with envy.’


I was amazed by how much Amis achieved in this passage. His determination to go miles beyond conventional ways of describing sex was fearlessly frank. But he’d also let Charles, a monster of egotism, be truthful about his emotional blankness. He showed the conflict in the head of a callow youth who wishes he could feel real emotion while lying beside someone overwhelmed by it.


I read the reviews of Rachel with fascination. What would the literary greybeards make of the egomaniacal bullshitter, Charles Highway? In the Spectator, Amis’s exact contemporary Peter Ackroyd (another enfant terrible, he became the magazine’s literary editor aged twenty-one) addressed the oldies directly: ‘Well, you old fogies, you were right after all. Martin Amis has exposed the younger generation for the evil and wretched creatures you always supposed them to be,’ before concluding that Amis had ‘fashioned a substantial character out of the rag-ends of our frantic contemporaries.’ In the New Statesman, Peter Prince gave Charles a ferocious drubbing. He called him ‘the Early Bloomer, the Sixth Form Sneerer’, a ghastly amalgam – ‘that combination of middle-class privilege and A-level meritocracy who is such a delight for the dons and such a damn trial to everybody else until a few years pass and, mercifully, he either fizzles out or, more rarely, manages the breakthrough into joining the rest of the human race.’ It was quite a demolition job.*


I began subscribing to the New Statesman, because Amis reviewed books there occasionally. In these caustic reports, he seemed to be on a one-man mission to trash the reputations of several dinosaurs of English fiction: especially Angus Wilson, Iris Murdoch, Anthony Burgess, C. P. Snow and Fay Weldon. His pitiless inspections of these old fogies combined the lordly omniscience of the career academic (he always showed his familiarity with the writer’s complete works) and the shuddering fastidiousness of a modern style commissar.


Here’s an example. Reviewing Angus Wilson’s As If By Magic in 1973, he complains about the nastiness of Wilson’s work and declares: ‘One of the few things I would rather run a mile than do is have an Angus Wilson character over for the evening.’ The ‘nastiness’ to which he refers is the gay milieu of Wilson’s fictions, and his ‘candour about the vulnerability of the homosexual to self-destructive guilt, rabid promiscuity, pleasureless bitching, vanity, greed and haemorrhoids’.


Amis introduces the protagonist, Hamo Langmuir, a sexually confused agronomist who is unable to achieve an erection with anyone over twenty. ‘It is with some enthusiasm, then,’ writes Amis, ‘that he embarks on a working tour of the nubile East, and it is with increasingly little that we follow him on a long, diffuse, unfunny sexual picaresque.’ I loved the use of the word ‘we’, as if Amis is speaking for a new generation of gerontophobic (and frankly homophobic) readers. The review proceeds to dismiss the book’s plot, characters, twist and climax, and the ‘scruffiness’ of Wilson’s prose, before concluding with a final putdown that mingles the tones of disappointed uncle and stern headmaster: ‘Naturally one doesn’t begrudge Wilson his Uproarious Jaunt, but one hopes that in future he will make better use of his travel diaries.’ I remember thinking: Jesus – how old is this Amis guy now? Twenty-four? Or eighty-five?


Here’s another one. In 1974, he reviewed Iris Murdoch’s The Sacred and Profane Love Machine. He began by having some sport with the title, suggesting it was a highbrow version of Jacqueline Susann’s The Love Machine; he briefly outlined the central ménage à trois, in which the improbably named Blaise Gavender juggles his home life (he has a serene, Buckinghamshire-based wife) with a sluttish, needy mistress in a Putney bedsit. With a typically Amisian sideswipe (‘Whatever the prolixity of Miss Murdoch’s scene-setting might lead one to believe, this can’t go on for ever’), he concludes that the book lacks ‘a linguistic centre of gravity’, meaning that it rambles on too much. He concludes with what sounds, once again, like a school report:


‘I suspect that Miss Murdoch’s huge productivity is, paradoxically, a form of self-defence or self-effacement: three hundred pages a year disarms a lot of criticism. She can’t, in the nature of things, revise much and probably she never re-reads; she just “gets on with the next one.” Were she to slow down, she would be accepting a different kind of responsibility to her critics and to her own prodigious talents. She would, in short, begin to find out how good she is, that strange and fearful discovery.’


To put it another way: ‘Hey, Will Shakespeare, could you just knock it off with all this production-line stuff? You probably don’t re-read your plays – you’re too busy – but if you took the odd year off, you might find that you’re, you know, pretty talented. I certainly discovered I was!’


In the same year, a new literary magazine was published with the help of some cash from the UK Arts Council. The New Review was a glossy, glamorous phoenix sprung from the ashes of The Review, a quarterly magazine of poetry and criticism founded in 1962 by Ian Hamilton, who now edited the new incarnation. The cover promised plenty of marvellous things – new poems by Robert Lowell, a new story by Edna O’Brien – but I knew I’d find Martin Amis in there somewhere. Sure enough, he was lurking in the back pages like an assassin in a Venetian porch, reviewing, or rather crucifying, a new critical work by Denis Donoghue, the stratospherically distinguished Professor of English at University College Dublin and New York University. The book was Thieves of Fire, a re-jig of his 1971 T. S. Eliot Memorial Lectures on the theme of Prometheus in some major literary works, and was the perfect prey for Amis’s stiletto-bladed takedowns of literary royalty.


He sounded a note of regret that Donoghue should interrupt his valuable work as a critic to wander into the theme-hunting groves of academe: ‘As a result, this is a fidgety book, a venture into a critical mode not fully assimilated. It has neither the distinction of telling us something new about literature, nor the stimulative power of an intellectual exercise relentlessly seen through.’ Sorry Den, the twenty-four-year-old reviewer says in his kindly, letting-him-down-gently way, but your new book doesn’t interest me either this way or that way. Frankly, I don’t know why you bother.


With indecent productivity, Amis’s second novel, Dead Babies, came out in 1975, as I was sitting my finals. I read the reviews, and noticed that Private Eye had christened it Dead Vomit while its paperback publishers had insisted the title be changed to Dark Secrets, as if it contained chocolates. The cover was dazzling; another jazzy, neon-sign title, the author’s name in a spidery sans-serif font against a jet-black background. The back cover displayed a more stylised version of the photograph from The Rachel Papers of the author, insolent and unsmiling, holding a cigarette before his rockstar gob. In the month after its publication, I saw two cool young geezers on the London streets, carrying the book ostentatiously like a prop, the way we used to tote a copy of Sergeant Pepper or In the Court of the Crimson King to let people know how cool and modish we were.


Dead Babies is set mostly in a single house, Appleseed Rectory, a cosy, English-cottage-y name, with a sextet of inhabitants. They were a vivid, if one-dimensional throng: elegant, suave, universally adored Quentin; leathery-aggressive macho thug Andy; porky, disgusting, self-loathing Keith; classy-but-mousy aristo Celia; neurotic, uncoordinated Diana; and the hopelessly alcoholic, teeth-obsessed posho Giles Coldstream. They were later joined by three visiting Americans, Marvell, Skip and Roxeanne.


The book proceeded on two levels. One was a pastiche of an Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None murder mystery in a cosy, village setting, where flat characters with generic names (upper-crust Coldstream, proletarian/spotty Keith Whitehead, foxy Roxeanne, rangy Yank Skip) gradually realise there’s a malevolent, homicidal madman among them. The other was an undertow of nasty modern phenomena, new conditions of drug-induced fucked-up-ness. The conditions included ‘cancelled sex’ (where arousal and lust crumple to nothing for no apparent reason); ‘lagging time’ (a drug comedown ‘with its numbness and dysjunction . . . its lost past and dead future’); ‘street sadness’ (the terror of being anywhere away from the snug confines of home); and ‘false memory’ (happy or serene remembrances of a past that never existed). These brain traumas are offered as if they’re conditions of druggy confusion, like the elements of a bad trip; but in Amis’s hands they’re literary constructions that nod to the Beat poets: the in transit lostness of characters in On the Road, and the Interzone stories, all buggery and purgation, of William Burroughs from the days of Junky and Naked Lunch.


In Dead Babies, Amis revealed a new, hitherto unveiled strength in his writing: the wildly exaggerated character study, or origin history. His protracted thumbnail sketches of Quentin, Giles, Diana and the rest were wildly inventive – baroquely, Munchausenly extreme satires of behaviour.


Amis could take a random thought for a long walk down the page, elaborating it with perfectly chosen examples. On Quentin’s versatility, for instance:




He can talk all day to a butcher about the longevity of imported meats, to an air hostess about safety regulations in the de Gaulle hangars, to an insurance salesman about post-dated transferable policies . . . Just so he can address a barrow-boy in rhyming slang, a tourist in yokel French, a Sunderlander in Geordie,* a Newmarket tout in genteel Cambridgeshire, a gypsy in Romany . . . He can swank into the Savoy in T-shirt and jeans, or sidle dinner-jacketed through the Glasgow slums.





Behind what seems like the author’s praise, of course, we’re allowed to wonder if Quentin’s marvellous adaptability masks some kind of confidence trickster . . .


The book also revealed a bravura skill at scenes of embarrassment and grotesquerie. One was the conversation that ensued when Keith Whitehead, the plump, dwarfish butt of his friends’ contempt, steals away from a picnic to void his churning bowels under a tree and is followed by Skip, the tall, troubled southern boy, who squats down beside Keith and asks, chattily, if he would enjoy a threesome, a blow job, a fuck . . . Later, in an extended chronicle of nastiness, poor Keith, habitually used by Quentin and Andy as a guinea pig for sampling new drugs, is given an overdose. Fearful that he might die and cast a dampener over the weekend, his tormentors tie him to a tree and fill him with powerful laxatives and vomit-inducers that make him virtually explode with shit and puke. Then they clean him up by employing a Fire-Brigade-issue power-hose, whose cascade of water makes his eyes bleed.


I was stunned by Dead Babies, astonished by how creepily the world of the Appleseeders insinuated itself inside me. The gleeful nastiness of Amis’s imagination was something you could admire or condemn, depending on your taste. But the shiver it put inside your head was palpable, like a drug stealing through your bloodstream.


I couldn’t help noticing, however, that every now and then his immaculate prose would slip into confusion or emptiness. The book’s last line, for example, sees Keith walking up the drive to Appleseed Rectory, oblivious to the charnel house that it has become at the hands of ‘Johnny’, one of the inhabitants, now revealed as a murderer. At the rectory, we learn: ‘Johnny was there. He leant forward eagerly by the window. As he watched Keith move up the drive, his green eyes flashed into the dawn like wild, dying suns.’


Well, I hated to nit-pick, but how can Johnny’s green eyes, being green, resemble suns? How can eyes flashing into the sunrise resemble sunsets? And can sunsets be wild rather than elegiac? And why does this closing image make you think of the bad guys in Captain Scarlet and the Mysterons, the British TV puppet show, who signalled their malevolence by having their eyes flash with light when no one was looking?


Having logged these complaints, I realised that they simply didn’t matter. I’d become, amidst a few thousand pretenders to the title (just back off, you lot) Amis’s biggest fan. Nobody wrote prose like him. Nobody’s writing was more eagerly awaited, and more voraciously devoured, than by me. I was in the throes of hero worship and I didn’t care. I thought: we’ll probably meet very soon. We’ll get on really well. We’ll talk for hours in west London pubs and wine bars. We’ll probably end up, you know, sharing digs . . .


By the time I was starting my first job in publishing, in 1978, Amis’s third novel had appeared. Success told the parallel first-person stories of two foster-brothers, Gregory Riding and Terry Service, who shared a flat in London. Gregory is another Quentin Villiers – tall, divinely handsome, irresistible to women – while Terry is short, squat, gingery and very ordinary (‘I look like educated lower-class middle-management, the sort of person you walk past in the street every day and never glance at or notice or recognise again.’) He’s not exactly grotesque, like Keith Whitehead, but is nonetheless an exercise in self-loathing.


By now readers and critics had begun to notice Amis’s obsession with the binary opposition of success and failure in his characters, and to wonder if they represented two sides of his character: the midget/god, the nobody/somebody, the sulky-taciturn brooder/sparklingly hilarious wit. The real-life Amis, we’d learned, was the alumnus of a succession of crammer schools, who never read a literary work until his stepmother, Elizabeth Jane Howard, pressed a copy of Pride and Prejudice into his hands at seventeen, but who, in only four years, had picked up a fancy First at Oxford. The ‘tiny ironist’ (as Tina Brown called him) had, by twenty-eight, apparently slept with every available literary female in London (along with her sister, her mother and most of her girlfriends). Were his dual characters incarnations of his successful public persona and some night-time throb of inadequacy? I had no idea. His readers had no idea. But I’m sure lots of them hoped it might be so – hoped that Amis, no matter how handsome, cool and talented, might be terrified of being a fake, a charlatan, a loser with a small dick, as Terry wishes Gregory could be.


I enjoyed Success. I was perversely delighted to be back in The Rachel Papers’ territory of male egomania, clicking my tongue with disapproval at every shocking detail of Gregory’s lordly progress around town, his cold-hearted descriptions of orgiastic evenings at his friend Torka’s, his hilariously extravagant clothes (an opera cloak? a silver-tipped cane?), his snobbery and revulsion about being desired (‘It gets quite boring, being chased and squabbled over the entire time.’) It read like the work of someone daring you to be revolted by the male ego.


What surprised me was that, for the first time, Amis identified some characters at work – existing in the world of labour, money and the socio-political universe, rather than a cut-off world of men and women engaged in mutual hostility while trying to get on with, or off with, each other.


We learn that Terry works in an office, something in telephone sales, but is hazy about the details (Amis himself worked in journalism in his twenties, as a sub at The Times Literary Supplement, and as literary editor at the New Statesman). There is talk of a takeover, of affiliating with a union, of rationalisation and staff cuts. Elsewhere you could find, for the first time in Amis-land, some warnings about a coming social, even universal, upheaval. There’s a prescient nod to global warming (‘The world is heating up. I’ve seen three oldsters drop down dead already this month . . .’) and a warning for the upper classes (‘The world is changing. You are not protected, your father is not rich any more, and what you do suddenly counts’) and a rather Kingsley-ish high moral tone: ‘You hardly dare open a paper these days: the news is all of cataclysm and collapse . . . everybody accepts the fact that they’ve got to get nastier to survive.’ Had the gleeful depicter of teenage grot turned into a prophet of Thatcherism and union-baiting?


The book ends in an operatic shit-storm of mortality, as we learn how various women died and Terry and Gregory travel to the family home to view their father’s body. We discover that their levels of success and failure have switched. Terry is last seen in the restaurant car of the train for London, triumphant, rich, socially popular and sexually confident – a modern mensch; nasty but in charge. Gregory watches the train go by; he has lost everything, he can’t go back to his old life – and there’s a strong suggestion that he will drown himself in the pond behind the old family home. It’s a brutally downbeat ending to a fierce exploration of moral nullity – Amis’s third success to be published before he hit thirty.


By 1978, another modern British writer, equally fascinated by sex and death, but operating on a tightrope between enthralling and creepy, had started to challenge Amis’s grip on what the New York Times christened ‘The New Unpleasantness’. This was Ian McEwan, born in Aldershot to a scary military father whose postings abroad – Singapore, Africa – kept the family on the move. Educated at a state-run boarding school in Suffolk, McEwan had begun writing at Sussex University and was one of the first signings at the University of East Anglia’s MA in Creative Writing.


His first collection of stories, First Love, Last Rites was published by Cape in 1975 and made an immediate impact. ‘The most devastating debut I’ve seen for a long time,’ wrote Peter Lewis in the Daily Mail, ‘devastating’ being fastidious tabloid-speak for ‘shocking’ and ‘degenerate’ and ‘sexually twisted’. Other reviewers, noting how flatly, and matter-of-factly his characters embark on sexual hankypanky, sometimes with children, christened him ‘Ian Macabre’.


The stories reeked of dark and cloacal themes. The first page of ‘Homemade’ explained that the story was not just about ‘virginity, coitus, incest and self-abuse’, before charting the steps of teenage obsession that led the narrator to rape his little sister Connie (aged ten, but she sounds about five) just in order to join the ranks of Chaps Who’ve Done It.


The second story, ‘Solid Geometry’, told us about the narrator’s interest in his great-grandfather’s diary. It’s the journal of a Victorian autodidact, his passion for antique curiosities (among them the pickled penis of an army captain in a glass jar, which he bought at auction), his love of scientific experiment and his growing neglect of his wife. The diary mentions a Scottish mathematician called Hunter whose theorems include ‘a plane without a surface’ which, as he demonstrates to a startled Victorian audience, can make objects disappear. Back in the modern world, after his wife smashes his pickled-penis jar, the narrator takes revenge by making her vanish, still talking, into thin air. The coolly formal way in which McEwan handles the language of science gave this crackpot tale a weird verisimilitude. It felt like a new writer saying: Watch this – I can make you believe anything.


Other stories occupied a similar territory of the grim, the dark and the doomed: a fat nanny drowns on the last day of summer, after being rowed in a boat by a schoolboy on the cusp of puberty. On another summer day, the last person to see a nine-year-old girl who has drowned in a canal describes what happened: how he met her, took her to a toy shop, promised to show her butterflies, exposed himself and, when she fell over and banged her head, ‘eased’ her half-conscious form into the water. The title story, following the romantic summer of a teenage couple living by the sea, is obsessed with animal and human reproduction, with guts and slime and the dark embryo of creation. It features a slightly effortful metaphor of phallic eel-traps and a pregnant rat that explodes at the story’s end.


First Love won the Somerset Maugham Award for 1976. McEwan’s follow-up collection, In Between the Sheets, emerged in 1978 with seven new stories. The first, ‘Pornography’, followed a blankly amoral guy called O’Byrne who works in his brother’s Soho porn-mag store and is having regular sex with two nurses. When he gets a dose of the clap, the girls take revenge by handcuffing him to his bed and bringing to his room a hospital steriliser, ‘long-handled scissors, scalpels and other long bright tapering silver objects’. One of them says, ‘We’ll leave you a pretty little stump to remember us by.’


You couldn’t help wondering how much more time and energy McEwan could spend in rubbing readers’ faces in disgusting evidence of human (and animal) physicality, in sexual grossness and cruelty; but you had to admit he could show you fear in a handful of spunk, in butterflies, kitchens, bedrooms and bath time, in children’s games. But was his intention merely to disgust readers, like an Aldershot Marquis de Sade? Or was he closer to the Fat Boy in The Pickwick Papers who says: ‘I wants to make your flesh creep’?


When I met Ian McEwan, years later, he confessed to being hurt by his early reputation for perversity. ‘People used to say, “Your stories are so horrible!”,’ he told me. ‘I thought they were funny, but then I think Kafka is funny. Only a handful of people thought they were the work of a moralist, somebody rather squeamish, appalled but fascinated by grossness.’ An interview by Ian Hamilton in the New Review in Autumn 1978 revealed some intriguing influences. McEwan said how much he’d admired John Fowles’s The Collector when he began writing, and said the voice of Clegg, the titular obsessive – ‘that kind of wheedling, self-pitying, lower-middle-class voice’ – was the starting point for stories such as ‘Confessions of a Cupboard Man’. Elsewhere, in discussing the story about a middle-aged man looking back on the time he raped his kid sister, McEwan says he was trying for ‘a Henry-Miller-ish’ tone of self-regard and self-aggrandisement. It was intriguing to find that he and Amis, the two enfants terribles of late-1970s English fiction, should both cite the long-discredited ‘sex maverick’ American author of Tropic of Cancer as a formative influence.


In the meantime, Amis’s Oxford associates had not been idle. Tina Brown hit the journalistic empyrean like a sleek blonde rocket. Her one-act play, Under the Bamboo Tree, written while she was still at Oxford, won the Sunday Times National Student Drama of the Year award, and brought her to the attention of Pat Kavanagh, Martin Amis’s agent, who introduced her to Harry Evans, the Sunday Times editor in 1973.* In his turn, Evans introduced her to Ian Jack, the paper’s features editor, who gave her freelance assignments in the modish Look section.


Six years later, she hit the editorial jackpot. In the Introduction to Life As a Party, a collection of her magazine pieces published in 1983, she wrote: ‘I took over the editorship of the Tatler in June 1979, the same month that Mrs Thatcher took over Number 10. The upper classes were in optimistic mood. “At last,” the late Lady Hartwell commented at a Sunday lunch party, “we’re going to live in a world where we can sack people again.”’ Brown’s identification with the PM was cheeky but shrewd: just as the Iron Lady of Downing Street was going to shake up British politics for a decade, so the Tough Bunny at Hanover Square was to shake the British aristocracy from its ancient torpor and make it dance to her tunes.


Brown was a great introducer. She introduced Ian Jack to a then-unknown barrister called Julian Barnes, who had written an article about a bestiality case that had come to court. Jack turned it down.* Brown also introduced Jack to her friend Craig Raine, who had written a long piece about witnessing the birth of his new baby. ‘It was immensely long,’ says Jack, ‘probably three thousand words. I told Harry, “We’re going to have to cut it.” “No no,” he said, “don’t cut it. Just throw away some ads.” I’d never heard that instruction from an editor before.’


Over the previous year, Claire Tomalin, the literary editor of the New Statesman, had published several book reviews by Raine, with the encouragement of her deputy, Martin Amis. During a lunch with her, Raine had told Tomalin, ‘Actually, I write poetry’, hinting rather broadly that he’d like to see it in her pages. ‘I watched her eyes turn to concrete,’ he reported later – but his poems made it into the back half of the celebrated left-wing, politics-and-arts magazine.


The first time I encountered Raine’s poetry, in his 1978 debut collection, The Onion, Memory, I was dazzled. The first poem was ‘The Butcher’, one of several about humble tradesmen who are re-created as heroes, by a simple twist of the visual kaleidoscope. Here is the butcher as swashbuckling romantic:




He duels with himself and woos his women customers


offering thin coiled coral necklaces of mince,


heart lamé-ed from the fridge, a leg of pork


like a nasty bouquet . . .





It was brilliant. You had only to brandish a raw Sunday joint of meat to see how – with a flourish of the wrist and the brain – it turned into a bunch of flowers, a presentation of love or gallantry. And how often had I seen the local butcher stropping his longest carving knife against a metal poker like a one-man swordfight.


His second collection in 1979, A Martian Sends a Postcode Home, would give its title to a new kind of English poetry: Martianism, a style of poetic evocation, rich in similes, in which the physical world is seen through a new filter of noticing or understanding, which delights by its newness, its visual precision and shocking rightness. Its early exponents were just Raine and Christopher Reid (whose first books Arcadia and Pea Soup shared Raine’s fondness for two-line stanzas) but its influence spread down the decade. Its originator became the most influential bard in the UK, by taking over the poetry list at Faber, some years after T. S. Eliot had the same job.


In October 1978, James Fenton, the poet and New Statesman assistant editor, announced the winner of the annual Prudence Farmer poetry award for the best work published in the magazine that year. It was a simple decision, said Fenton: Craig Raine was the obvious winner; the only problem was which of his poems to choose. Praising his book reviews and journalism, Fenton said:


‘Mr Raine’s penchant for the outrageous image can create some startlingly repulsive effects . . . I often wonder what it must be like to be Mrs Raine, whose lying-in was described by her husband in unloving detail. At one moment, readers of the Sunday Times were told, “her anus re-puckered like an Italian tomato”. How does one face the neighbours after that?’


Well, quite. But Amis, Raine and McEwan were standard-bearers for a new frankness of physical, especially sexual, expression, of description, depiction, image and simile, and for a radical invitation for readers to see the world afresh, in prose and poetry that, in John Carey’s fine phrase, was like ‘a windscreen-wiper across the eyeballs’. Tina Brown, still only in her mid-twenties, would usher in a new form of style journalism: jokey, caustic, satirical, pitiless, but expecting no offence to be taken. In the years that followed, these four, the core of the Amis Generation, were to set the tone of the 1980s literary renaissance – a revolution in ways of seeing, and in our responses to the modern world.





__________________


* The Catherine Pakenham Award was founded and administered by the family of Lord Longford, in tribute to his daughter, a journalist on the Sunday Telegraph magazine, who died in 1970, aged twenty-three, in a car crash.


* In his autobiography, Experience, Amis called Prince’s ‘the worst review that came my way’ – though one could imagine Charles Highway raising an amused eyebrow at having caused Mr Prince such personal heartburn.


* My friends from the north were appalled by Amis’s carelessness here. Apparently, ‘He could address a Sunderlander in Geordie’ is like saying ‘He could address a Scouser in Mancunian’. A Sunderlander is not a Tynesider (Geordie) but a Wearsider (a Maccam). The distinction is vitally important, apparently.


* Harold Evans married Tina Brown in 1981, when she was twenty-seven, his junior by twenty-five years.


* ‘I read it and thought no, it’s trying to be funny about something which essentially isn’t,’ says Jack. ‘It was tacky, not funny. Many years later, Julian Barnes came up to me and said, “I was always very grateful that you didn’t publish that piece”.’










CHAPTER 2



[image: Illustration]


Before the Storm


I knocked on the door of the London publishing world in 1978. I was twenty-four and looking for my second job. My first had been selling advertising space in a weekly Catholic magazine called the Tablet. The work was repetitive and frustrating, but I met some interesting people on the phone – such as Sister Concepta from the Holy Cross Convent in Mill Hill, whom I tried to interest in our special Vocations Issue. It wasn’t a big success (‘Now look, Mr Walsh. Didn’t we take a quarter-page advertisement in the last Vocations Issue? And didn’t it cost us 50 pounds? And did we get a single vocation as a result? We did not . . .’)


On the whole, I felt I was wasting my two degrees in Literature from Oxford and Dublin. So when I saw, in the Bookseller, a job going in the publicity department of Victor Gollancz Ltd, I jumped at it.


I knew the name of Gollancz for three reasons: first, they (or rather he himself) had been George Orwell’s publisher (Down and Out in Paris and London, The Road to Wigan Pier); second, they’d published one of my favourite novels, Lucky Jim by Kingsley Amis; and third, they’d been the purveyor of my Aunt Maud’s obsessive choice of reading.


On family visits to her spinsterish, mouse-scented home beside the Thames at Putney, I used to gaze at the row of Daphne du Maurier romances and Dorothy L. Sayers crime mysteries on her mantelpiece, and marvel at how their garish yellow dust jackets drew the eye. Somebody (possibly Aunt Maud herself, in a rare departure from her tales of the flat-racing season) once told me that Mr Gollancz had asked a behavioural psychologist to name the most irresistibly eye-catching three-colour combination available, learned that it was the trifection of yellow, purple and black, and had a word with his book-jacket designer the very next day.


I liked the combination of Orwell (decent, clear-sighted, transparent), Amis (hilarious, subversive, omni-mocking) and Gollancz (manipulative, shrewd, sneaky), so I went along to their premises off the Strand for an interview.


Covent Garden had recently been renovated: the famous old fruit ’n’ veg market, where Eliza Doolittle meets Professor Henry Higgins in Pygmalion, had recently been relocated to Nine Elms and replaced by bijou, arty little stalls that sprang up like bluebells in May. Time Out ran a special issue itemising the market’s multifarious delights. It was all terribly modern and trendy. The same could not be said for Gollancz’s office at 14 Henrietta Street. Even the street name belonged to another era, when daughters of well-born families were routinely christened Hermione or Millicent. The house looked stern and masculine, a rugged Victorian pile with a Scrooge & Marley doorknocker.


Victor Gollancz began to rent the place as his HQ on founding the company in 1928 (it was always considered a bad mistake not to have bought it outright). The half-century of its existence was marked by a biography by Sheila Hodges (Gollancz: The Story of a Publishing House, 1928–1978), several copies of which were piled on a table in the chilly reception area. A droopy woman of mature years, with a cameo brooch on her cardigan, announced herself as Margot, and asked me to wait, before returning to her conversation on an ancient telephone, the kind whose metallic dialling circle had little holes for the finger to tickle.


Things improved when I was interviewed by two women. One was Nellie Flexner, head of the publicity department, a quizzical American in her late twenties, with jet-black hair and the whitest skin I’d ever seen. The other was Liz Calder, a brunette in her mid-thirties with Russian-model cheekbones, crimson lipstick, and a faint trace of Kiwi in her cool, sardonic voice.


They were an appealing double-act, their sharp wits a contrast to the schoolgirl informality of their names. Nellie and Liz were clearly as smart as Pythagoras and as unsusceptible to my boyish charm as Andrea Dworkin. Nellie had a habit of wrinkling her white brow at all my replies, while Liz let a disbelieving smile play around her carmined lips.


They asked about my life, and mocked my replies. When I explained that my MA thesis had explored the late prose of Samuel Beckett, they said, ‘You’ll need to lower your brow to read our crime and sci-fi.’ When I announced my devotion to modern fiction, they said, ‘If you’re hoping to add to it, you can do it at home, not in the office.’ When I urged my passionate interest in helping works of literature reach the best readers, they said, ‘You’ll probably spend more time helping children’s books reach five-year-olds.’


After twenty minutes, they suggested I meet two other staff members. We ascended a flight of stairs, with a faded brown carpet and oak banisters that clearly dated back a half-century. In the kind of office you associate with the headmaster’s study, I met the managing director, John Bush, a preoccupied-seeming, white-haired cove with a tic of fluttering eyelids and an abrupt manner.


He didn’t have many questions. Mainly, he wanted to confirm that I lived in London and would be available for evening parties, promotional events ‘. . . and so forth.’


I said I’d love to.


‘Married?’ he barked.


‘Er, no,’ I said.


‘Gay?’ he barked.


‘I beg your pardon?’


He glared at me through rimless specs.


‘Are you engaged?’ he repeated.


‘Oh, er, no,’ I said. A pause. ‘Actually, I thought you said, “Are you gay?”’


‘Did you now,’ said Mr Bush neutrally. ‘Did you now.’


Nellie and Liz mentioned something about my academic background – how I was overqualified but keen.


He muttered some reply. He specialised in a kind of abrupt mutter.


‘Better eat Nivea,’ I heard, or thought I heard, him say.


Five minutes later, I was climbing another set of stairs, even dustier and narrower than the first, leading to . . . what? The servants’ quarters? An attic where some latter-day Mrs Rochester had been imprisoned since the 1870s? Or was it the Gollancz Holy of Holies?


It was the latter. The rickety door opened onto a cosy Edwardian parlour, Dickensianly crammed to bursting with books, magazines, newspapers, a three-bar electric fire, an elderly Xerox machine, files, boxes and, everywhere, toppling pagodas of manuscript pages. It was dominated by a huge desk on which an ancient black Remington typewriter held centre stage. Seated behind it was an extraordinary figure, someone out of Hans Christian Andersen.


Livia Gollancz’s penetrating blue eyes, set in the face of an Eastern European peasant woman, regarded me sternly. A frizz of steely grey hair gave her enormous head a translucent halo. She sat bolt upright – not exactly hostile to my arrival so much as baffled as to why an unknown youth had been ushered into her presence. Cleopatra, I thought, would have worn that expression if a young Alexandrian pot-washer had been brought to her boudoir. Boadicea might have had that look, had some grubby teenage chariot-driver suddenly materialised in her chamber.


‘This is John Walsh, Livia,’ said Liz, offering a sweet nod of encouragement my way. ‘He may be joining the publicity department, if all goes well.’


She rose and stood before me – an awesome sight. Victor Gollancz’s daughter seemed at least six feet tall, commanding, unsmiling, majestic. Among the many images that flashed through my head was the Duchess in Alice in Wonderland, broad-faced, elaborate-hatted, blankly unsmiling. The alarm I felt beneath her gaze was mitigated by her clothes. She had chosen, on that April morning, to dress herself in a thin oatmeal sweater and a long, black, thick woollen skirt: her top half seemed to anticipate warm weather, her bottom half winter.


‘Do you,’ she boomed, icily polite, ‘know anything about typography?’


I couldn’t see what relevance typefaces could have to the workings of a publicity department, but felt it was better to keep the thought unspoken.


‘I know about italics,’ I said feebly, ‘and upper and lower case. And somebody once explained to me what sans serif is, but I’m afraid, beyond that . . .’


‘But this is marvellous,’ she said, her great broad face breaking into a charming smile. ‘If you know the difference between serif and sans serif, that puts you at a huge advantage in this industry.’


‘Well I suppose—’


‘Good day, Mr Walsh,’ she said abruptly, and sat back down, her attention fully returned to the letter she’d been reading when I arrived.


To my delight, I got the job. I was now definitely ‘in publishing’. This was the place that had published Martin Amis’s dad, and would soon be looking after – I discovered in the catalogue – Angela Carter, whom I revered. It didn’t mean that I was now going to rub shoulders in the pub with the entire A-Team of modern literature, but it was definitely a start.


I gradually discovered the oddness of the company. This was a world that predated computers: in the production office, the complicated schedule of dates for setting up the company’s output of new books in proof, then final pages, then binding and jacketing, was all laid out on the wall in surprisingly home-made-looking cardboard sheets with capacious pockets. More surprising, in its antiquity, was the ‘counting house’, a dingy and fly-blown room where a telephone operator manned a switchboard. When Gollancz Ltd started life in 1928, it had been the room where the company accounts and cash were kept. It seemed that neither Victor nor his daughter had ever thought to have it stripped, plastered, repainted and ergonomically repurposed as something with, you know, photocopiers and electronic gadgets.


The publicity office was often chilly in the mornings, but I was kept warm by my frequent trips up and down stairs. Nobody had mentioned that part of my job was to be full-time flunkey and dogsbody to Livia Gollancz. Mid-morning, a red telephone behind my desk would shrill and her deep imperious voice on the line would say, ‘Come!’ I’d gallop up the stairs to her office where she’d hand me a sheet of paper to take to the printers in Fleet Street. I’d read her plain-as-a-pikestaff advertising copy, handwritten in the blackest ink (The Ampersand Papers by Michael Innes. Who stole the Byron and Shelley manuscripts from a locked room in a Cornish castle? An absorbing mystery from a leading British crime writer. Gollancz. £5.95) and surmounted by instructions to the typesetters, specifying type size and font.


She always chose the same fonts for every advertisement: they were called Gill and Grot, like characters from a Beckett play. The former was the invention of Eric Gill, the brilliant but deeply peculiar sculptor and printmaker whose biography by Fiona MacCarthy (to be published in 1989) revealed that he had sex with both his sisters, his two eldest daughters and the unfortunate family dog*. The latter typeface was a contraction of ‘Grotesque’, invented in Sheffield.


I don’t believe Livia had the faintest clue about the sexual associations of the former or the dark provenance of the latter; I think she just liked using the plainest-sounding typefaces on the market. She was a very basic person and a no-frills publisher. She’d clung until recently to Victor’s insistence that Gollancz books were so starkly distinctive, they needed no arty, or even coloured jackets; and, like him, she flatly refused to introduce paperbacks to the company’s operations. And she certainly didn’t believe in paying fancy advances, even to successful, in-demand novelists.


She never took authors out to lunch, and only grudgingly allowed launch parties for the stars of Gollancz’s list. When I helped to arrange a launch party for Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber, and booked the sunny terrace of a modest Italian restaurant in Fleet Street, I was upbraided as though I’d booked the entire Café Royal for the whole day and night.


In meetings, she was blunt to the point of rudeness. If someone talked for longer than she thought reasonable, Livia would reach into her capacious carrier bag, extract a fistful of spring onions (she grew vegetables in her back garden), tear the hairy tendrils off the tops and noisily munch the bulbs until the garrulous committee member lapsed into silence.


I gradually learned about her, um, salad days. When young, she’d been an accomplished player of the French horn. By twenty she was playing in the London Symphony Orchestra. At twenty-three, she saw a job for principal horn on offer at the Hallé Orchestra in Manchester. So she telephoned their headquarters, got through to the musical director, Sir John Barbirolli, and asked for the job at a salary of £2 a week.


Sir John said yes. People generally did with Livia. It saved time.


Of her other major talent, I soon became aware. On the second day, as I prepared to leave at 6 p.m., I heard a scary noise coming from upstairs, a faint but spine-tingling wail, like a lamentatious banshee that had just received some atrocious news.


I opened the office door, and found the racket wasn’t coming from the first floor, but higher up. Apprehensively, I climbed the stair, turned at the corner, and realised the noise, with its graduated rise and curiously orgasmic top note – ‘Ah – ahhh – Ahh – Aaaarrrggghhh – Ahrrrr – Ah – Ahhh’ – was Livia performing arpeggios in her study, with the door ajar.


I marvelled at her weirdness and witchiness – but also at her chutzpah in making sure the whole company knew she had a trained operatic voice and wasn’t afraid to use it.


Liz Calder, it turned out, had been at Gollancz since 1971, initially as publicity director, then as an editor. I liked her company a lot. Every other day she’d come downstairs to snaffle a cigarette from me and stay to chat. She recalled her early days in the publicity department, where she’d been shown the ropes by her predecessor, Claire Walsh, the long-term companion of J. G. Ballard, the genius behind The Drowned World, Empire of the Sun and Crash.


One of Liz’s first authors had been Lord George-Brown, the former Labour politician, deputy PM to Harold Wilson and, famously, a weapons-grade drunkard. His memoirs, entitled In My Way, had just been published in 1971. Liz took her unsteady author to the Manchester literary festival. ‘We went up by train,’ she said, ‘and by 10.30 in the morning he wanted a drink. So we went to the bar and, finding it closed, he banged on the corrugated screen, shouting “Open Up!” They came eventually and he got his first G and T of the day – but not the last, I may say – at 10.45 a.m. By the time he made his speech, after lunch at the Free Trade Hall, he was extremely sloshed.’
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