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George Orwell, whose real name was Eric Arthur Blair, was born in Bengal in 1903. He was educated at Eton and then served in the Indian Imperial Police in Burma before deciding that he wanted to become a writer. His first book, Down and Out in Paris and London, was published in 1933. A prolific critic, essayist and novelist, whose collected works run to more than twenty volumes, he produced, in Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), two of the most controversial and best-selling political satires of the twentieth century. He died in January 1950, of tuberculosis, at University College Hospital, London.
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Introduction


Coming Up for Air, the fourth of George Orwell’s novels, published a few months before the start of the Second World War, is a departure from the previous three. The central characters of Burmese Days (1934), A Clergyman’s Daughter (1935) and Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936) are each, in their varying ways, projections of the person who wrote them. If Flory in Burmese Days is a disaffected timber merchant and his alter ego a one-time police superintendent, then the view that they take of British Imperialism from the vantage point of the Kyauktada Club sofas is more or less identical. Dorothy Hare in A Clergyman’s Daughter may be a desiccated spinster in thrall to her father, but her flight from rural Suffolk to the Kentish hop-fields and a job as a seedy private school teacher follows a trajectory already mapped out by her creator. The adventures of Gordon Comstock, Keep the Aspidistra Flying’s ground-down bookseller’s assistant, seem to have occurred to Orwell the moment he fetched up at Booklovers’ Corner, Hampstead, in the latter part of 1934. With Coming Up for Air, the life-into-art translation is much more oblique. Not only is George Bowling, its overweight protagonist, a good ten years older than Orwell, he also comes from much lower down the social scale. Even more unusually, he is allowed to tell the story himself. What follows is, consequently, not only a piece of societal range-finding, but an exercise in ventriloquism.


Like A Clergyman’s Daughter, Coming Up for Air was the product of a long period of convalescence. The six months Orwell spent fighting in Spain for the Trotskyist POUM militia in the first half of 1937 had undermined what had never been a particularly robust constitution. By the early part of 1938, wintering out in the Hertfordshire village of Wallington with his first wife Eileen and awaiting the reviews of his Spanish memoir, Homage to Catalonia, his lungs had deteriorated to the point where he began to spit blood. A full-blown haemorrhage followed, and he was soon afterwards removed by ambulance to Preston Hall sanatorium near Aylesford in Kent. The official diagnosis was bronchiectasis – an inflammation of the bronchial tubes – but a note in his medical records confirms the existence of tuberculosis. Orwell being Orwell, and keen to make light of any illness from which he might be suffering, he refused to believe there was anything seriously amiss (‘There isn’t really anything very wrong,’ he told his friend Cyril Connolly at the end of April, six weeks into his stay, ‘evidently an old TB lesion which I must have had 10 years or more.’)1 On the other hand, he was forbidden to work (‘which is a bore’) and accepted that his novel, already being advertised in his publisher Victor Gollancz’s catalogues although not a line had yet been written, would have to wait until the following year.


Coming Up for Air’s (in the circumstances) fairly rapid progress can be tracked through Orwell’s and Eileen’s letters to friends. ‘He ought to be able to do some gentle work on the novel in July and August,’ Eileen reported to her husband’s agent, Leonard Moore, at the end of May, adding that ‘the book seethes in his head and he is very anxious to get on with it’.2 A month later Orwell was complaining to Moore that ‘I can’t do any serious work yet. I have sketched out my novel but don’t want to start it till I feel completely fit.’3 As for his path to recovery, the doctors had suggested that his lungs would benefit from a warmer climate. Advice was sought from Connolly, a sun-lounging habitué of the South of France, but in the end, with the help of a £300 loan anonymously contributed by the novelist L. H. Myers, the Orwells settled on Morocco. Here, established in a villa a few miles from Marrakesh, and still maintaining that reports of his condition were exaggerated, Orwell finally got down to work. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me really,’ he insisted to his friend Jack Common at the end of September, ‘but much as I resent the waste of time it’s probably done me good to lay off work for seven months … Thank God I’ve just begun to work again and made a start on my new novel.’4


What was in Orwell’s mind as he embarked on the reminiscences of a middle-aged insurance salesman who determines to give job, wife and family the slip for a week so that he can revisit the world of his lost Edwardian childhood? His predominant emotion, at a time when Hitler’s plans for continental Europe were becoming uncomfortably clear to the governments of the West, was straightforward panic. ‘It seems to me we might as well pack our bags for the concentration camp,’ he had told Connolly in the letter sent from Preston Hall. At the same time, he was aware that the private agonies provoked by the international situation were bound to leach into his creative work. Another letter to Connolly, sent from Morocco in December, insists that ‘Everything one writes now is overshadowed by this ghastly feeling that we are rushing towards a precipice …’ Just as alarming was the drumbeat of publishers’ schedules that sounded in his ear. ‘I am getting on with my novel’, Connolly is assured. ‘Of course I shall have to rush it as I must get it done in time for the spring. It’s a pity, really, as it’s a good idea, though I don’t think you’ll like it if you see it.’5


It is the characteristic Orwell note: self-deprecating, uncertain, worried that a good idea will be spoiled by haste or circumstance. Even at the very end of his life he was convinced that he had ‘mucked up’ Nineteen Eighty-Four’s promising theme. Yet the speed at which Coming Up for Air was completed tells a different story. Clearly Orwell was engrossed by his work in progress and burned to complete it. Ill again over Christmas (a letter from Eileen to Francis Westrope, his old employer from the Hampstead bookshop, on 29 December apologises for her husband’s inability to write), he was sufficiently recovered by 4 January 1939 to tell the poet and literary editor John Lehmann that he was ‘rather submerged by the novel I am doing’.6 A week later Jack Common was informed that ‘I shall finish the rough draft of my novel tomorrow’.7 By 23 February the book was ‘nearly finished’8 and on 9 March, shortly before returning to England, Orwell sent a postcard to Moore assuring him that ‘Novel finished & will bring it home with me.’9 The completed manuscript, as yet untitled, was eventually handed in at Moore’s office on the last day of the month.


Publishers worked rapidly in those days. Orwell’s friend and fellow-novelist Anthony Powell, employed at Duckworth in the 1930s, remembered that an author who delivered his book in August was not thought particularly demanding if he wanted to see it in the shops by October. Coming Up for Air appeared a bare ten weeks later, in the second week of June, was well reviewed, sold out its two-thousand-copy hardback edition, reprinted and could be adjudged a modest success. It also seems to have played a small part in Orwell’s rapprochement with his father, Richard Blair, who died a month after it was published. Writing to Moore early in July, Orwell professed himself ‘very glad that latterly he had not been so disappointed in me as before. Curiously enough his last moment of consciousness was hearing that review I had in the Sunday Times. He heard about it and wanted to see it, and my sister took it in and read it to him, and a little later he lost consciousness for the last time.’10


Most of the novels published in the summer of 1939 sank without trace, snuffed out by the fear of impending catastrophe. But the relatively select band of readers who took up Coming Up for Air would have appreciated its topicality. Here, essentially, is a novel suspended between two worlds: at once an elegy to a lost England, crammed with bygone Edwardian summers, the scents of country lanes at dusk and fish hauled out of unpolluted rivers, and a terrifying prognosis of what is to come. Bowling, its engaging hero, is a middle-aged insurance salesman living on a new-build west London estate with his nagging wife, two curiously anonymous children and a sneaking suspicion that his best years are behind him. Like Flory, Dorothy and Comstock before him, he is oppressed and baffled by the social system that holds him down yet determined to break out, to ‘come up for air’ as the title puts it, before sinking down once again into the shadowy ooze of mid-century life.


The galvanising moment comes when Bowling, on his way to Charing Cross Station in central London, glimpses a flaring newspaper poster that reads: KING ZOG’S WEDDING POSTPONED (King Zog was the solitary monarch of Albania). With an almost Proustian kick, he is catapulted across time to the parish church of his childhood at Lower Binfield in Oxfordshire (Henley-on-Thames, in whose vicinity Orwell had spent much of his own early life), listening to two elderly hymn-singers trading lines from the Psalms about ‘Sihon king of the Amorites’ and ‘Og the king of Bashan’ (as Bowling notes, ‘this was what King Zog’s name had reminded me of’). The young George’s father is a small shopkeeper struggling to keep his head above water. What follows is a kind of panoramic vista of a turn-of-the-century upbringing in a lower-middle-class home – pre-teen expeditions along the local back lanes, rapt inventories of sweet shops and Edwardian cuisine – hedged about with growing unease. For the big combines are moving in, Bowling senior is losing money, and once economies have to be made his son’s vision of a place at Reading University is elbowed aside by apprenticeship to a local grocer.


Subsequently, Bowling serves in the Great War, and then, emboldened by his commission (‘That was what the Army did to you. It turned you into an imitation gentleman and gave you a fixed idea that there’d always be a bit of money coming from somewhere’), tries for career in commerce, lands a job at the Flying Salamander and somehow finds himself married to the mirthless (and socially superior) Hilda. Throughout this steady forward march away from locale and demographic, he is sustained by the memory of a pool of giant carp, discovered one sweltering afternoon in the grounds of a locked-up house, a symbol of past time, we infer, and its superiority to present arrangements. Then, flush with the proceeds of an unexpectedly successful bet that Hilda doesn’t know about, and on the pretext that business has taken him to Birmingham, Bowling decides to light out in search of his past, spend a quiet weekend in Lower Binfield, root out some of his childhood ghosts and – the best idea of all – ‘go and catch those big carp in the pool at Binfield House’.


Naturally, the trip is a disappointment. The town is changed beyond recognition. New housing has spilled out into the surrounding countryside, and his parents’ old home has been turned into a genteel teashop. Worse, time has sent his first love, the beguiling Elsie, met by chance in the street and trailed back to her husband’s tobacconist’s shop, spiralling into ground-down middle age. But as well as being a catalogue of blighted hopes and seemly usages squashed by ‘progress’, Bowling’s trip to Lower Binfield is also marked by its profound air of psychological disquiet. After all, one of the subtexts that connects it to Nineteen Eighty-Four, published exactly ten years later, is Bowling’s sense that he is under constant surveillance, the feeling that Hilda’s spies are permanently on his tail. The scene in which he walks into a pub lounge and hears the fragment of a radio SOS about a woman with his wife’s name being seriously ill has its comic side (‘And then there was that time when she followed me all the way to Colchester and suddenly burst in on me at the Temperance Hotel. And that time, unfortunately, she happened to be right’), but beneath it runs a conviction that one of the principal drawbacks of modern life, along with the threat of war and the shops filled with rubbish, is the idea that you are being permanently eavesdropped upon.


Most of Orwell’s early fiction wears its influences like so many buttonholes. Here the animating spirit is H. G. Wells – not only referenced by way of The History of Mr Polly (1910), but also namechecked for his short story ‘The Remarkable Case of Davidson’s Eyes’. The link to the browbeaten, shop-keeping hero of Wells’s novel is emphasised by Bowling’s coming across the book during an interlude in the Great War and immediately recognising its resemblance to his own early career among the Lower Binfield petit bourgeoisie. ‘I wonder if you can imagine the effect it had upon me, to be brought up as I’d been brought up, the son of a shopkeeper in a country town, and then come across a book like that?’ In many ways, Bowling is an H. G. Wells character brought up to date: a lower-middle-class chancer, getting by on his considerable native intelligence while darkly aware that women are not sometimes as they seem and that the social system of which he is a part is more likely to tolerate than to actively encourage his path through life.


Bowling’s encounter with Wells, with whose characters he clearly identifies and is fascinated by, is only one of Orwell’s various pieces of stage-management. A second is Bowling’s literariness, his comments on popular novels of the day and his faintly implausible discovery, while stationed in Cornwall during the war, of a representative library of English middlebrow fiction circa 1900 to 1920; this allows Coming Up for Air, like every novel Orwell wrote in the 1930s, to double up as a critique of inter-war literary life. Another is Bowling’s attendance, two-thirds of the way through, at a meeting of the Left Book Club (administered by Orwell’s own publisher, Victor Gollancz, and under whose auspices Orwell himself had written a book), which allows him to offer some pointed remarks on the futility of war from one who has first-hand experience of its horrors (‘Listen, son,’ Bowling tells a fair-haired boy who is urging the necessity of smashing Fascism, ‘you’ve got it all wrong. In 1914 we thought it was going to be a glorious business. Well, it wasn’t. It was just a bloody mess. If it comes again, you keep out of it.’) A fourth is Bowling’s sit-down with a minor character named Porteous.


The reader who has attended to the complexities of Bowling’s social background and the range of his acquaintance in the insurance offices and saloon bars through which he moves may wonder what Porteous, a retired public school classics master whose mind seems to have stopped somewhere around 1910, is doing in Coming Up for Air. How has Bowling come across him? How did their relationship move into gear? But Porteous, we very soon learn, is there to exhibit some of the shortcomings of the pretotalitarian worldview. Asked by Bowling what he thinks of Hitler, Porteous can only reply that there is no reason for paying attention to him: ‘A mere adventurer. These people come and go. Ephemeral, purely ephemeral.’ This leads Bowling into what may regarded as the novel’s most crucial piece of dialogue:




‘I think you’ve got it wrong. Old Hitler’s something different. So’s Joe Stalin. They aren’t like these chaps in the old days who crucified people and chopped their heads off and so forth, just for the fun of it. They’re after something quite new – something that’s never been heard of before.’





What Hitler and Stalin are after – like their fictional alter ego Big Brother – is power for its own sake, untrammelled by religious conviction or moral justification, which exists simply to perpetuate itself.


Many another passage in Coming Up for Air turns out to foreshadow the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four. Like Winston Smith, Bowling, sneaking back home to the west London suburbs and wondering what story he is going to tell the chatelaine of his hearth, is a rebel who has failed. Meanwhile, the war he so grimly envisions might be taking place in the ruined cityscapes of Oceania: ‘I can hear the air-raid sirens blowing and the loudspeakers bellowing that our glorious troops have taken a hundred thousand prisoners … I see the posters and the food-queues, and the castor oil and the rubber truncheons and the machine-guns squirting out of bedroom windows.’ There is even a ghastly moment when Bowling, prowling the streets of Lower Binfield, witnesses an accidental blast caused by a malfunctioning bomber flying overhead, and in whose aftermath he sees a severed leg among the debris of a blown-up house. In much the same way, Winston Smith, narrowly evading a rocket attack on one of the prole districts, comes across a human hand severed at the wrist. Orwell began writing the novel as a pacifist: in October 1938 he had signed a New Leader manifesto entitled ‘If War Comes, We Shall Resist’. Reading news of the Russo-German pact in late August 1939 he underwent a Damascene conversion, decided that he was ‘a patriot at heart’11 and, once hostilities began on 3 September, applied for war work. Coming Up for Air is a souvenir of this period of indecision – a novel written by a man who knows that cataclysm is inevitable and whose mission to reanimate the past will always be given greater force by some of the insecurities of the present.
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The idea really came to me the day I got my new false teeth.


I remember the morning well. At about a quarter to eight I’d nipped out of bed and got into the bathroom just in time to shut the kids out. It was a beastly January morning, with a dirty yellowish-grey sky. Down below, out of the little square of bathroom window, I could see the ten yards by five of grass, with a privet hedge round it and a bare patch in the middle, that we call the back garden. There’s the same back garden, same privets, and same grass, behind every house in Ellesmere Road. Only difference – where there are no kids there’s no bare patch in the middle.


I was trying to shave with a bluntish razor-blade while the water ran into the bath. My face looked back at me out of the mirror, and underneath, in a tumbler of water on the little shelf over the washbasin, the teeth that belonged in the face. It was the temporary set that Warner, my dentist, had given me to wear while the new ones were being made. I haven’t such a bad face, really. It’s one of those bricky-red faces that go with butter-coloured hair and pale-blue eyes. I’ve never gone grey or bald, thank God, and when I’ve got my teeth in I probably don’t look my age, which is forty-five.


Making a mental note to buy razor-blades, I got into the bath and started soaping. I soaped my arms (I’ve got those kind of pudgy arms that are freckled up to the elbow) and then took the back-brush and soaped my shoulder-blades, which in the ordinary way I can’t reach. It’s a nuisance, but there are several parts of my body that I can’t reach nowadays. The truth is that I’m inclined to be a little bit on the fat side. I don’t mean that I’m like something in a side-show at a fair. My weight isn’t much over fourteen stone, and last time I measured round my waist it was either forty-eight or forty-nine, I forget which. And I’m not what they call ‘disgustingly’ fat, I haven’t got one of those bellies that sag half-way down to the knees. It’s merely that I’m a little bit broad in the beam, with a tendency to be barrel-shaped. Do you know the active, hearty kind of fat man, the athletic bouncing type that’s nicknamed Fatty or Tubby and is always the life and soul of the party? I’m that type. ‘Fatty’ they mostly call me. Fatty Bowling. George Bowling is my real name.


But at that moment I didn’t feel like the life and soul of the party. And it struck me that nowadays I nearly always do have a morose kind of feeling in the early mornings, although I sleep well and my digestion’s good. I knew what it was, of course – it was those bloody false teeth. The things were magnified by the water in the tumbler, and they were grinning at me like the teeth in a skull. It gives you a rotten feeling to have your gums meet, a sort of pinched-up, withered feeling like when you’ve bitten into a sour apple. Besides, say what you will, false teeth are a landmark. When your last natural tooth goes, the time when you can kid yourself that you’re a Hollywood sheik is definitely at an end. And I was fat as well as forty-five. As I stood up to soap my crutch I had a look at my figure. It’s all rot about fat men being unable to see their feet, but it’s a fact that when I stand upright I can only see the front halves of mine. No woman, I thought as I worked the soap round my belly, will ever look twice at me again, unless she’s paid to. Not that at that moment I particularly wanted any woman to look twice at me.


But it struck me that this morning there were reasons why I ought to have been in a better mood. To begin with I wasn’t working today. The old car, in which I ‘cover’ my district (I ought to tell you that I’m in the insurance business. The Flying Salamander. Life, fire, burglary, twins, shipwreck – everything), was temporarily in dock, and though I’d got to look in at the London office to drop some papers, I was really taking the day off to go and fetch my new false teeth. And besides, there was another business that had been in and out of my mind for some time past. This was that I had seventeen quid which nobody else had heard about – nobody in the family, that is. It had happened this way. A chap in our firm, Mellors by name, had got hold of a book called Astrology applied to Horse-racing which proved that it’s all a question of the influence of the planets on the colours the jockey is wearing. Well, in some race or other there was a mare called Corsair’s Bride, a complete outsider, but her jockey’s colour was green, which it seemed was just the colour for the planets that happened to be in the ascendant. Mellors, who was deeply bitten with this astrology business, was putting several quid on the horse and went down on his knees to me to do the same. In the end, chiefly to shut him up, I risked ten bob, though I don’t bet as a general rule. Sure enough Corsair’s Bride came home in a walk. I forget the exact odds, but my share worked out at seventeen quid. By a kind of instinct – rather queer, and probably indicating another landmark in my life – I just quietly put the money in the bank and said nothing to anybody. I’d never done anything of this kind before. A good husband and father would have spent it on a dress for Hilda (that’s my wife) and boots for the kids. But I’d been a good husband and father for fifteen years and I was beginning to get fed up with it.


After I’d soaped myself all over I felt better and lay down in the bath to think about my seventeen quid and what to spend it on. The alternatives, it seemed to me, were either a week-end with a woman or dribbling it quietly away on odds and ends such as cigars and double whiskies. I’d just turned on some more hot water and was thinking about women and cigars when there was a noise like a herd of buffaloes coming down the two steps that lead to the bathroom. It was the kids, of course. Two kids in a house the size of ours is like a quart of beer in a pint mug. There was a frantic stamping outside and then a yell of agony.


‘Dadda! I wanna come in!’


‘Well, you can’t. Clear out!’


‘But dadda! I wanna go somewhere!’


‘Go somewhere else, then. Hop it. I’m having my bath.’


‘Dad-da! I wanna go some – where!’


No use! I knew the danger signal. The W.C. is in the bathroom – it would be, of course, in a house like ours. I hooked the plug out of the bath and got partially dry as quickly as I could. As I opened the door, little Billy – my youngest, aged seven – shot past me, dodging the smack which I aimed at his head. It was only when I was nearly dressed and looking for a tie that I discovered that my neck was still soapy.


It’s a rotten thing to have a soapy neck. It gives you a disgusting sticky feeling, and the queer thing is that, however carefully you sponge it away, when you’ve once discovered that your neck is soapy you feel sticky for the rest of the day. I went downstairs in a bad temper and ready to make myself disagreeable.


Our dining-room, like the other dining-rooms in Ellesmere Road, is a poky little place, fourteen feet by twelve, or maybe it’s twelve by ten, and the Japanese oak sideboard, with the two empty decanters and the silver egg-stand that Hilda’s mother gave us for a wedding present, doesn’t leave much room. Old Hilda was glooming behind the teapot, in her usual state of alarm and dismay because the News Chronicle had announced that the price of butter was going up, or something. She hadn’t lighted the gas-fire, and though the windows were shut it was beastly cold. I bent down and put a match to the fire, breathing rather loudly through my nose (bending always makes me puff and blow) as a kind of hint to Hilda. She gave me the little sidelong glance that she always gives me when she thinks I’m doing something extravagant.


Hilda is thirty-nine, and when I first knew her she looked just like a hare. So she does still, but she’s got very thin and rather wizened, with a perpetual brooding, worried look in her eyes, and when she’s more upset than usual she’s got a trick of humping her shoulders and folding her arms across her breast, like an old gypsy woman over her fire. She’s one of those people who get their main kick in life out of foreseeing disasters. Only petty disasters, of course. As for wars, earthquakes, plagues, famines, and revolutions, she pays no attention to them. Butter is going up, and the gas-bill is enormous, and the kids’ boots are wearing out, and there’s another instalment due on the radio – that’s Hilda’s litany. She gets what I’ve finally decided is a definite pleasure out of rocking herself to and fro with her arms across her breast, and glooming at me, ‘But, George, it’s very serious! I don’t know what we’re going to do! I don’t know where the money’s coming from! You don’t seem to realize how serious it is!’ and so on and so forth. It’s fixed firmly in her head that we shall end up in the workhouse. The funny thing is that if we ever do get to the workhouse Hilda won’t mind it a quarter as much as I shall, in fact she’ll probably rather enjoy the feeling of security.


The kids were downstairs already, having washed and dressed at lightning speed, as they always do when there’s no chance to keep anyone else out of the bathroom. When I got to the breakfast table they were having an argument which went to the tune of ‘Yes, you did!’ ‘No, I didn’t!’ ‘Yes, you did!’ ‘No, I didn’t!’ and looked like going on for the rest of the morning, until I told them to cheese it. There are only the two of them, Billy, aged seven, and Lorna, aged eleven. It’s a peculiar feeling that I have towards the kids. A great deal of the time I can hardly stick the sight of them. As for their conversation, it’s just unbearable. They’re at that dreary bread-and-butter age when a kid’s mind revolves round things like rulers, pencil-boxes, and who got top marks in French. At other times, especially when they’re asleep, I have quite a different feeling. Sometimes I’ve stood over their cots, on summer evenings when it’s light, and watched them sleeping, with their round faces and their tow-coloured hair, several shades lighter than mine, and it’s given me that feeling you read about in the Bible when it says your bowels yearn. At such times I feel that I’m just a kind of dried-up seed-pod that doesn’t matter twopence and that my sole importance has been to bring these creatures into the world and feed them while they’re growing. But that’s only at moments. Most of the time my separate existence looks pretty important to me, I feel that there’s life in the old dog yet and plenty of good times ahead, and the notion of myself as a kind of tame dairy-cow for a lot of women and kids to chase up and down doesn’t appeal to me.


We didn’t talk much at breakfast. Hilda was in her ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do!’ mood, partly owing to the price of butter and partly because the Christmas holidays were nearly over and there was still five pounds owing on the school fees for last term. I ate my boiled egg and spread a piece of bread with Golden Crown marmalade. Hilda will persist in buying the stuff. It’s fivepence-halfpenny a pound, and the label tells you, in the smallest print the law allows, that it contains ‘a certain proportion of neutral fruit-juice’. This started me off, in the rather irritating way I have sometimes, talking about neutral fruit-trees, wondering what they looked like and what countries they grew in, until finally Hilda got angry. It’s not that she minds me chipping her, it’s only that in some obscure way she thinks it’s wicked to make jokes about anything you save money on.


I had a look at the paper, but there wasn’t much news. Down in Spain and over in China they were murdering one another as usual, a woman’s legs had been found in a railway waiting-room, and King Zog’s wedding was wavering in the balance. Finally, at about ten o’clock, rather earlier than I’d intended, I started out for town. The kids had gone off to play in the public gardens. It was a beastly raw morning. As I stepped out of the front door a nasty little gust of wind caught the soapy patch on my neck and made me suddenly feel that my clothes didn’t fit and that I was sticky all over.
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Do you know the road I live in – Ellesmere Road, West Bletchley? Even if you don’t, you know fifty others exactly like it.


You know how these streets fester all over the inner-outer suburbs. Always the same. Long, long rows of little semi-detached houses – the numbers in Ellesmere Road run to 212 and ours is 191 – as much alike as council houses and generally uglier. The stucco front, the creosoted gate, the privet hedge, the green front door. The Laurels, the Myrtles, the Hawthorns, Mon Abri, Mon Repos, Belle Vue. At perhaps one house in fifty some anti-social type who’ll probably end in the workhouse has painted his front door blue instead of green.


That sticky feeling round my neck had put me into a demoralized kind of mood. It’s curious how it gets you down to have a sticky neck. It seems to take all the bounce out of you, like when you suddenly discover in a public place that the sole of one of your shoes is coming off. I had no illusions about myself that morning. It was almost as if I could stand at a distance and watch myself coming down the road, with my fat, red face and my false teeth and my vulgar clothes. A chap like me is incapable of looking like a gentleman. Even if you saw me at two hundred yards’ distance you’d know immediately – not, perhaps, that I was in the insurance business, but that I was some kind of tout or salesman. The clothes I was wearing were practically the uniform of the tribe. Grey herring-bone suit, a bit the worse for wear, blue overcoat costing fifty shillings, bowler hat, and no gloves. And I’ve got the look that’s peculiar to people who sell things on commission, a kind of coarse, brazen look. At my best moments, when I’ve got a new suit or when I’m smoking a cigar, I might pass for a bookie or a publican, and when things are very bad I might be touting vacuum cleaners, but at ordinary times you’d place me correctly. ‘Five to ten quid a week’, you’d say as soon as you saw me. Economically and socially I’m about at the average level of Ellesmere Road.


I had the street pretty much to myself. The men had bunked to catch the 8.21 and the women were fiddling with the gas-stoves. When you’ve time to look about you, and when you happen to be in the right mood, it’s a thing that makes you laugh inside to walk down these streets in the inner-outer suburbs and to think of the lives that go on there. Because, after all, what is a road like Ellesmere Road? Just a prison with the cells all in a row. A line of semi-detached torture-chambers where the poor little five-to-ten-pound-a-weekers quake and shiver, every one of them with the boss twisting his tail and his wife riding him like the nightmare and the kids sucking his blood like leeches. There’s a lot of rot talked about the sufferings of the working class. I’m not so sorry for the proles myself. Did you ever know a navvy who lay awake thinking about the sack? The prole suffers physically, but he’s a free man when he isn’t working. But in every one of those little stucco boxes there’s some poor bastard who’s never free except when he’s fast asleep and dreaming that he’s got the boss down the bottom of a well and is bunging lumps of coal at him.


Of course, the basic trouble with people like us, I said to myself, is that we all imagine we’ve got something to lose. To begin with, nine-tenths of the people in Ellesmere Road are under the impression that they own their houses. Ellesmere Road, and the whole quarter surrounding it, until you get to the High Street, is part of a huge racket called the Hesperides Estate, the property of the Cheerful Credit Building Society. Building societies are probably the cleverest racket of modern times. My own line, insurance, is a swindle, I admit, but it’s an open swindle with the cards on the table. But the beauty of the building society swindles is that your victims think you’re doing them a kindness. You wallop them, and they lick your hand. I sometimes think I’d like to have the Hesperides Estate surmounted by an enormous statue to the god of building societies. It would be a queer sort of god. Among other things it would be bisexual. The top half would be a managing director and the bottom half would be a wife in the family way. In one hand it would carry an enormous key – the key of the workhouse, of course – and in the other – what do they call those things like French horns with presents coming out of them? – a cornucopia, out of which would be pouring portable radios, life-insurance policies, false teeth, aspirins, French letters, and concrete garden rollers.


As a matter of fact, in Ellesmere Road we don’t own our houses, even when we’ve finished paying for them. They’re not freehold, only leasehold. They’re priced at five-fifty, payable over a period of sixteen years, and they’re a class of house, which, if you bought them for cash down, would cost round about three-eighty. That represents a profit of a hundred and seventy for the Cheerful Credit, but needless to say that Cheerful Credit makes a lot more out of it than that. Three-eighty includes the builder’s profit, but the Cheerful Credit, under the name of Wilson & Bloom, builds the houses itself and scoops the builder’s profit. All it has to pay for is the materials. But it also scoops the profit on the materials, because under the name of Brookes & Scatterby it sells itself the bricks, tiles, doors, window-frames, sand, cement, and, I think, glass. And it wouldn’t altogether surprise me to learn that under yet another alias it sells itself the timber to make the doors and window-frames. Also – and this was something which we really might have foreseen, though it gave us all a knock when we discovered it – the Cheerful Credit doesn’t always keep to its end of the bargain. When Ellesmere Road was built it gave on some open fields – nothing very wonderful, but good for the kids to play in – known as Platt’s Meadows. There was nothing in black and white, but it had always been understood that Platt’s Meadows weren’t to be built on. However, West Bletchley was a growing suburb, Rothwell’s jam factory had opened in ’28 and the Anglo-American All-Steel Bicycle factory started in ’33, and the population was increasing and rents were going up. I’ve never seen Sir Herbert Crum or any other of the big noises of the Cheerful Credit in the flesh, but in my mind’s eye I could see their mouths watering. Suddenly the builders arrived and houses began to go up on Platt’s Meadows. There was a howl of agony from the Hesperides, and a tenants’ defence association was set up. No use! Crum’s lawyers had knocked the stuffing out of us in five minutes, and Platt’s Meadows were built over. But the really subtle swindle, the one that makes me feel old Crum deserved his baronetcy, is the mental one. Merely because of the illusion that we own our houses and have what’s called ‘a stake in the country’, we poor saps in the Hesperides, and in all such places, are turned into Crum’s devoted slaves for ever. We’re all respectable householders – that’s to say Tories, yes-men, and bumsuckers. Daren’t kill the goose that lays the gilded eggs! And the fact that actually we aren’t householders, that we’re all in the middle of paying for our houses and eaten up with the ghastly fear that something might happen before we’ve made the last payment, merely increases the effect. We’re all bought, and what’s more we’re bought with our own money. Every one of those poor downtrodden bastards, sweating his guts out to pay twice the proper price for a brick doll’s house that’s called Belle Vue because there’s no view and the bell doesn’t ring – every one of those poor suckers would die on the field of battle to save his country from Bolshevism.


I turned down Walpole Road and got into the High Street. There’s a train to London at 10.14. I was just passing the Sixpenny Bazaar when I remembered the mental note I’d made that morning to buy a packet of razor-blades. When I got to the soap counter the floor-manager, or whatever his proper title is, was cursing the girl in charge there. Generally there aren’t many people in the Sixpenny at that hour of the morning. Sometimes if you go in just after opening-time you see all the girls lined up in a row and given their morning curse, just to get them into trim for the day. They say these big chain-stores have chaps with special powers of sarcasm and abuse who are sent from branch to branch to ginger the girls up. The floor-manager was an ugly little devil, under-sized, with very square shoulders and a spiky grey moustache. He’d just pounced on her about something, some mistake in the change evidently, and was going for her with a voice like a circular saw.


‘Ho, no! Course you couldn’t count it! Course you couldn’t. Too much trouble, that’d be. Ho, no!’


Before I could stop myself I’d caught the girl’s eye. It wasn’t so nice for her to have a fat middle-aged bloke with a red face looking on while she took her cursing. I turned away as quickly as I could and pretended to be interested in some stuff at the next counter, curtain rings or something. He was on to her again. He was one of those people who turn away and then suddenly dart back at you, like a dragonfly.


‘Course you couldn’t count it! Doesn’t matter to you if we’re two bob out. Doesn’t matter at all. What’s two bob to you? Couldn’t ask you to go to the trouble of counting it properly. Ho, no! Nothing matters ’ere ’cept your convenience. You don’t think about others, do you?’


This went on for about five minutes in a voice you could hear half across the shop. He kept turning away to make her think he’d finished with her and then darting back to have another go. As I edged a bit farther off I had a glance at them. The girl was a kid about eighteen, rather fat, with a sort of moony face, the kind that would never get the change right anyway. She’d turned pale pink and she was wriggling, actually wriggling with pain. It was just the same as if he’d been cutting into her with a whip. The girls at the other counters were pretending not to hear. He was an ugly, stiff-built little devil, the sort of cock-sparrow type of man that sticks his chest out and puts his hands under his coat-tails – the type that’d be a sergeant-major only they aren’t tall enough. Do you notice how often they have undersized men for these bullying jobs? He was sticking his face, moustaches and all, almost into hers so as to scream at her better. And the girl all pink and wriggling.


Finally he decided that he’d said enough and strutted off like an admiral on the quarter-deck, and I came up to the counter for my razor-blades. He knew I’d heard every word, and so did she, and both of them knew I knew they knew. But the worst of it was that for my benefit she’d got to pretend that nothing had happened and put on the standoffish keep-your-distance attitude that a shopgirl’s supposed to keep up with male customers. Had to act the grown-up young lady half a minute after I’d seen her cursed like a skivvy! Her face was still pink and her hands were trembling. I asked her for penny blades and she started fumbling in the threepenny tray. Then the little devil of a floor-manager turned our way and for a moment both of us thought he was coming back to begin again. The girl flinched like a dog that sees the whip. But she was looking at me out of the corner of her eye. I could see that because I’d seen her cursed she hated me like the devil. Queer!


I cleared out with my razor-blades. Why do they stand it? I was thinking. Pure funk, of course. One back-answer and you get the sack. It’s the same everywhere. I thought of the lad that sometimes serves me at the chain-store grocery we deal at. A great hefty lump of twenty, with cheeks like roses and enormous forearms, ought to be working in a blacksmith’s shop. And there he is in his white jacket, bent double across the counter, rubbing his hands together with his ‘Yes, sir! Very true, sir! Pleasant weather for the time of the year, sir! What can I have the pleasure of getting you today, sir?’ practically asking you to kick his bum. Orders, of course. The customer is always right. The thing you can see in his face is mortal dread that you might report him for impertinence and get him sacked. Besides, how’s he to know you aren’t one of the narks the company sends round? Fear! We swim in it. It’s our element. Everyone that isn’t scared stiff of losing his job is scared stiff of war, or Fascism, or Communism, or something. Jews sweating when they think of Hitler. It crossed my mind that that little bastard with the spiky moustache was probably a damn sight more scared for his job than the girl was. Probably got a family to support. And perhaps, who knows, at home he’s meek and mild, grows cucumbers in the back garden, lets his wife sit on him and the kids pull his moustache. And by the same token you never read about a Spanish Inquisitor or one of these higher-ups in the Russian Ogpu without being told that in private life he was such a good kind man, best of husbands and fathers, devoted to his tame canary, and so forth.


The girl at the soap counter was looking after me as I went out of the door. She’d have murdered me if she could. How she hated me because of what I’d seen! Much more than she hated the floor-manager.
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There was a bombing plane flying low overhead. For a minute or two it seemed to be keeping pace with the train. Two vulgar kind of blokes in shabby overcoats, obviously commercials of the lowest type, newspaper canvassers probably, were sitting opposite me. One of them was reading the Mail and the other was reading the Express. I could see by their manner that they’d spotted me for one of their kind. Up at the other end of the carriage two lawyers’ clerks with black bags were keeping up a conversation full of legal baloney that was meant to impress the rest of us and show that they didn’t belong to the common herd.


I was watching the backs of the houses sliding past. The line from West Bletchley runs most of the way through slums, but it’s kind of peaceful, the glimpses you get of little backyards with bits of flowers stuck in boxes and the flat roofs where the women peg out the washing and the bird-cage on the wall. The great black bombing plane swayed a little in the air and zoomed ahead so that I couldn’t see it. I was sitting with my back to the engine. One of the commercials cocked his eye at it for just a second. I knew what he was thinking. For that matter it’s what everybody else is thinking. You don’t have to be a highbrow to think such thoughts nowadays. In two years’ time, one year’s time, what shall we be doing when we see one of those things? Making a dive for the cellar, wetting our bags with fright.


The commercial bloke put down his Daily Mail.


‘Templegate’s winner come in,’ he said.


The lawyers’ clerks were spouting some learned rot about fee-simple and peppercorns. The other commercial felt in his waistcoat pocket and took out a bent Woodbine. He felt in the other pocket and then leaned across to me.


‘Got a match, Tubby?’


I felt for my matches. ‘Tubby’, you notice. That’s interesting, really. For about a couple of minutes I stopped thinking about bombs and began thinking about my figure as I’d studied it in my bath that morning.


It’s quite true I’m tubby, in fact my upper half is almost exactly the shape of a tub. But what’s interesting, I think, is that merely because you happen to be a little bit fat, almost anyone, even a total stranger, will take it for granted to give you a nickname that’s an insulting comment on your personal appearance. Suppose a chap was a hunchback or had a squint or a hare-lip – would you give him a nickname to remind him of it? But every fat man’s labelled as a matter of course. I’m the type that people automatically slap on the back and punch in the ribs, and nearly all of them think I like it. I never go into the saloon bar of the Crown at Pudley (I pass that way once a week on business) without that ass Waters, who travels for the Seafoam Soap people but who’s more or less a permanency in the saloon bar of the Crown, prodding me in the ribs and singing out ‘Here a sheer hulk lies poor Tom Bowling!’ which is a joke the bloody fools in the bar never get tired of. Waters has got a finger like a bar of iron. They all think a fat man doesn’t have any feelings.


The commercial took another of my matches, to pick his teeth with, and chucked the box back. The train whizzed on to an iron bridge. Down below I got a glimpse of a baker’s van and a long string of lorries loaded with cement. The queer thing, I was thinking, is that in a way they’re right about fat men. It’s a fact that a fat man, particularly a man who’s been fat from birth – from childhood, that’s to say – isn’t quite like other men. He goes through his life on a different plane, a sort of light-comedy plane, though in the case of blokes in side-shows at fairs, or in fact anyone over twenty stone, it isn’t so much light comedy as low farce. I’ve been both fat and thin in my life, and I know the difference fatness makes to your outlook. It kind of prevents you from taking things too hard. I doubt whether a man who’s never been anything but fat, a man who’s been called Fatty ever since he could walk, even knows of the existence of any really deep emotions. How could he? He’s got no experience of such things. He can’t ever be present at a tragic scene, because a scene where there’s a fat man present isn’t tragic, it’s comic. Just imagine a fat Hamlet, for instance! Or Oliver Hardy acting Romeo. Funnily enough I’d been thinking something of the kind only a few days earlier when I was reading a novel I’d got out of Boots. Wasted Passion, it was called. The chap in the story finds out that his girl has gone off with another chap. He’s one of these chaps you read about in novels, that have pale sensitive faces and dark hair and a private income. I remember more or less how the passage went:




David paced up and down the room, his hands pressed to his forehead. The news seemed to have stunned him. For a long time he could not believe it. Sheila untrue to him! It could not be! Suddenly realization rushed over him, and he saw the fact in all its stark horror. It was too much. He flung himself down in a paroxysm of weeping.





Anyway, it went something like that. And even at the time it started me thinking. There you have it, you see. That’s how people – some people – are expected to behave. But how about a chap like me? Suppose Hilda went off for a week-end with somebody else – not that I’d care a damn, in fact it would rather please me to find that she’d still got that much kick left in her – but suppose I did care, would I fling myself down in a paroxysm of weeping? Would anyone expect me to? You couldn’t, with a figure like mine. It would be downright obscene.


The train was running along an embankment. A little below us you could see the roofs of the houses stretching on and on, the little red roofs where the bombs are going to drop, a bit lighted up at this moment because a ray of sunshine was catching them. Funny how we keep on thinking about bombs. Of course there’s no question that it’s coming soon. You can tell how close it is by the cheer-up stuff they’re talking about it in the newspaper. I was reading a piece in the News Chronicle the other day where it said that bombing planes can’t do any damage nowadays. The anti-aircraft guns have got so good that the bomber has to stay at twenty thousand feet. The chap thinks, you notice, that if an aeroplane’s high enough the bombs don’t reach the ground. Or more likely what he really meant was that they’ll miss Woolwich Arsenal and only hit places like Ellesmere Road.


But taking it by and large, I thought, it’s not so bad to be fat. One thing about a fat man is that he’s always popular. There’s really no kind of company, from bookies to bishops, where a fat man doesn’t fit in and feel at home. As for women, fat men have more luck with them than people seem to think. It’s all bunk to imagine, as some people do, that a woman looks on a fat man as just a joke. The truth is that a woman doesn’t look on any man as a joke if he can kid her that he’s in love with her.


Mind you, I haven’t always been fat. I’ve been fat for eight or nine years, and I suppose I’ve developed most of the characteristics. But it’s also a fact that internally, mentally, I’m not altogether fat. No! Don’t mistake me. I’m not trying to put myself over as a kind of tender flower, the aching heart behind the smiling face and so forth. You couldn’t get on in the insurance business if you were anything like that. I’m vulgar, I’m insensitive, and I fit in with my environment. So long as anywhere in the world things are being sold on commission and livings are picked up by sheer brass and lack of finer feelings, chaps like me will be doing it. In almost all circumstances I’d manage to make a living – always a living and never a fortune – and even in war, revolution, plague, and famine I’d back myself to stay alive longer than most people. I’m that type. But also I’ve got something else inside me, chiefly a hangover from the past. I’ll tell you about that later. I’m fat, but I’m thin inside. Has it ever struck you that there’s a thin man inside every fat man, just as they say there’s a statue inside every block of stone?


The chap who’d borrowed my matches was having a good pick at his teeth over the Express.


‘Legs case don’t seem to get much forrader,’ he said.


‘They’ll never get ’im,’ said the other. ‘’Ow could you identify a pair of legs? They’re all the bleeding same, aren’t they?’


‘Might trace ’im through the piece of paper ’e wrapped ’em up in,’ said the first.


Down below you could see the roofs of the houses stretching on and on, twisting this way and that with the streets, but stretching on and on, like an enormous plain that you could have ridden over. Whichever way you cross London it’s twenty miles of houses almost without a break. Christ! how can the bombers miss us when they come? We’re just one great big bull’s-eye. And no warning, probably. Because who’s going to be such a bloody fool as to declare war nowadays? If I was Hitler I’d send my bombers across in the middle of a disarmament conference. Some quiet morning, when the clerks are streaming across London Bridge, and the canary’s singing, and the old woman’s pegging the bloomers on the line – zoom, whizz, plonk! Houses going up into the air, bloomers soaked with blood, canary singing on above the corpses.
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