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INTRODUCTION



It was mid-December 1951, and French colonial forces were fighting the nationalist Viet Minh for control of Vietnam. In the years that followed the French withdrew and American forces would come in ever greater numbers to pursue their own futile war. Phat Diem was a strategic enclave on the Gulf of Tonkin about 75 miles south of Hanoi, and it was now surrounded by Viet Minh guerrillas firing from a range of 600 yards. Wading ashore from a landing craft that also transported a French commando unit, the forty-seven-year-old Graham Greene, a tall man and perhaps an easy target, could see buildings that had been blasted by bazookas and a market in flames.


It reminded him of the Blitz, but with many more corpses, some sticking up out of a canal.1 In a sight he would never forget, he came upon a mother and her tiny son dead in a ditch. They had wandered into the field of fire between the French and the Viet Minh and been brought down by just two shots, apparently French. Greene remembered especially the ‘neatness of their bullet wounds’.2 These were his people – Catholics. Greene wondered what panic they must have felt, and then knew it for himself when he became separated from his companions and stumbled, very briefly, between the lines of the Foreign Legion and the Viet Minh.3


Catholics and Buddhists from the town sheltered in and around the cathedral, bringing with them whatever they treasured – photographs, pots, pans, pieces of furniture. A friend of Greene’s from an earlier visit, a Belgian priest named Willichs, had perched in the bell tower and was reading his breviary. With mortars firing and planes dropping bombs and supplies, a distressed Greene, thinking that this day he might die, asked to have his confession heard. Around 1980, he spoke of this as the last time he had received the sacrament, but soon after renewed the practice. On this memorable occasion in Phat Diem, he was given as a penance one ‘Our Father’ and one ‘Hail Mary’, and the priest handed him a Tintin book so that he would have something to read.4


Greene learned that the attack had begun with an advance party slipping into a procession in honour of Our Lady of Fatima. There was then a surprise attack on the officers’ quarters, although it turned out that only one of the dead was an officer – twenty-five enlisted men were killed.5


No other journalist had got near this shambles, and the French were anxious to keep it a secret. Greene got the impression that they regarded the Belgian priest as a spy – he belonged to the Société des Auxiliaires des Missions, which existed specifically to aid the transition from colonial to national churches in Asia, an objective that hardly endeared them to the French in Vietnam.6 In any event, Greene and the priest were both independent witnesses to what had happened, so having spent just one night there – he slept in his clothes with a revolver on his pillow7 – he accepted an offer to get away and spend twenty-four hours with the navy. But the officer who escorted him upriver to the city of Nam Dinh left him there and hurried back to Phat Diem. Returning to Hanoi, he could see that it was all a cover story and that he had been got rid of.8


Getting rid of Graham Greene was never going to be an easy proposition. Vietnam is perhaps the best known of his political and literary involvements. He made four winter visits to Vietnam, and in 1955 the fight for Phat Diem provided a pivotal scene in his novel The Quiet American, which provoked outrage in the United States by revealing how deeply the country was involved in the bloodshed, in the belief that a distant colonial conflict was a front line in the Cold War. This brave and prescient novel foresaw the American war in Vietnam, the horrors of which continued until 1975.


Half a century later, the novel still causes awkward moments along the Potomac. In 2007, former president George W. Bush, a man sometimes thought a prisoner of his own innocence, gave a speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars, which included an odd remark, indicating that the novel’s criticism of American foreign policy retained its sting in the time of the Iraq War: ‘In 1955, long before the United States had entered the war, Graham Greene wrote a novel called “The Quiet American.” It was set in Saigon, and the main character was a young government agent named Alden Pyle. He was a symbol of American purpose and patriotism – and dangerous naivete. Another character describes Alden this way: “I never knew a man who had better motives for all the trouble he caused.” ’9 When a later president, Donald Trump, arrived in Hanoi, where crowds and cameramen were kept at a distance, he tweeted of ‘Tremendous crowds, and so much love!’, and checked into the Hotel Metropole where Greene had once stayed. He was immediately dubbed ‘the unquiet American’.10


Graham Greene continues to speak to an unquiet world. This biography will unravel the public and private lives of this most admired novelist. Shirley Hazzard spoke of him as ‘one of the writers of the century’, and John le Carré believes that in his time Graham Greene ‘carried the torch of English literature, almost alone’.11


This book takes a very high view of Graham Greene’s accomplishments, and so endorses the common opinion of three generations of writers and critics that he is one of the most important figures in modern literature. In course of time, our sense of even a great author’s work will contract to a few defining books. That is how canons are formed. And yet, the process is wasteful. It is easy enough to boil Graham Greene’s accomplishment down to, say, five essential books of his middle years: Brighton Rock (1938), The Power and the Glory (1940), The Heart of the Matter (1948), The End of the Affair (1951), and The Quiet American (1955). Once we do this, however, other first-rate novels, especially those written after 1960, not to mention his plays, short stories, journalism, essays, letters, memoirs, film scripts, and travel books, are shunted off into lists of ‘Further Reading’. In fact, Graham Greene is one of the very few modern writers in English who can be valued for a whole body of work. As a craftsman, he was a perfectionist rarely content with something he had written, and so we can sometimes be misled by his criticisms of his own books. Like any writer, he could occasionally be uneven; still he maintained an extraordinarily high technical standard in his writing, and many of his insights into human character and motivation, politics, war, human rights, sexual relationships, and religious belief and doubt remain compelling and provocative. It is hard to think of a recent writer in English who comes as close to greatness as he does.



A NEW BIOGRAPHY


There is already a three-volume authorized biography of Graham Greene by Norman Sherry (1989–2004) and a more prosecutorial work by Michael Shelden (1994), as well as several fragmentary or partial works. Both completed biographies occasioned controversy when published, not least because they focused to a remarkable degree on the minutiae of his sexual life, provoking some reviewers to regard parts of the works as prurient and trivial. Broadly speaking, the complaint against these works was that in the midst of all the lurid details they had lost sight of what mattered in the life of Graham Greene.


And yet the strengths and flaws of existing biographies may be almost moot, as the body of evidence has grown enormously since those works appeared; the landscape of his life has a different outline. In recent years, many thousands of pages of new letters and documents have become available, among them letters to his family, friends, publishers, agents, and close associates. In one instance, lost letters to his immediate family were discovered in a hollow book. His daughter, Caroline Bourget, has made available her collection of private letters from her father and participated in extended interviews, allowing a rich new perspective on his family life. The many letters Greene wrote to Father Leopoldo Durán, his confessor and companion on journeys through Spain and Portugal that gave rise to his entertaining and meditative novel Monsignor Quixote, have now been deposited in an archive, as have his letters, amounting to over a thousand pages, to his French agent Marie Biche, and a comparable collection of letters to the publisher Max Reinhardt – developments that allow for a much deeper knowledge of two of his most valued friendships, but also of the very complicated way he earned his living. A memoir by his wartime colleague at MI6 Tim Milne forces a careful reconsideration of the novelist’s relationship with the double agent and defector Kim Philby.


A political memoir by Bernard Diederich, Greene’s guide through Haiti and Central America, has, by itself, transformed our sense of the second half of his career, when his eye turned to politics and human rights in the southern hemisphere.


Oliver Walston has written a detailed and revealing memoir of his mother Catherine, Greene’s lover in the 1950s and the inspiration for Sarah in The End of the Affair – he has made that unpublished work and many private papers available as sources for this biography. Catherine has been written about by several authors, but often speculatively; her son’s memoir corrects and widens the record on many particular points and allows for a more serious reflection on her relationship with Graham Greene. Yvonne Cloetta, Greene’s last lover, published a memoir that revealed her private life with the novelist over thirty-two years, a period earlier researchers had to approach often through second-hand reports. A large collection of the papers of the novelist’s friend Gillian Sutro contains, extraordinarily, many transcriptions of private conversations with Greene and Cloetta, and even surreptitious tape recordings, as Sutro secretly hoped to write a book about them – these include some of Greene’s private recollections of the women in his life, including the stage designer and children’s author Dorothy Glover.


Intrepid bibliographers have tracked down hundreds of Greene’s fugitive publications. A group of expert researchers delving in archives has added greatly to what we know about particular aspects of his career, especially his sojourns in war-torn places.12 New secondary works have changed our sense of what was going on in the countries Greene visited – a notable example being the new historiography of Mexico in the 1930s. Accordingly, it is not only possible but imperative to bring these sources together and to retell the story of Graham Greene’s life and times.


That well-worn phrase, ‘life and times’, is actually the essence of this book. There is no understanding Graham Greene except in the political and cultural contexts of dozens of countries. And in an odd sense the reverse is also true: we fail to understand something about modern times if we ignore Graham Greene. Here is a single life on which much of the history of a century is written.


In his later books, Greene used the term ‘involvement’ to describe a kind of loyalty, passion, and commitment that can overtake a person who observes suffering and injustice – as a character remarks in The Quiet American, ‘Sooner or later, one has to take sides. If one is to remain human.’13 Greene travelled to many of the most afflicted places in the world and drew close to the sorrow and oppression he observed. His characters and plots emerged from his observing eye, his curiosity, and his sense of involvement. This process becomes the central narrative of Graham Greene’s life – how politics, faith, betrayal, love, and exile become great fiction.


Broadly speaking, even as this biography narrates, with much new detail, the key events and patterns in his private life, it swings the balance away from obscure details of his sexual life, which have captivated earlier biographers, to an account of his engagement with the political, literary, intellectual, and religious currents of his time.


And so, what follows is a story of ‘involvements’ – Graham Greene risked his life in such places as Sierra Leone, Liberia, Mexico, Malaya, Vietnam, Kenya, Cuba, the Congo, Haiti, Paraguay, Panama, and Nicaragua. He needed constant stimulation to keep boredom, a debilitating feature of ‘manic depression’ (now known as bipolar illness), at bay. But that only explains so much. He had strong political principles, not least that American foreign policy was a threat to the whole world. He refused to accept the reasoning of the Cold War – he was not going to choose between East and West, but looked south to some of the world’s poorest countries, where the urgency of each day made human nature that much more discernible. As Scobie in The Heart of the Matter speaks of Sierra Leone: ‘Here you could love human beings nearly as God loved them, knowing the worst.’14 He was vigorous in defence of dissidents everywhere, from behind the Iron Curtain to the United States, and of writers imperilled by their beliefs.


In a sense, this is not one narrative but several braided together. It looks at the psychological history of a man who was traumatized as an adolescent over questions of loyalty and betrayal, and then suffered a mental illness that brought him to the point of suicide on several occasions. It is the story of a traveller, whose restlessness caused him to seek out troubled places, where his concerns were politics, poverty, and human rights. It is the story of a man who struggled to believe in God and yet found himself described, against his will, as a great Catholic writer. It is the story of a private life in which loves and passions ended in one ruin after another, until his sixth decade when he found constancy and peace in an unconventional relationship. It is a story of politicians, battlefields, and spies. More than anything, it is the story of a novelist mastering his craft, and exercising it in ways that changed the lives of millions.





1



THE DOG IN THE PRAM


‘The first thing I remember is sitting in a pram at the top of a hill with a dead dog lying at my feet.’ So wrote Graham Greene in the memoir, A Sort of Life, that he published in his sixties. The dog was his sister’s pug, killed on the road, and the nurse could think of no better way to get its corpse home than to load it in with the baby. When he was five years old, he saw a man run into one of the town’s almshouses intent on slitting his throat – his elder brother Raymond recalled that Graham did witness the man slashing himself but Graham had no recollection of it.1 For many writers, an Edwardian childhood was a lighted thing, the last lovely time before fathers and brothers marched off to the Great War.


Raymond, who became a leading physician, once remarked drily of their childhood: ‘I saw nothing horrible in the woodshed, perhaps because we had no woodshed.’2 Graham wrote more lyrically of the years before his troubled adolescence: ‘The clouds of unknowing were still luminous with happiness. There was no loneliness to be experienced, however occupied the parents might be, in a family of six children, a nanny, a nursemaid, a gardener, a fat and cheerful cook, a beloved head-housemaid, a platoon of assistant maids, a whole battalion of aunts and uncles, all of them called Greene, which seemed to bring them closer . . . The six birthdays arrived, the Christmas play, the easter and summer seaside, all arrived like planets in their due season, unaffected by war.’3


Looking back, Graham suggested that he never knew a world without pointless death, but his early years passed in an atmosphere of affection, ease, and security. His Edwardian parents were distant, in the fashion of the times, but the siblings remembered them always as loving and beloved. Of course, he did observe the troubles of people who lived in the town of Berkhamsted in Hertfordshire, but his own world was protected.


He did suffer some of the gruesome medical practices of the time: when he was five, he had his adenoids and tonsils removed in an operation carried out at home – he saw a tin basin full of his own blood and remained fearful of blood, until he took on rescue work during the Blitz.4 As a child, he fell into the hands of a dentist who must have trained under Torquemada, and he later suffered from pleurisy, which left him with a fear of drowning.5


For all that, there is still a contrast between the outward facts of Greene’s early life and his grim descriptions of it in A Sort of Life. That memoir was actually begun on the instructions of a psychiatrist trying to avoid giving Greene electro-shock therapy for depression in the 1950s (see p. 369) – writing seemed the safer therapy. One can even hear in the remark about the dead dog an address to the psychiatrist. Nonetheless, Greene does allow, here and there, for comfort: ‘From memories of those first six years I have a general impression of tranquillity and happiness, and the world held enormous interest, even though I disappointed my mother on my first visit to the Zoo by sitting down and saying, “I’m tired. I want to go home.” ’ This passage is followed by an account of his terrors of birds, bats, and house fires, and a series of nightmares in which a witch digs her fingernails into his shoulders until finally he drives her off for good.6


‘If I had known it,’ he wrote, ‘the whole future must have lain all the time along those Berkhamsted streets.’7 A pleasant Hertfordshire market town with a population of about seven thousand,8 it had a large Norman church, St Peter’s, where Greene recalled a duke’s iron helmet, of which there is no other record,9 hung ‘on a pillar like a bowler hat in a hall’.10 The local magnate was Earl Brownlow, a member of the Egerton family. His 5000-acre estate, Ashridge Park, included extensive gardens, as well as woodlands where in spring bluebells still grow in dreamlike profusion.11 An important site in Greene’s early life and then in his fiction was the ruined Berkhamsted Castle on its high mound. Originally, it was built of timber after the Norman Conquest, and Thomas Becket rebuilt it in stone. In the fourteenth century Edward, the Black Prince, often stayed there,12 but by the twentieth century only sections of wall stood, like broken teeth.


The Grand Junction Canal ran through the town, and there was a constant traffic of barges carrying freight. But Graham feared the canal as there always seemed to be another drowning, and the many canal workers and their children struck him as grimy and menacing. Twice a day, commuters to London, clutching attaché cases, trudged up and down Kings Road like figures out of The Waste Land. In a remark that tells us more about Greene than about Berkhamsted, he said that anywhere in the world he would recognize people from the town, their ‘pointed faces like knaves on playing cards, with a slyness about the eyes, an unsuccessful cunning’.13


There was nothing sly about his father, Charles Greene, who came to Berkhamsted in 1888. He had studied at Bedford Grammar School and gone up to Wadham College, Oxford, as an exhibitioner in 1884, obtaining a third in Classical Moderations in 1886 and a second in Modern History in 1888. He was athletic, charming, and good looking, and had spent time in France, where he mastered the language. On their travels, he and a schoolmaster friend were approached in Naples by an oddly familiar man who asked to join them as they drank their coffee. He ordered something stronger and entertained them for an hour with his witty talk, then left them to pay for his drink. Only after he had gone did they realize that this was Oscar Wilde, not long out of prison. Charles would retell this story with the observation: ‘how lonely he must have been to have expended so much time and wit on a couple of schoolmasters on holiday’.14


Hoping to become a barrister in London, Charles took a temporary position at Berkhamsted School, but then stayed for thirty-nine years, serving as headmaster from 1910 until 1927. The school had been founded by Dr John Incent, a Dean of St Paul’s, in 1544. Although good things happened from time to time, its history reads as a series of cash-grabs by kings and by officials of the school looting the foundation. By the early 1800s, the headmaster did nothing but enjoy his perks since there was just one scholar enrolled.15 Things were gradually set right, and after 1864 a reforming headmaster decided that Berkhamsted should be primarily a boarding school16 – an arrangement, very common at the time, that would later cause grief to Graham Greene. This headmaster was succeeded in 1887 by the extremely energetic Thomas Charles Fry, a future Dean of Lincoln, who promptly hired his former student and relative by marriage Charles Greene. He was very generous to Charles, appointing him housemaster of the newly established St John’s House and grooming him to be the next headmaster.17 The impact he made on the small boy was long-lasting. He would later hear from his Oxford tutor Kenneth Bell that Fry was a flogger, and from Father George Trollope, who received Graham into the Catholic church, that he was harshly anti-Catholic. Still, Graham’s description of him as ‘sinister’ and ‘sadistic’ has mystified those who researched Fry’s life and found him, in general, benevolent. In any event, Graham recalled him vividly as a ‘Manichean figure in black gaiters’18 (buttoned gaiters still being part of the garb of senior Anglican clergy).


At the end of 1895 Charles married his cousin, the slim, elegant, six-foot-tall, intellectual, and somewhat remote Marion Greene.19 Charles was the grandson and Marion the great-granddaughter of Benjamin Greene, the brewer of Bury St Edmunds, whose name lives on in pints of Greene King IPA. Benjamin had thirteen children, so the bloodlines are hard to follow. One line of descent includes the novelist Christopher Isherwood.20 Benjamin had business on St Kitts in the West Indies, and, in a discreditable episode in the family history, owned 225 slaves there, as well as another six in Monserrat, according to the records of compensation paid in 1834 to masters under the Slavery Abolition Act.21 One of his sons, Charles, is said to have fathered about thirteen children in St Kitt’s before dying at the age of nineteen22 – the mothers were evidently former slaves still living in a form of servitude. In the 1960s, Graham’s younger brother Hugh researched this branch of the family and published an article frankly disclosing the history of slaveholding and sexual exploitation.23 Following up, Graham himself visited the island and met some of his very distant cousins in 1970.24


The marriage of the cousins, Charles and Marion, rolled the dice on inherited illnesses. Charles’s father, William, suffered from what Graham judged, very reasonably, to be manic depression, a disease long known to run in families – it has now been established that in a family where one person has the disease the likelihood of others suffering from it increases tenfold.25 William died on an impulsive visit to St Kitts, after long absence from the island, in 1881. Marion’s father, the Reverend Carleton Greene, also had a mental illness; he suffered from extreme guilt, and as Graham wrote, ‘when his bishop refused his request to be defrocked, proceeded to put the matter into effect himself in a field’. That is, he stripped naked before the watching villagers.26 ‘We were never told anything about that grandparent and I had always assumed he was dead before I was born.’27 In fact, he survived until 1924, and Graham later supposed that this man posed ‘a living menace’ to his daughter’s family.28


A more cheerfully embraced piece of family history was that Marion’s mother, of the Scottish Balfour family, was a cousin of the novelist Robert Louis Stevenson. The young Graham Greene liked to think of Stevenson’s great adventure novel Kidnapped, with its young hero, as taking place on ‘the wild, open stretches’ of Berkhamsted Common. Marion may have met Stevenson when he came to visit her mother;29 she certainly knew his friend and editor Sidney Colvin, and the child Graham was once permitted to play bagatelle – a game like billiards – on a board that had belonged to Stevenson.30 His own fiction was influenced in important ways by Stevenson, and in 1949 Heinemann commissioned Greene to write a biography of him; he soon abandoned it as another author was working on a similar book.31 Greene gestures towards that abandoned project in The End of the Affair, when the novelist Bendrix decides to write a biography of Gordon of Khartoum.


Charles and Marion Greene had six children: the first, Alice Marion, known as ‘Molly’ (1897–1963), went on to live a quiet domestic life after falling off a mountain she was climbing into the arms of a man below, who became her husband; Herbert (1898–1968) was athletic in youth but alienated much of the family with his drinking, idleness, and fascist opinions; Raymond (1901–82) became a leading endocrinologist, and his life included a successful ascent of Mount Kamet in the Himalayas in 1931 and a nearly successful attempt on Everest two years later; Henry Graham, the future novelist, came as the fourth child on 2 October 1904; Hugh (1910–87) was a journalist of formidable intellect and eventually became Director-General of the BBC; and Elisabeth (1914–99) served in Admiralty intelligence through the war and in later years became Graham’s private secretary.


The children saw a good deal of Marion’s sisters Maud and Nora (known as ‘Nono’), and in the summer holidays stayed at the home of Charles’s unmarried elder brother Sir (William) Graham Greene at Harston Hall, Cambridgeshire. Sir Graham himself hated children so fled to London during the visits. He rather resembled Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s character Mycroft Holmes, the elder brother of Sherlock – he was an expert at everything. A close associate of Winston Churchill, he had a hand in setting up naval intelligence and advised on defence matters until the end of his life. In old age he survived falling under a train on the London Underground by remaining very still until he was rescued. At the age of ninety-one he fell, without great harm, from a tree he was pruning. It was apparently a garden chair that finally killed him: he tripped over it, injured a foot, and gangrene took hold – the sign that he was at the end was a toe that came off with his sock.32


Uncle Eppy – Charles’s younger brother Edward – who had made a fortune in the coffee business in Brazil, also set up home in Berkhamsted with his German wife Eva, in a house with seventeen bedrooms. Arriving in 1910, they became known as the ‘Hall Greenes’ in contrast to the poorer and more bookish ‘School Greenes’. Eppy and Eva also had a brood of six: Benjamin, the eldest, was something of a dreamer, and in adult life he dabbled in extreme politics and was detained in 1939 as a possible Nazi sympathizer; Eva, called ‘Ave’, on whom Graham had a crush in his teenage years; and Barbara, who would save his life when they later trekked together through the Liberian jungle; Edward, or ‘Tooter’, who was a month younger than Graham and his closest friend among his cousins; the brilliant but erratic Felix, who became a journalist, pseudo-mystic, and apologist for Mao’s Great Leap Forward (Graham despised him); and Katharine, a late child. The Hall Greenes learned German from their mother, and had ways that seemed strange to the School Greenes.33


Until Graham was six, his home was the red-brick St John’s House in Chesham Road, which Charles had purchased in 1896.34 According to the practice of the time, he ran the house as a business. David Pearce, a former master of the school, observes: ‘That was why the characters of the housemaster and his wife were so important. A skinflint could keep his boys on thin rations, whereas a generous couple would become renowned for keeping a good table.’35 St John’s was a busy place. A matron and six female servants looked after more than forty borders in the somewhat severe dormitories with their pitch-pine partitions.


The Greene children were looked after in the family quarters by a much-loved nurse from Wiltshire named Annie Hyde. Graham remembered her as an old woman with a white bun holding a sponge over him in the bath. She had been hired when Molly was born and remained for many years, until her cantankerousness made her impossible and she was let go with a pension. There was also a series of nursery maids who did not hold up against Annie’s temper. Graham wrote: ‘I never remember being afraid of her, only impressed by that white bun of age.’36


The children would be brought down to play with their mother for an hour after tea, Graham fearing that his mother would tell them, yet again, the story of the Babes in the Wood, in which children are abandoned and birds cover their bodies with leaves – the story would make him cry. Remembering this, he later remarked: ‘My tear-ducts in childhood, and indeed for many years later, worked far too easily, and even today I sometimes slink shame-faced from a cinema at some happy ending that moves me by its incredibility.’37 This is the same writer who fashioned the dark ending of Brighton Rock and tried to stamp out sentimentality in his fiction as if at war with something in himself.


Although the adult Graham Greene disliked children, portraying them often as cruel and treacherous, he was himself a pleasant little boy, especially after he had his adenoids and tonsils out. Alice Greene, another of Charles’s sisters, visited at Christmas 1909 and wrote of the five-year-old:




. . . how shall I describe little Graham? He is an utterly different child – evidently since that operation. Can you imagine little Graham with Raymond’s charm? He is bright, sunny & gay, chatters all day long, has pretty manners, & a certain pretty little serious grace of his own which is altogether charming. I expect you have heard how he once said to his mother ‘I am for Votes for Women,’ & now I have seen him I can quite realize him saying it.


On Sunday afternoon Dr. Fry and Julia called. ‘So Graham would give Women the Vote?’ said Dr. Fry. ‘No, if he had them he would keep them for himself’ said someone & then Dr. Fry said ‘Come, Graham, you would give Women the Vote, would you not? You are for Votes for Women?’ Graham laughed uneasily, writhed a little when he realized that everyone was looking at him & said with a burst of charming frankness ‘I believe in them!’38





He was late learning to read. His parents, using such primers as Reading without Tears, found him resistant to all their efforts. Then, suddenly, on a visit to Harston Hall, he was able to penetrate ‘a real book. It was paper-covered with the picture of a boy, bound and gagged, dangling at the end of a rope inside a well with water rising above his waist – an adventure of Dixon Brett, detective.’ Not wanting to be discovered, he took it up to the attic. His mother seems to have guessed, and gave him a copy of R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island for the train home, but to keep his secret he determinedly stared at the book’s single illustration the whole way. In retrospect, he wondered whether he feared being sent to the preparatory school if it was known that he could read.39


Greene believed that ‘early reading has far more influence on conduct than any religious teaching’.40 As the son of the headmaster, he had access to plenty of books, and even as an old man he still had on his shelves many he had read in childhood. His imagination always drew on this bank of reading. It is commonly observed, for example, that his fascination with men on the run has its roots in the works of Robert Louis Stevenson and John Buchan. When Greene revised The Ministry of Fear, he added a series of epigrams from The Little Duke by Charlotte M. Yonge. Before finishing The Human Factor, he went to the Transvaal see the Rain Queen, who figures in Rider Haggard’s She.41 Captain Gilson’s The Pirate Aeroplane contains a scene in which the young hero, expecting to be killed in the morning, plays cards with his captor; this influenced the portrayal of a game of cards in England Made Me, and, apparently, a key episode in The Power and the Glory, where the whisky priest spends the night in charged dialogue with the Lieutenant.


In their nursery, the Greene children pored over books by G. A. Henty, who specialized in heroic warfare and rejoiced in such titles as Under Drake’s Flag, With Wolfe in Canada, and With Clive in India. Henty’s books permeated the minds of boys in Britain a century ago, and while the adult Greene repudiated the lessons of Empire and noble warfare he remained obsessed with travel, believing life to be more urgent in troubled places. His conversation with Henty never quite ended.42


One book stood out among all the others, a historical novel set in Italy: ‘But when – perhaps I was fourteen by that time – I took Miss Marjorie Bowen’s The Viper of Milan from the library shelf, the future for better or worse really struck. From that moment I began to write. All the other possible futures slid away: the potential civil servant, the don, the clerk had to look for other incarnations.’ He saw in the book’s villain, Visconti, the Duke of Milan, the cruelty and charisma of a bullying friend named Carter: ‘He exercised terror from a distance like a snow-cloud over young fields. Goodness has only once found a perfect incarnation in a human body and never will again, but evil can always find a home there. Human nature is not black and white but black and grey. I read all that in The Viper of Milan and I looked round and I saw that it was so.’ After reading that story, he began filling exercise books with similar tales; he was now launched on the life of a writer, and even sixty years later, the sinister Visconti would still fire his imagination as he gave the name to the war-criminal lover of Aunt Augusta in Travels with My Aunt.


In the autumn of 1910, Thomas Fry resigned as headmaster in order to become Dean of Lincoln. Even though Charles Greene was Fry’s favoured candidate to succeed him, it took three ballots for the governors to elect him out of a field of thirty. Once it was settled, Fry, a small man with a large beard, was seen dancing for joy as he led Charles Greene into the school quadrangle. Although recalled as a ‘brilliant and inspiring’ teacher, Charles lacked Fry’s magnetism and his understanding of boys. But his colleagues admired many things about him, not least his lucid prose style. Moreover, he was an orator and could make a fine impression upon the parents; this was invaluable as sometimes other speakers made a mess of things. In an episode that brings to mind P. G. Wodehouse’s character Gussie Fink-Nottle, the Earl Brownlow gave out prizes on Founder’s Day in 1912 and offered this consolation to those who got nothing: ‘Some of the most successful men were stupid boys at school. Wellington’s mother used to say what a stupid boy he was . . . ’43 Perhaps his drink had been spiked.


From time to time, Charles brought in celebrities, such as Sir Ernest Shackleton who told the boys about polar exploration.44 Fascinated, Graham dreamed of joining an expedition to Antarctica. At the age of about ten, he wrote to the explorer William Speirs Bruce, correcting supposed errors in his book Polar Exploration. ‘I received a courteous and defensive reply’.45


With Charles’s promotion, the family moved into School House in Castle Street. At first Graham shared a room with the always-crying baby Hugh, then with Raymond – they quarrelled daily and he tried ‘very hard’ to kill Raymond with a croquet mallet.46 In calmer moments, Graham was entranced by the walled garden and its clouds of butterflies. In the larger of two greenhouses were Charles’s rare orchids, one worth more than £300; they all died one night when a drunk gardener allowed the temperature to drop. Charles bore the loss and allowed the gardener to keep his job. A white cat inhabited an adjoining cemetery and Charles told Graham it was the ghost of an absentee headmaster from the eighteenth century.47


As a young man, Graham was dismissive of his father, but once he had children of his own he realized that his father’s affection for him and interest in him had been authentic.48 However, it does seem that Charles was a little out of touch with the world. A classmate of Graham’s, W. A. Saunders, remembered the headmaster making an announcement: ‘ “I have here a request from some boys who want to see the film ‘Tarzan of the Alps’,” said Charles breathing over the note. Masters to right & left & rear lean toward him and gratingly whisper, “Apes”.’49


Graham’s affection for his mother, whom he and his siblings called ‘Mumma’, is not difficult to see, as hundreds of his candid letters to her survive. However, he was ultimately more critical of her than of his father. She was a snob while he was not. Graham remembered her absorption in news of the royal family, and her disgust when the daughter of a tripe-seller married a member of the Inns of Court Officer Training Corps (OTC) stationed in Berkhamsted.50


The school had its own snobberies, which Graham learned about when he entered the new Junior School in the summer term of 1912, just before he turned eight. For years, local boys had been charged £6 per year in tuition fees and boarders £9. In 1907 the governors raised the fee to £12 for everyone, while setting up a system of scholarships, and bursaries for boys who needed them.51 The writer Peter Quennell, Graham’s contemporary at the school, recalled the pecking order: ‘Below an aristocracy of boarders lay a middle-class, which included myself, of easy-going day-boys, and, yet lower, a despised proletariat, the “train-boys”, so called because they arrived by train from various adjacent towns.’ Also called ‘train bugs’, this last group attended the school with financial assistance and were mocked for their accents, bad clothes, and supposed smell.52


Some sixty years later, in his memoir A Sort of Life, Greene wrote of the caning of such a boy, whose name he could not remember.53 After it was published, he received a letter from a county councillor and governor of the school, Hilary Rost, speaking of how her father, Arthur Mayo, had been traumatized by his years at Berkhamsted. Greene remembered then that this was the boy who had been so severely caned. Mayo’s daughter told him of her father’s experience with one master in particular who ‘would make the scholarship boys stand up, while he told the rest of the class that they must watch these characters carefully as their fathers were paying their fees and they should make sure that they were not wasting their money. They were verbally abused and most of the staff evidently condoned this.’ Her father had told her how Graham would make a point of coming up to him after these sessions and engaging him in discussions about some academic subject, ‘making it quite clear that he respected him and would have nothing to do with the invitation to bully’. At the time Rost contacted him, her father was in hospital. Graham sent a signed copy of the book to him, which he finished reading just before he died.54


Charles Greene did what he could to make the train-boys feel at home by establishing a house for them, and tried to encourage a sense of social responsibility among the more privileged. Inspired by what Graham later called ‘rather noble old liberalism’,55 Charles gave his backing to the Cavendish Association, formed in 1913 to promote understanding between classes, and between capital and labour. He allowed them to recruit in the school, as they did at other public schools and at universities, and the school magazine carried an editorial supporting their mission: ‘A man who lives on a meagre diet in the slums of Whitechapel is neither physically nor mentally fit to perform his duties as a citizen. It is our duty to find a remedy for a state of affairs which permits this. Social service is as necessary for the welfare of our Empire as military service.’56 By today’s standards, the Cavendish Association was cautious and paternalistic, but it represented a generous social impulse.


The most active recruiting was military. The OTC enlisted two hundred boys, half of the school, in the last year of peace. There were plenty of musketry competitions, and the reason was no secret: ‘Exactly the same preparation is required to ensure success in the Messum Cup as is necessary for success in war.’57 The school magazine carried a letter from a colonel in the Royal Artillery asking school leavers to join up.58


When war was declared in August 1914, the Greenes were at Harston. Soldiers marched past. The boys seized on every scrap of news that suggested the fighting would go on for years and that they might have a part in it. In fact, only Herbert signed up and he did not see action. In November, the school magazine reported that almost four hundred Old Berkhamstedians were already in service and it pressed the ‘imperative claims of OTC’, including five parades per fortnight. It added bluntly, ‘as the war drags on its slow course still more of us will go forth to take the places of those who fall’.59 By now, all the boys in the senior school were enlisted in the OTC. There was always some group of boys marching on the Common or crawling through the trenches carved into it.


It took a long time for the boys to grasp what was going on, especially as they did not know many of the OBs who were going to the front. The first was killed on 30 October 1914,60 and by March 1915 there were still just three dead and thirteen wounded.61 In June, there was an example of great valour to report: twenty-one-year-old Lieutenant Inglis Miller had been found with two wounds on the battlefield at Cambrai, surrounded by dead and dying Germans; he died in August.62 By December, forty-three had been reported dead.63 The slaughter intensified during the Battle of the Somme, as forty-six died between 1 July and 17 November 1916.64 On Founder’s Day, 22 July 1918, Charles Greene reported that of 1145 OBs who had by then entered service, 184 had been killed and 177 wounded; 121 had been mentioned in despatches, seventy-eight had received the Military Cross, seventeen the Distinguished Service Order, and twenty-eight had been granted foreign and other honours. There was one recipient of the Victoria Cross.65 There were terrible sorrows, too, in Berkhamsted as three brothers named Sprunt, respectively aged twenty-four, twenty-two, and twenty-one, were all killed.66
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FLIGHT


‘If you pushed open a green baize door in a passage by my father’s study, you entered another passage deceptively similar, but none the less you were on alien ground. There would be a slight smell of iodine from the matron’s room, of damp towels from the changing rooms, of ink everywhere. Shut the door behind you again, and the world smelt differently: books and fruit and eau-de-Cologne.’


That door marked the border of separate countries, home and school: ‘I had to remain an inhabitant of both countries.’1


Unlike his popular and athletic brother Raymond, who was at home on either side of the baize door and eventually became a prefect, Graham felt an exile in the school. The other boys thought he must be a Judas – betraying them to his father, the headmaster. Bookish, he was frequently excused games because of his flat feet – this too marked him as an outsider. And once the war started, there were plenty of objective reasons to find the dormitories and classrooms grim. Many of the best masters enlisted and their temporary replacements were, often enough, the dregs of the profession, even brutes. The quality of the food fell off – different dormitories had different systems of rationing but eventually everyone had to accept porridge as a substitute for bread.2 Depression was in the air.


At thirteen, Graham had a difficult year. He spent a term at the bottom of his form, suffered a lapse in confidence, and was experiencing depression. He entered the senior school in the autumn of 1918, when he was about to turn fourteen. His parents sent him to board at St John’s House, where he had spent his earliest years. Their intentions are not clear, but perhaps they thought the experience would bring him closer to the other boys. Herbert and Raymond had been sent away to Marlborough College, and they hated it.3 For Graham, there was evidently no question of another school.


Torn between loyalty to his father and to the boys in the dormitory, Graham was guilt-ridden and alienated, and so became a loner. The Lawless Roads, his account of a persecution of the Catholic church in Mexico, starts with a brief description of his own school life and the cruelties committed by boys against one another. Like Mexico, he saw the school as a place ‘of lawlessness’ where no one is cared for or protected.4 And in this atmosphere of harm, Graham attempted self-harm. One morning, he listened to the other boys heading down the stairs for early prep or breakfast, and took a dull knife to his knee. He did not have the nerve to cut deeply,5 but worse things were to follow.


He was not often attacked apart from being jabbed with a pair of dividers, but was subject to sly verbal abuse and was tagged with nicknames. He became friends with a boy named Lionel Carter, his Visconti, who secured his trust by gestures of friendship then played on his troubled loyalties to a degree that Greene later recalled as torture. Having written about Carter in A Sort of Life, Greene was interested in his old schoolmate W. A. Saunders’s recollection: ‘pale red hair, snake-like skull who curled the lip & distended the lip at the approach of buggy Saunders et al.’6 Greene’s memories of this whole episode were intense, but uncertain – the details he set down in A Sort of Life are consistently mistaken, as if blurred through decades of retelling and myth-making. He was reassured to learn from Saunders that Carter was indeed the boy’s name, and not one he had himself invented along the way. He had referred to him as Collifex in The Lawless Roads – presumably an effort to avoid a libel suit.


Carter had a sidekick named Augustus Wheeler, and the two of them caused Greene enormous pain when he was between the ages of thirteen and seventeen. It is not clear what forms the bullying took, but Greene saw in Carter’s cruelty a kind of ‘finesse’, an implied promise that the pain would end and friendship become secure. It appears that Wheeler was hurtful in a cruder way, deserting Greene on several occasions for friendship with Carter. Wheeler came from a military background; his father was dead and his mother had sent him to boarding school – this mixture could easily lead a boy into bullying. For years afterwards, Greene yearned to settle scores with Wheeler. But when, by a weird coincidence, the opportunity finally arose around Christmas 1950, he did nothing (see p. 202).


Greene spent eight terms, of thirteen weeks each, as a boarder at St John’s House. He performed badly at the weekly OTC parade, where he was goaded by Carter and Wheeler. Solitary and often a truant, he gave up on the OTC, and as the headmaster’s son he got away with it; Peter Quennell was also given permission to leave, but very few others. As Colonel Wilson, who oversaw the OTC, recalled: ‘There were only four boys in the School who were not members of the Corps. Two of them were cripples, and one was the son of the headmaster.’7 Although bucked up by a kindly matron and a master, Greene was experimenting with methods of suicide. He later said that he consumed ‘hypo’ (presumably hyposulphite of soda), a bottle of allergy drops, and deadly nightshade gathered on the Common, and that he swallowed a fistful of aspirin before getting into the school baths.


Many years later, he was diagnosed as manic depressive (bipolar) by an accomplished psychiatrist named Eric Strauss, and there is no reason to dispute the diagnosis. While he was at school, the mental illness was beginning to assert itself. Over the years, he was always restless and inclined to boredom; suicidal depressions would sometimes give way to euphoria; he was thrill-seeking, promiscuous, and hard drinking; he misused drugs – common enough features of the illness. Late in life he remarked: ‘I have always been cyclothymic. In the past, I used to go through bouts of deep depression, followed by a period of great euphoria. It appears that I have now reached a plateau.’8 Cyclothymia is a variation on bipolar illness, but the symptoms are not so intense or long-lasting.9


We do not possess Greene’s psychiatric records, so caution needs to be exercised. And yet there is no denying that his moods were extreme and variable – he could be by quick turns irritable, wildly playful, urgently sexual, or suicidally depressed. Journalists looking for easy copy have sometimes condemned Graham Greene’s character, but the disasters, especially of his marriage and sexual life, are generally more pitiable than culpable. Indeed, his survival itself is something of a triumph, for, as Dr Kay Redfield Jamison, an expert on bipolar illness, has observed, given his early behaviour it is remarkable that he did not succeed in killing himself.10


Eventually, Greene made a run for it. A Sort of Life offers an unreliable account of what happened, placing events at the end of the summer of 1920, after his eighth term as a border – which would in fact have been Easter 1921. A different timeline, compiled by David Pearce, a former master at Berkhamsted School, reconciles most of the existing evidence.11 In A Sort of Life, Greene says that after breakfast on the last day of the summer holidays he left a note for his parents under the whisky tantalus, saying that he would remain hidden until they promised he would never have to live in St John’s again. He says that he planned to conceal himself in the trenches that had been dug on the Common and eat blackberries, ‘an invisible watcher, and a spy on all that went on’.12 Greene describes the Common in late summer in considerable detail and the notion of eating blackberries would belong to that time of year.


His mother later described the episode: ‘I cannot date when the crisis occurred but between 19 & 20 I think. Graham was not well the morning he should have gone back to St. John’s – slight temperature & eyes peculiar. Doctor could not understand eyes. I kept him in bed. Went to do house-keeping & returned to find he was not there & a note to say he could not go back to St. John’s – had tried to poison himself with eye-drops (accounts for eyes) in vain & had gone & we should not see him again. You can imagine how we felt. We did not want to go to the police at once. Uncle Eppy set his bailiff whom he could trust to hunt along canal. Dr. McB. took me all over golf-links in his car – we searched woods calling all the time. Then after lunch Molly said she had a feeling she could find him & taking Miss Arnell & some food they set out. And they found him sitting in the little wood where M. thought he might be. They brought him home & I put him to bed & told him he should never go back. Said why had he not told us.’13


Charles tried to understand what had happened. Graham spoke incoherently of ‘filth’ at St John’s, meaning chiefly that boys were farting all the time. Charles thought he was referring obliquely to sex and concluded that Graham had been somehow victimized by a circle of masturbators. According to Graham, this was a bizarre misunderstanding as he had not yet discovered the practice. We have to accept his word that he was not sexually abused, as there is no other evidence to call on. Charles launched enquiries through the school, putting on the spot boys who had nothing to do with Graham’s troubles: it is likely that these enquiries began after the late-summer flight to the Common. In his memoir, Graham downplays all this as a ‘comedy of errors’ – there may have been errors, but it was no comedy. Indeed, Greene generally writes with a suave flippancy of his inclination to suicide, and it is never really convincing. If Marion’s recollection of the events was right, Graham could easily have ended up in a coffin.


Charles evidently persuaded him to go back to the boarding house, where he would remain for two more terms. In the late summer of 1920, Charles could reasonably promise that things would be better in the coming year. Graham would have less to do with Carter and Wheeler, as he had passed his School Certificate in June and was entering the sixth form while they were stranded in the fifth. It seems that some good things happened that Michaelmas Term. The improvement in his state of mind, later attributed solely to psychoanalysis, must have owed something to the liberties of the sixth form – he was engaged in more independent study and he had more literary companionship with people like Quennell. He was older and growing more worldly.


He was also open to hope, but of an odd sort. He described a particular Saturday night, perhaps 14 December 1920.14 Loitering near School House, he could hear from across the quad the school orchestra playing Mendelssohn – he was supposed to be with the other boys listening to it. But for now he was alone on the croquet lawn. He could hear a rabbit in its hutch. For the first time, he felt that prayer was possible and that God was near: ‘And so faith came to me – shapelessly, without dogma, a presence about a croquet lawn, something associated with violence, cruelty, evil across the way.’ He could only imagine Hell, not yet a heaven, and it was founded on the squalor and hopelessness of the dormitories: ‘The rabbit moved among the croquet hoops and a clock struck: God was there and might intervene before the music ended.’ That night he was standing on a border between home and school: ‘When people die on the border they call it a “happy death”.’ But death was not the solution. He went back to his dormitory.15


It is likely that Hilary Term 1921 was difficult for Greene and that he was again depressed around Easter. His parents put him on suicide watch in the spare bedroom next to their own. However, one good thing happened: Lionel Carter left the school at the end of term. But this was not quite the fall of Flashman, as he kept in touch with the school and played cricket for the Old Berkhamstedians.16 We will likely never know whether his departure owed anything to the headmaster’s enquiries into sexual practices in the school. It is possible that he was quietly told to leave and the matter hushed up. In any event, it must have been a relief to Graham Greene to be rid of his tormentor.


Finished with the dormitories, Graham was well enough to appear in a school play named Lost Silk Hat in Trinity Term. Charles was still afraid of an outbreak of the old family madness, so summoned Raymond back from Oxford, where he was studying medicine, to discuss Graham’s condition. Raymond made a proposal, surprising for the time, that his younger brother be psychoanalyzed, and even more surprisingly his parents agreed. The field was very new, it was generally frowned upon by the reticent English of their generation, and it was no easy thing sorting out effective therapists from quacks. But Raymond made arrangements, and the sixteen-year-old Graham was sent by the end of June 1921 to London for a six-month course of treatment with a psychoanalyst ‘of no known school’ named Kenneth Richmond. Trained by Maurice Nicoll, a sometime Jungian and the main commentator on Ouspensky’s and Gurdjieff’s works, he was himself a spiritualist and became a leading light in the Society for Psychical Research.17


Although actually living with his mother’s sister, Aunt Nono,18 Greene spent spent much of the rest of the year in the house of Richmond and his beautiful wife Zoë at 15 Devonshire Terrace, near Lancaster Gate. He would regard this time as possibly the happiest in his life. He was suddenly free of the school regime; he was treated as an adult, had pocket money, and was able to wander about London. In late June, he went to see the Cubist works at the Tate, and was especially struck by Christopher Nevinson’s images of the First World War. Richmond had a wide acquaintance among writers, and through him Greene met the novelist J. D. Beresford, as well as Naomi Royde-Smith, the literary editor of the Westminster Gazette, which would publish some of Greene’s early poetry, and Royde-Smith’s former lover Walter de la Mare, who happened to be Greene’s favourite poet. In a game of charades at the Richmonds’, de la Mare turned himself, very convincingly, into an asparagus. He was soon superseded in Greene’s esteem by Ezra Pound, whose Personae he purchased from a small bookshop on the Embankment. Greene attempted some lines in an imagist manner for a ballet dancer named ‘Isula . . . a future Pavlova’ he had met through the Richmonds, but did not show them to her. Nothing came of this infatuation, and she disappeared from his life.19


Spiritualism was an important element in the Richmonds’ life and Zoë’s mother tried to convince him of the reality of angels, saying she knew officers who had seen them at Mons. Despite his spiritual experience the preceding winter, Greene was not convinced – he was already manifesting the mixture of belief and doubt that would characterize his adult life.20


While in London, he was to keep up with his studies. He spent most mornings revising medieval history in Kensington Gardens. When he heard the church bell ring eleven, he would return to Devonshire Terrace for his session with Richmond. Greene kept a dream diary, a practice he resumed in later years. If he could not remember a dream, at Richmond’s suggestion he invented one – usually involving a pig. Richmond, holding a stopwatch, would then ask him what he associated with the main image and count the seconds till he answered.


An embarrassing moment came when he had only an erotic dream of Zoë to report. Not wanting to cheat, he decided he had better reveal it: he was lying in bed when she came into his room naked; one of her breasts came close to his mouth and he woke. Unfazed, Richmond asked what he associated with breasts and started his stopwatch. Greene answered, ‘Tube train.’ Richmond noted, ‘Five seconds.’21


Believing in the power of dreams to illuminate wide areas of experience, Greene later adopted J. W. Dunne’s theory, expounded in An Experiment with Time (1927), that dreams could provide glimpses of the future.22 He also absorbed Dunne’s fascination with ‘serial’ dreams, and precognitive dreams: he pointed to his own experience of dreaming at the age of five about a shipwreck on the night of the sinking of the Titanic, with the image of ‘a man in oilskins bent double beside a companion-way under the blow of a great wave’. While with Richmond, he dreamt that he was in a shipwreck on the Irish Sea, only to learn a couple of days later that the SS Rowan, on its way from Glasgow to Dublin, had gone down at the time of his dream with the loss of twenty lives.23


The immediate benefit Greene derived from this course of psychoanalysis likely did not lie in the decoding of his dreams, but in the deep affirmation involved in the therapeutic relationship. Richmond took his feelings seriously and built up his confidence. In the long run, however, attention to dreams became an aspect of Greene’s method as a writer. He said that his early novel It’s a Battlefield originated in a dream. So too a dream helped him resolve an impasse in the plot of A Burnt-Out Case: ‘It was like coming to a river bank and finding no bridge. I knew what would happen on the other side of the bridge but I couldn’t get there. I then had a dream which seemed to me to belong entirely to the character in the book rather than to myself and I was able to insert it in the novel and bridge the river.’ In the 1960s he returned to keeping a dream journal: ‘My experience bears out the fact that one dreams at least four or five times a night when once one has disciplined oneself to have a pencil and paper beside one in bed!’24 After his death, selections from the dream journals were published as A World of My Own.


At the beginning of September 1921, he took a holiday from treatment and went with his Aunt Eva and his pretty cousin Ave on a short voyage to Spain. The Greenes were distantly related to the Napoleonic hero Sir John Moore, subject of one of G. A. Henty’s biographies, With Moore at Corunna. They visited his grave at Corunna, a trip Greene repeated in 1976 as he was taking the journeys with Father Leopoldo Durán that gave birth to Monsignor Quixote.25 After their return, Ave joined him at the Richmonds’, as her parents had decided that she too needed to be analyzed. A few years later, Graham, Raymond, and Herbert all paid court to her, leaving their Aunt Eva unnerved for a time at the prospect of another marriage between cousins.26


Back in London, Greene witnessed one of the great commemorations of the war. On 17 October 1921, the American Chief-of-Staff General John Pershing laid the Congressional Medal of Honor on the grave of the Unknown Warrior at Westminster Abbey. Prime Minister Lloyd George attended, as did Winston Churchill, now Colonial Secretary, and Earl Haig, in whose face the young writer thought he could discern the lineaments of militarism. Greene sat beside a man who read a dreary poem to him about the League of Nations, ‘But it was worth being bored because of the waiting period beforehand. The Abbey itself lighted up brilliantly, but outside the door nothing but a great bank of mist, with now and again a vague steel helmeted figure appearing, only to disappear again. The whole time the most glorious music from the organ, with the American band outside, clashing in at intervals. Then the feeling of expectancy through the whole people, the minds of everyone on tip-toe. It got back the whole atmosphere of the war, of the endless memorial services; I’d never realised before how we had got away from the death feeling.’27


Efforts to unravel what was troubling Graham took a strange turn that autumn. One evening, conversation at the Richmonds’ dinner table turned to a road accident, which caused him to think of an incident involving two women thrown from a carriage on the Royston Road in Hertfordshire: a long hat pin was driven into the brain of one of them. Recalling this, he simply fainted. At school, he had fainted occasionally, but thought nothing of it. Richmond took him to a specialist who diagnosed epilepsy, a condition with a terrible stigma at the time, commonly connected with madness and demonic possession. Richmond wrote to Charles Greene explaining the diagnosis but did not tell Graham, who was simply given medication and told to consume malt.28 Richmond attempted to put Charles Greene’s mind at ease: ‘Epilepsy, in its milder forms, is much less dangerous than measles or scarlet fever. And it is often associated with genius – a divine complaint from which I think your son also suffers.’29


The beginning of 1922 saw Greene back at Berkhamsted for his last term at school, with Richmond’s encouragement to keep writing. He was not sent to St John’s House, but lived with his family. Carter and Wheeler were gone from his life, and he spent time with Cockburn, Peter Quennell, and Eric Guest, who later became a magistrate. A little ‘vain and knowing’, he was able to discourse on Freud and Jung. Claud Cockburn says that Greene, with the bacon cooling on his breakfast plate, would encourage other members of the family to describe their dreams: ‘ “It’s amazing,” he said to me once, “what those dreams disclose. It’s startling – simply startling,” and at the thought of it gave a low whistle.’30


This was a much briefer time than A Sort of Life suggests. It was his last term at school. He had been reading diligently while in London, but his studies were undirected. Back in Berkhamsted he began cramming for the scholarship examination at Balliol, a college chosen because one of the dons, Kenneth Bell, was an Old Berkhamstedian and protégé of Charles Greene. Graham offered papers in medieval history, with French and Latin as languages. His subsidiary subject was English literature. Despite two attempts, he failed to win a scholarship.


The Oxford examiners did not know what to make of Graham Greene: on one of his scholarship exams they gave him marks ranging widely – between ά-and γ+. Three examiners, including Bell and F. F. ‘Sligger’ Urquhart (Evelyn Waugh’s bête noire) inclined to the higher mark as, in Bell’s words, ‘it was highly imaginative stuff, sometimes thin and fantastic but written with real power over words. This boy had only done history for six weeks before coming in and his efforts to disguise his ignorance, though not very convincing, were extremely ingenious.’31 It was not enough, of course. But at least he won a place at the college, and was then awarded a less lucrative exhibition, which gave him £50 in his second and third years, helping him reduce the generous £250 allowance from his father. So he went up to Oxford ‘a muddled adolescent who wanted to write but hadn’t found his subject, who wanted to express his lust but was too scared to try, and who wanted to love but hadn’t found a real object’.32





3



BACKWARDS DAY


‘I have now turned violent Conservative, & wander round canvassing the unfortunate poor.’1 Graham Greene plunged into the life of Oxford University as soon as he arrived there in October 1922. He joined the Union and other organizations. With a general election looming on 15 November, he and his friends put forward a bogus candidate named Jorrocks, who made speeches in a mask and had his own campaign literature: ‘Old Wine in Old Bottles! A Plague on Promises! Personality Pays! . . . Ask the Returning Officer where to put your X for Jorrocks The Independent Independent! Only Triangular Candidate for Oxford.’


He was with the playful Mantichorean Society when its members descended on Wallingford in costume. One, a Scottish versifier named Robert Scott, went to the vicarage and played the part of a distressed clergyman searching for a runaway wife – he was given tea and prayed with, and told to forgive the woman; for his part, he left a bunch of bananas in the piano. There was a second clergyman, a monk, and a prince in uniform with his fiancée. Greene himself set up an easel in the market and drew people’s souls for a fee; he also composed poems on the spot on any subject proposed to him. On occasion he went to the Hysteron Proteron Club for a ‘Backwards Day’: ‘the morning’, he said of one these events, ‘started with bridge in dinner jackets’ and at day’s end, after porridge, ‘we then returned backwards to Balliol’.


Despite being a prankish undergraduate, he was now very serious about his literary ambitions. In the spring before going up to Oxford, he had had his first publication in the Berkhamstedian, a short story called ‘Tick Tock’ about a solitary old woman who at her death is assured of ‘love eternal’. The story was picked up by a London newspaper, the Star, which paid him three guineas, his first literary earnings. He could not do better than the school magazine again until Naomi Royde-Smith published one of his short stories in the Westminster Gazette in May 1922, then five of his poems over the next two years. At Oxford he quickly became involved with an undergraduate review, Oxford Outlook, which also featured David Cecil, L. P. Hartley, William Gerhardi, Edward Sackville-West, and Christopher Isherwood; he became sub-editor the next year and editor at the end of 1924, and he made a point of publishing many of his own poems.


In his first term at Oxford he went to nearby Islip to see Robert Graves, who had been stationed for a time at Berkhamsted with the Artists’ Rifles during the war. Graves had heard of ‘great doings there. Wedding in the school chapel’, and was amused to discover that this was the recent wedding of Greene’s sister Molly to Lionel Walker.2 Soon after, his schoolfriend Claud Cockburn took Greene to meet his cousin, Evelyn Waugh. A year older than Greene, Waugh had been a fairly conventional member of Hertford College since January. At the same time as meeting Greene, he discovered the aesthetes Harold Acton and Brian Howard, and entered the phase of his life that would provide the material for Brideshead Revisited. Although Greene and Waugh became close friends in middle age, they were merely acquaintances at Oxford. Waugh thought Greene looked on his circle as ‘childish and ostentatious’, but Greene felt that the difference lay elsewhere: ‘I belonged to a rather rigorously Balliol group of perhaps boisterous heterosexuals, while your path temporarily took you into the other camp.’3


In the early 1920s, the poet Edith Sitwell and her brothers were leading figures in the modernist movement. In March 1923 Graham Greene told his mother that he had been converted to Sitwellism, which meant experimentation with prosody, a sly humour, and a touch of obscurity. In April he invited Sitwell to read poems to the Balliol College Society of Modern Poetry and Drama. She could not make it, but decided that this young man deserved her attention.4 Greene then read her new collection, Bucolic Comedies, published in April 1923, and told his mother it was absolutely ‘out middle stump’.5 He wrote an essay on her work and sent it to the Westminster Gazette. Royde-Smith told him they had had enough articles on Edith Sitwell lately, but sent the piece directly on to Sitwell,6 who wrote back to him: ‘I am not used to people understanding anything whatever about my poetry, excepting perhaps an occasional image, and that only partially, as they do not understand the spiritual impulse behind the image. You have understood it all. Your comprehension appears to be absolutely complete. And this has given me the greatest possible pleasure.’7 By June, he was drinking tea in her flat in Bayswater, and in November she gave him a poem to publish in Oxford Outlook.


Early in June, Greene and his friends had dinner with one of his favourite novelists, John Buchan, author of The Thirty-Nine Steps. Despite his own long association with the Scottish publisher Thomas Nelson, Buchan advised them against such careers because there is ‘no opening in a publishing office. Unless you marry the publisher’s daughter!’ He recommended journalism and described his own successes at Reuters,8 where he had become a director in 1919.


Greene’s first effort at serious journalism followed shortly after, and it brought him to the first of his ‘trouble spots’. The Irish Civil War had been fought over the Anglo-Irish Treaty signed in December 1921, providing for a Free State in the Catholic south and allowing the more Protestant north to remain in the Union. The new Free State was to be a dominion and not a republic, and its leaders would swear loyalty to the king. Republican forces regarded the treaty as a betrayal. The ensuing conflict involved numerous atrocities. The Chairman of the Provisional Government, Michael Collins, had himself been killed in an ambush on 22 August 1922, and the war itself continued until May 1923.


Greene had got to know members of the Nationalist Society in Oxford, who arranged for him to have contact with one of the Sinn Féin leaders, and he also managed to get an introduction to a Free State senator. In fact, he volunteered to send confidential reports to the Free State government, but his offer was ignored. The Daily Express, however, was interested in a series of five articles on the condition of Ireland.9 Accompanied by his cousin Tooter, he went to Ireland in mid-June, just after the war’s end, and spent a week hiking from Dublin to Waterford. His enduring image of the trip was ‘broken bridges all the way’. He later talked down the danger involved, but it was a mad outing, since two young men with English accents were bound to be objects of hostility in a place where any number of spies and informers had come to a bad end. In one town they had stones thrown at them.10


The Daily Express did not run his articles, and it appears he had difficulty placing them anywhere. Nine weeks after his return a single piece showed up in his old stand-by, the Westminster Gazette. That article is vivid but lacks focus, instead presenting a series of tableaux, among them a soldier dumping a pot of red paint on the head of a Republican slogan-painter. He concluded: ‘It is like that most nightmarish of dreams, when one finds oneself in some ordinary and accustomed place, yet with a constant fear at the heart that something terrible, unknown and unpreventable is about to happen.’11 All his life he would use the language of dream interpretation in his journalism and fiction. For Greene, the unknown and the unconscious were sometimes the same thing.


The walking tour in Ireland was a serious matter, but Greene also had a taste for simple shenanigans. In late 1923, he and Cockburn rented a barrel organ and disguised themselves as tramps, working their way through five Hertfordshire towns where, as often as not, they were given money to take their noise down the road. They met true tramps and tinkers, who treated them as comrades and warned them of ‘skinflints’. They were well treated wherever they went, except at Abbots Langley, near Watford, where they were turned away from the inns and forced to sleep in a frosty field before discovering a half-built house, where they were alarmed in the night by a strange repeated sound: ‘We woke again before dawn in the grip of cramp, and finally left the suspicious and uncharitable town for the comparative warmth of walking between high hedges, followed on our right hand by a spectrally coughing cow – and so trundled out of the profession forever.’12


Journeys with the possibility of intrigue were what the nineteen-year-old Greene wanted most of all. Having read the recently published Defeat, a collection of short stories by Geoffrey Moss about the state of Germany after the war, he was disgusted, like many others in Britain, to learn that in 1922 the French had tried to divide and exploit the country by setting up a separatist ‘Revolver Republic’ in the occupied Ruhr; they had assembled a loose fighting force composed of thugs from German jails and brothels to assist the collaborators. The English and Americans prevented the French from carrying out the plan, but the Germans believed they would try again. Around the beginning of March 1924, Greene wrote ‘on a blind & impudent off chance’ to the German embassy saying that many people in Oxford were pro-German and that he would like to write articles on the crisis for university publications following a visit to the Ruhr; however, he would need accommodation while there. Albrecht Graf von Bernstorff, the counsellor at the embassy, agreed to meet him during a visit he was making to Oxford.


Greene, going to his rooms at Balliol at the appointed time, found the blond, six-foot-six, twenty-stone Bernstorff already installed and polishing off the brandy. Born to a family of politicians and diplomats, he was becoming a fashionable figure in London. He was soon a regular presence at literary parties, including those of Edith Sitwell. The novelist Enid Bagnold was in love with him for many years. Prejudging Bernstorff somewhat because of his appearance and his frequenting of homosexual clubs, Greene did not then realize that this was a person of extraordinary character. An opponent of Hitler, he later found himself hated by Joachim von Ribbentrop, who served as ambassador to the United Kingdom and then Foreign Minister in Nazi Germany. During the war, Bernstorff helped to run an escape route for Jews to Switzerland and was executed in April 1945.13


Bernstorff gave Greene £25 for expenses – telling him to burn the envelope, which of course he instead kept as a souvenir – asking him to spend three weeks in Germany, and to focus on the Rhine and the Palatinate, observing that ‘the Ruhr would be a transient problem, the Rhine a perpetual one’. The embassy gave him a series of briefings and numerous letters of introduction. Meanwhile, Greene obtained letters from Oxford newspapers identifying him as a journalist. At this time, or perhaps a little later, Greene tried to play ‘double agent’ by asking the Patriot, a right-wing and pro-French publication run by the Duke of Northumberland, to make him its correspondent in Trier; his plan was to report back to the Germans, but his offer came to nothing.14


Meanwhile, Charles Greene objected to the whole plan, on the grounds that too close an association with the Germans could ruin his son’s reputation and prospects.15 Nonetheless, in early April, Greene, Cockburn, and the German-speaking Tooter made their way to Cologne. Throughout their journey a German intelligence officer appeared from time to time to monitor their progress. In Cologne they picked up more letters of introduction and met industrialists and politicians. In Essen they stayed at the private Krupp hotel and spoke with one of the firm’s directors. They discovered that the German population was angry with all foreigners, supposing them French occupiers. One evening they went to a cabaret and watched a nude dancer symbolizing Germany bursting out of her chains. They went on to Bonn, seeing few signs of trouble there. However, Trier, occupied by the French, was another story. Soldiers were everywhere – they had bullied the police and recently made a mounted charge against small groups of civilians. In Mainz they saw many drunken soldiers. In Heidelberg, Greene met a man whose organization for the relief of exiles from the Palatinate was actually in the business of kidnapping collaborators from the French zone. In the course of their travels, the three young men dreamt up a novel in the manner of John Buchan about occupied Germany.


Back in England, Greene wrote an angry article about the behaviour of the French forces, publishing it in Oxford Outlook in June. In one important respect he reproduced too closely the opinions of his sponsors: he does refer to the problem of colour prejudice, yet he accepts uncritically the complaint that the presence of black soldiers failed to respect the sensitivities of the Germans – an idea that would have been intolerable to him just a few years later.16


Germans passed in and out of his life for some time. Greene offered to carry money into the French zone for pro-German groups, but the offer was turned down. In October, Bernstorff showed up in Oxford ‘hopeful’ of disturbances in the Rhineland, and a plan was afoot for Greene to go to the French zone, contact separatist leaders, and find out about their plans. Then came a menacing man from the Berlin Foreign Office who had been going to the theatre in London: ‘You must see all kinds of plays, in order to sympathise with all types of people, for only by sympathising with them, can you dominate them.’ Greene felt that during lunch the man was trying to gauge his weaknesses, so resolved to do a little dominating of his own. He led the obese man around Oxford ‘at the speed of an express’.17 The plan for Greene to make this second journey fell apart after the Dawes Agreement, providing for the evacuation of occupying troops and softening reparation payments, took effect shortly after. This was just as well, since the nineteen-year-old Greene was on the verge of becoming a spy for the Germans. He also looked to the French embassy in London for introductions in such a manner that he would have become something of a double agent. Looking back on all this forty years later, he remarked: ‘Today, I would have scruples about the purpose I served, but at that age I was ready to be a mercenary in any cause so long as I was repaid with excitement and a little risk. I suppose too that every novelist has something in common with a spy: he watches, he overhears, he seeks motives and analyses character, and in his attempt to serve literature he is unscrupulous.’18


The same sense of mischief and the desire for travel led Greene, along with Cockburn, to join the small Oxford branch of the Communist Party, which served both the university and the city. Neither of them had any belief in communism and their plan was to get control of the branch and perhaps to secure a trip to Leningrad or Moscow. At least one member spotted them as impostors, and their active membership lasted little more than a month. Nonetheless, they managed to get sent to Paris in early January 1925. They visited the Communist headquarters and were invited to a meeting near Ménilmontant, where they sat through a dreary reading of messages from branches abroad. Greene found it all intolerably boring and went back to his hotel to read the copy of Joyce’s Ulysses he had bought at Shakespeare and Company as soon as he had reached Paris – in later years he broke with critical orthodoxy in thinking the book over-rated. He visited the Casino de Paris to see the singer and entertainer Mistinguett, whose legs were insured for half a million francs. He also went to see cabaret acts at Le Concert Mayol, and on the way back to his hotel he was called to by the middle-aged prostitutes near La Madeleine.


Greene’s university years were filled with pranks; however, his joining the Communist Party would have consequences in the 1950s. Under American law, a person with such a history was forbidden to enter the country. Despite being, by then, one of the world’s leading novelists, not to mention a prominent Catholic, he had to fight hard for visas, and when he did step onto American soil his comings and goings were noted by the FBI, which looked upon him as a likely subversive.
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THE REVOLVER


‘We lived in those years continuously with the sexual experience we had never known . . . And in between the periods of sexual excitement came agonizing crises of boredom.’1 Early in his time at Oxford, Greene fell for women in a ‘twilight world of calf love’. Apart from fantasies about his tennis-playing cousin Ave, he had, back in Berkhamsted, taken to exchanging kisses with his younger siblings’ somewhat tyrannical nurse. She sought to improve the experience by giving him his first razor. One evening, he came to the nursery, found his mother there, but went ahead anyway with a kiss on the young woman’s lips ‘to show that I was not ashamed of what I did on other occasions’. She was soon sacked.2 He had also conceived a passion for Clodagh O’Grady, the golden-haired daughter of his father’s secretary. In Oxford, he fell in love with a waitress at the George pub. But something more painful was in store.


Like most freshmen he overspent his budget on the purchase of books and beer. He lived for his first two terms at 52 Beechcroft Road in north Oxford, so there were late-night taxis to pay for. By the end of term he was broke, despite his father’s allowance, and decided very reluctantly that he must spend the summer with his family rather than go to Paris as he had hoped. The family went on holiday to the seaside town of Sheringham in Norfolk. His younger siblings Hugh and Elisabeth were past the age of needing a nurse so there was now a governess named Gwen Howell, about ten years older than Graham. At first, he paid no attention, but then one day saw her lying on the sand, her skirt pulled up showing ‘a long length of naked thigh. Suddenly at that moment I fell in love, body and mind. There was no romantic haze about this love, no make believe.’3


It was, for him, ‘an obsessive passion’, for her, a flirtation. Although they did no more than kiss, she became afraid of the strength of his feelings. Meanwhile, he took dancing lessons so that they could go to ‘hops’ during the winter holiday. She was tenuously engaged to a man who worked abroad for Cable & Wireless. With his return anticipated, she wept, telling Graham she would have to leave Berkhamsted before long to be married. It had lasted about six intense months, ‘though even today’, he would write five decades later, ‘it seems to have endured as long as youth itself’. From Oxford, he continued to exchange letters with Gwen each week, and thirty years later when she wrote to him asking for tickets for his play The Living Room the sight of her handwriting on the envelope caused his heart to beat faster.4


There is nothing remarkable about a young man falling in love with an unattainable woman. However, Greene’s mental state was still troubled. Following his return from Kenneth Richmond’s in early 1922, he had begun to experience the terrible boredom that would afflict him all his life and that he would do almost anything to relieve. This was likely a symptom of manic depression, although he claimed that it was the result of psychoanalysis: ‘For years, after my analysis, I could take no aesthetic interest in any visual thing: staring at a sight that others assured me was beautiful I felt nothing. I was fixed, like a negative in a chemical bath.’ By the autumn of 1923 he was also engrossed in his impossible passion for Gwen Howell, but ‘The boredom was as deep as the love and more enduring’.5 One relief was alcohol – he told Evelyn Waugh that much of his time at Oxford passed in a ‘general haze of drink’ – more than he consumed at any other time in his life.6


He also played a reckless game. He says that he discovered in the deal cupboard of the bedroom he shared with Raymond a revolver – ‘a small ladylike object with six chambers like a tiny egg-stand’ – and ‘a small cardboard box of bullets’. He took them and set out across Berkhamsted Common as far as Ashridge Beeches. There, he says, he loaded a bullet into the gun and spun the chambers round. He says his intentions were to escape rather than to commit suicide, and that he was intent on the gamble: ‘The discovery that it was possible to enjoy again the visual world by risking its total loss was one I was bound to make sooner or later.’ He writes: ‘I put the muzzle of the revolver into my right ear and pulled the trigger. There was a minute click, and looking down at the chamber I could see that the charge had moved into the firing position. I was out by one.’ His survival thrilled him: ‘My heart knocked in its cage, and life contained an infinite number of possibilities. It was like a young man’s first successful experience of sex – as if among the Ashridge beeches I had passed the test of manhood. I went home and put the revolver back in its corner-cupboard.’7


But when the holiday ended, he took the revolver with him back to Oxford. There, three times, he chose a country lane beyond Headington to continue the game. The thrill diminished, and by Christmas 1923, after a total of six plays, he gave up Russian roulette.


This is one of the most famous episodes in Graham Greene’s life. However, it may not be entirely true. Certainly, his mother rejected the whole story. Raymond, the owner of the gun, reportedly maintained that there was no box of bullets in the cupboard. This account is indirect – Raymond speaking to his wife, who passed it on to their son Oliver Greene.8 Graham’s own versions of the story were not consistent.


As late as 1981 he claimed to have learned ‘recently’ that the bullets were not blank – with the implication that he supposed they were when he pulled the trigger.9 As we have seen, A Sort of Life is not entirely reliable on some important points. It is reasonable to believe that this story is at least embellished, that Graham Greene did play Russian roulette but with blanks, or, more likely, empty chambers. Indeed, his poems at the time provide a little evidence on the subject. One describes a bullet being loaded into the chamber, but another suggests that the game involved a good deal of fantasy:




How we make our timorous advances to death, by pulling the trigger of a revolver, which we already know to be empty.


Even as I do now.


And how horrified I should be, I who love Death in my verse, if I had forgotten


To unload.10





In the course of his life, Greene did many things at least as dangerous as Russian roulette, and perhaps that is the point of the story. It is not simply a tall tale but a personal myth, a story that allows Greene to explain a recurrent pattern: ‘A kind of Russian roulette remained too a factor in my later life, so that without previous experience of Africa I went on an absurd and reckless trek through Liberia; it was the fear of boredom which took me to Tabasco during the religious persecution, to a léproserie in the Congo, to the Kikuyu reserve during the Mau-Mau insurrection, to the emergency in Malaya and to the French war in Vietnam. There, in those last three regions of clandestine war, the fear of ambush served me just as effectively as the revolver from the corner-cupboard in the life-long war against boredom.’11


Greene had close friends at Oxford, among them Joseph Macleod (pseudonym Adam Drinan), a Scottish poet of considerable gifts who was soon to be published by T. S. Eliot at Faber & Faber. After leaving Oxford, Macleod qualified as a barrister and then ran an experimental theatre; however, he was best known as a news presenter on the BBC: during the Second World War he became a national figure as he managed to deliver even terrible news – such as the sinking of HMS Hood in May 1941 – in a voice that was deep, resonant, and reassuring.12 At Oxford, the two would go on evening walks and talk about their plans for the future, and Macleod would often come to Greene’s rooms and leave poems for him to publish in Oxford Outlook. One evening he appeared in a state of misery over a young woman. Greene jokingly offered him the revolver so that he could commit suicide. When Macleod appeared ready to accept, he hurriedly put it away and offered whisky instead.13


Greene and Macleod were two of the poets from Oxford who read their verses on BBC Radio on 22 January 1925. With them were Harold Acton, Brian Howard, Patrick Monkhouse, T. O. Beachcroft, and A. L. Rowse. They were placed in a room full of sofas and armchairs and directed, each in turn, to a box covered in blue fabric where they would recite. In a humorous account published in the Oxford Chronicle a week later, Greene wrote: ‘As Earl Harold at William’s court spoke over the casket of saints’ bones, I spoke over this box that I hoped contained the great heart of the British public.’ One rather exposed heart was among the audience – in one of those acts of insensitivity of which he would often be guilty, he had urged Gwen to listen, and so she sat embarrassed with his parents beside the radio, as he poured out endearments in blank verse.14


*


At Oxford, Greene was very quickly noticed as a writer of promise. At the end of Trinity Term 1923, he sent a manuscript of poetry and prose to the publisher Basil Blackwell, who responded to it in November, saying he would be delighted to produce a book of Greene’s work. Blackwell was not seeking to immortalize the effusions of Greene’s youth. What he wanted was future work, so he required ‘first refusal’ on his next two books. In May 1925, almost two years after Greene’s initial approach, Blackwell released Babbling April, a thirty-two-page collection of poems. Three hundred copies were printed, and one came into the hands of Harold Acton. Reviewing for the Cherwell, he dismissed it as ‘a diary of average adolescent moods’. As for a poem about Russian roulette that featured trembling hands, Acton said it made him want to throw the book down and cry, ‘ “For God’s sake, be a man!” ’15 The Cherwell allowed Greene a response, and in a phrase that makes the contemporary reader cringe, he wrote that most readers would find comic the idea of Acton ‘as a professor of Manliness’.16 Soon, however, Greene accepted Acton’s view of the book, never allowing it to be reprinted. As for Acton himself, Greene became devoted to him, remarking to Evelyn Waugh in 1950: ‘How nice & dear he is, & how I didn’t realise it at Oxford.’17


By early 1925 Greene was working hard on his fiction and had drawn the interest of the agent A. D. Peters, who was building up the client list for his new firm, with a novel he had written on a rather odd subject: ‘By a mistaken application of the Mendelian theory’, Greene says, he created a protagonist who was genetic freak, the black child of white parents. He lived a lonely life at home, and one shaped by racial prejudice at school. Peters was anxious for a happy ending – to have Sant marry the prostitute he loves. After some resistance, Greene undertook a rewrite: ‘I made the young man find a kind of content by joining a ship at Cardiff as a Negro deckhand, so escaping from the middle class and his sense of being an outsider.’18 Peters had high hopes, but the manuscript was rejected by Blackwell, Grant Richards, John Lane, Heinemann, and others.


While ‘Anthony Sant’ was making the rounds, Greene pushed on with a thriller, or as he called it a ‘shocker’, about separatist Germans. He was soon able to provide Peters with twenty thousand words of it in the spring for the purposes of serialization, though again the work did not sell.19 A year later, he wrote five chapters of a country-house murder mystery, ‘The Empty Chair’, in the manner of Agatha Christie. This story was rediscovered and published in The Strand in 2009.20 Greene was a young man in a hurry, but it would take years for him to learn his craft – what he had written so far had little to recommend it.
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CASUAL CORPSES


‘Did I tell you of my other excitement about a week ago, seeing a body carried up out of the Thames, as I was crossing Albert Bridge? All very dramatic, deep dusk, the two lights burning on the little quay below the bridge, & a couple of policemen carrying the covered stretcher across to the embankment steps. Then the police boat, diving back into the shadows, as though to pick out other casual corpses.’1 It was 2 August 1925, and these remarks in a letter to his mother reveal the fascination with danger, seediness, and disorder that would characterize Greene’s writing for more than sixty years.


He had just finished at Oxford, taking a second in history. He was training in London for a position with the British American Tobacco Company, which would send him to China – a troubled country where he could expect to see plenty of corpses. But there was also the threat of boredom. He would be required to stay in that post for four years before being entitled to any leave, so he resigned.


In the months before going down from Oxford he had looked into a variety of careers, especially ones that would allow him to travel abroad. One possibility was the Levant Consular Service, but that would first send him to Cambridge for another two years of study. He had an interview with Asiatic Petroleum for a position most likely in Calcutta. In late May he went to see Geoffrey Dawson, editor of The Times, who could offer him nothing and suggested that if he wanted to enter journalism he should first spend some time working with a provincial newspaper. So he kept applying for jobs.2


A year earlier the idea of a posting abroad would have been irresistible, but things had changed. In February Greene had written an article on ‘The Average Film’ for Oxford Outlook. It contained this short rant: ‘We are most of us nowadays considerably over-sexed. We either go to church and worship the Virgin Mary or to a public house and snigger over stories and limericks; and this exaggeration of the sex instinct has had a bad effect on art, on the cinematograph as well as on the stage.’3 His statement prompted a letter from a fervent and knowledgeable Catholic, the twenty-year-old Vivienne Dayrell-Browning, Basil Blackwell’s private secretary. She was annoyed that anyone would speak of the ‘worship’ of the Virgin Mary. She informed him that the correct expression was ‘hyperdulia’ – the technical term for a degree of veneration less than that owed to God. Bemused, he apologized for his error, claiming he had been in a hurry and was trying to be provocative. Ever the flirt, he asked that she come to tea as a sign of forgiveness.4 He met her on the 17 March 1925 and they had their tea together three days later. On 4 April, they went to see a film.5 Greene fell in love with her.


Born, like him, in 1904,6 Vivien (she later simplified the spelling of her name) had long brown hair and classic features. She was clever and high-minded – a tumultuous childhood had predisposed her to be conservative and otherworldly. She and a younger brother Patrick had been born to Sydney Dayrell-Browning and his wife Marion (née Green-Armytage) on a property in Rhodesia that included an unprofitable gold mine which had to be worked 364 days a year to break even.7 Her own first memory was, like Graham’s recollection of the dead dog, violent: ‘Men were always nannies in Rhodesia then. The women carried water for miles and dug the ground; the men discussed politics round a tree and were nannies. I had a nice one called Malachi. Malachi was killing a black snake on the path in front of me. I didn’t feel sorry for it or frightened. It was just a happening.’8 Her mother, an avid horsewoman and watercolourist, was a difficult character, and her father may have been no better. They hardly knew each other before marriage, and separated when Vivien was about seven. Marion took her back to England, leaving Patrick behind – Vivien did not see him again until he was at university. Eventually, Marion required Vivien to write a letter to Sydney breaking off all contact. He lived out his years in southern Africa and was buried near Salisbury (now Harare).9


As a child, the uprooted Vivien was bounced from school to school, and this experience, though not as traumatic as Graham’s, was unpleasant. She spent some time during the First World War at a progressive school in Hemel Hempstead, near Berkhamsted, though she and the young Graham did not meet. Her mother chose this institution housed in an old Dominican priory for the sake of its architecture, without enquiring deeply into the curriculum, which was based largely on the anthroposophical system of Rudolf Steiner. The diet there was vegetarian and sparse; she recalled, perhaps melodramatically, that the children went searching in farmers’ fields for turnips: ‘The boys had knives and peeled the turnips, which were eaten raw to stave off hunger.’10


She finished school in South Hampstead, then went to a secretarial college. Widely read and a gifted stylist, she turned her hand to poetry. When she was just seventeen, her mother organized the publication of a collection of her poems and essays, with an introduction by G. K. Chesterton, but in later years Vivien found the book embarrassing.11


As a Catholic, Vivien had a very high view of consecrated virginity, but, in any event, her early life had taught her to distrust sex and marriage. She might have been better suited to a convent than to a relationship with a man, especially one as troubled as Graham Greene. He, however, was prepared to do almost anything to please her. Within a few weeks of their first meeting she persuaded him to accompany her to church, an experience he described to his mother as ‘rather fun’12 – an odd phrase given that he would later tend to view Catholicism from the perspective of the damned.


By the end of the month he had crept into a church to light a candle and felt himself under the inquisitorial eye of a woman supposedly at prayer.13 About four years before, Greene had had a striking perception of God on the croquet lawn but afterwards had not been much interested in matters of belief. In 1923, he had published a short story, ‘The Trial of Pan’, in which the pagan deity appears before the aged Judaeo-Christian God and pities him. Pan defends himself against the charges only by his music. At the end the courtroom is emptied, leaving a ‘white-bearded God, sitting alone in the empty hall, on a high judgment seat, under a bright blue canopy, playing noughts and crosses with himself on his blotting pad’.14 Under Vivien’s influence, he would have to think again about religion.


Over the next two years Graham would inundate Vivien with love letters, which are now embarrassing to read – as if one were listening in on thousands of hours of adolescent phone calls. He pours out clumsy endearments, picks fights, and begs for forgiveness almost cyclically. He was not yet a mature enough writer to make a good job of love letters, and on any given day he might write three of them.


The romance did not run smoothly. Graham was in a romantic frenzy and proposed marriage, so on 20 June she broke with him at Wolvercote, a village just north of Oxford. She wanted to preserve her ideal of celibacy and ‘round off’ their friendship pleasantly.15 The correspondence continued somewhat awkwardly. Graham went to London to be trained for the job in China, which, if he stayed with it, meant a certain end to the relationship. On 7 August 1925 he made a new offer – of ‘a monastic marriage’ involving ‘companionship & companionship only’.16 He urged her to consider that God had brought them together and that they might now embark on a new adventure. At almost the same time, he quit his position with British American Tobacco and started applying to provincial newspapers. For her part, Vivien took the offer cautiously, remarking a few weeks later, ‘The World soils what it touches.’17 On 16 September, Greene again asked for an engagement, promising to become a Catholic.18 This was an important concession, and, very tentatively, she accepted.


Greene’s willingness, even in theory, to separate sex and marriage in his dealings with Vivien had a complicated background. Not long before A Sort of Life was published in 1971, Greene deleted some pages on the subject of the sex trade. Those pages survive in files at the Harry Ransom Center in Austin, Texas. He says that he remained a virgin until around 1925 (no precise date is given), when he deliberately decided to find out about sex. First, he picked up a prostitute and went with her to a hotel near Leicester Square. He said he felt no desire and was so nervous that nothing happened. On a second occasion, he went with a young prostitute to another hotel in the same area and experienced ‘release and happiness. As I sat on the bed and saw the girl naked in front of the looking-glass combing her hair, I took us both by surprise with my unpremeditated exclamation, “How beautiful you are”; I can see her now, as she turned from the glass, smiling and pleased by such a tribute rare enough after the act was over. Ten years later, on the way to the Empire cinema, I would sometimes spy her on her old beat from which she had never graduated. She was almost unrecognizable by then, she had stepped right into middle age, and no young man would ever again exclaim at the sight of her.’19


He took a private tutoring job in Ashover, a village near Chesterfield, and for several weeks he was paid by a widow to amuse her lazy ten-year-old. Boredom continued to afflict him; he claims that to escape it he pretended to suffer from toothache and tricked a dentist into etherizing him; he says he lost a good tooth but secured a brief interlude free of the terrible mood.20 It is a good story but not to be believed, as he reported to his mother at the time that he had a cyst in his mouth and an abscessed tooth21 – there was no need to sacrifice a healthy one. But, in the evenings, back in his hotel room, he kept himself busy. He had submitted a new manuscript of poems called ‘Sad Cure’ to Basil Blackwell, who liked it but could not publish it except on a ‘mutual responsibility’ basis – that is, sharing the financial risk – since Babbling April had sold poorly. Greene declined.22


He had also completed close to thirty thousand words of a historical novel called ‘The Episode’, set in 1871 among Carlist refugees who lived in the area of Leicester Square.23 The Carlists, a conservative and legitimist movement supporting the claims to the Spanish throne of a branch of the Bourbons descended from Carlos V, were an important faction in the nineteenth-century wars over Spanish succession – Greene’s story is set just before the third and last of these. At the time he was writing, there was still a Carlist claimant to the throne, the elderly Duke of Anjou and Madrid, who lived in exile in Paris.24


Greene had become interested in the subject through Carlyle’s biography of the poet John Sterling, who was tangled up with the Carlists,25 but he was also following in the tracks of Joseph Conrad, whose novel The Arrow of Gold dealt with Carlists in Marseilles in the 1870s.


His search for a job on a newspaper finally bore fruit in an unpaid position at the Nottingham Journal, beginning in November. The city itself reminded him of Dickens’s London,26 and he wrote to Vivien about the most extraordinary fog he had ever seen: ‘If I stretch out my walking stick in front of me, the ferrule is half lost in obscurity. Coming back I twice lost my way, & ran into a cyclist, to our mutual surprise. Stepping off a pavement to cross to the other side becomes a wild & fantastic adventure, like sailing into the Atlantic to find New York, with no chart or compass. Once where the breadth of the road was greater than the normal, I found myself back on the same pavement, as I started, having slowly swerved in my course across the road.’27


Although he complained of it at the time, he was moved by the city’s air of accustomed failure and later thought of it as a second home, making it the setting for parts of A Gun for Sale and The Potting Shed. In Nottingham he lived as a boarder at the down-at-heel Ivy House on All Saints Terrace. For a companion, he had a mongrel named Paddy, who was frequently sick on the floor. Greene described the atmosphere of the newspaper office to his mother: ‘one table with the News Editor, a dear old man, at the head, & smoke & work & talk &, at about 10, eat potato chips out of paper bags’. He would start work at 5:30 p.m. and finish at half-past midnight, sorting through telegrams, correcting grammar and punctuation, and trimming copy. He enjoyed the puzzle aspect of writing headlines with a limited number of letters in various sizes of type depending on the importance of the story.28 He was particularly pleased with his handling of a large headline about a bigamous vicar and getting the type size correct.29


Greene was also still trying to launch a writing career, consistently turning out five hundred words per day on his novel, following a discipline he maintained until old age, when he reduced the count. He contributed some reviews to the Westminster Gazette and the Times Literary Supplement.30 He made the acquaintance of Cecil Roberts, a former editor of the Nottingham Journal who had become a popular novelist – ‘Nottingham’s Tin God’, as he described him to his mother, a local literary dictator who had pull at Heinemann, where Greene wanted to have his own fiction published.31 In A Sort of Life he described Roberts, who he had gradually come to like,32 as a ‘Micawber in reverse’ for telling him how risky the future looked, and speculated on whether he was actually the son of one of the dukes in the Dukeries.33 It had not occurred to him that Roberts might still be alive. Roberts wrote a review fuming over the conjecture about his paternity and complained at length that the young Greene had had more advantages than he had had – Roberts rather specialized in putting on the poor mouth. He also asserted, wrongly, that he had only met Greene once in Nottingham.34 Greene cut the offending passages from subsequent printings of the memoir.


Having promised Vivien that he would become a Catholic, he sought out instruction soon after his arrival in Nottingham. In A Sort of Life, he says, ‘Now it occurred to me, during the long empty mornings, that if I were to marry a Catholic I ought at least to learn the nature and limits of the beliefs she held. It was only fair, since she knew what I believed – in nothing supernatural. Besides, I thought, it would kill the time.’35 This statement is essential to his account of his reception into the church, and it is false. Vivien certainly did not understand him to be a confirmed atheist. Introducing that element into the story allowed him to present a more dramatic tale with a sharper struggle over belief and disbelief and a much shorter timeline for his conversion, but it also makes it much more difficult to know what actually happened.


As soon as he reached Nottingham, he wrote asking her what exactly should he do to be received – just walk up to a priest’s house and ask for instructions? He added: ‘And, darling one, though I admit that the idea came to me because of you, I do all the same feel I want to be a Catholic now, even a little apart from you. One does want fearfully hard for something firm & hard & certain, however uncomfortable, to catch hold of in the general flux.’36


In his memoir, he describes walking Paddy to the ‘sooty’ cathedral, which possessed for him a ‘gloomy power because it represented the inconceivable and the incredible’. He dropped a note into the wooden enquiries box37 and so made contact with Father George Trollope,38 the tall, portly administrator of the cathedral, in whom Greene at first thought he recognized the smug and well-fed priest of Protestant propaganda, but soon he saw beyond the priest’s belly and jowls to an extraordinary sincerity and devotion. Indeed, this man had sacrificed a good deal for his faith.


Born in 1879 and educated at Merchant Taylors’ School, Trollope became an actor with the Ben Greet players, a well-known repertory company, where he learned to play many parts interchangeably – for example in The Sign of the Cross he had to play sometimes a Christian, sometimes a pagan. He said he ‘had to roar like a lion one day, be eaten by one the next’. Trollope went on to a solid career in the West End, appearing with such actors as Herbert Beerbohm Tree. He was received into the Catholic church in 1905 and ordained a priest five years later. He had a very gentle nature and his years on the stage prepared him to be an excellent preacher. His one notable eccentricity was that he refused to wear socks, as he thought that when they became damp they would give him a cold.


Greene detected a sorrow in Trollope, a yearning for his old life.39 Plays competed with theological works for space on his bookshelves. Sadly, he could only read them now as priests were forbidden to attend theatres in their own dioceses – and Nottingham had good theatres. Still his background in the arts probably made him an ideal person to lead this potential convert through the alien ground of theology – and despite being an actor, he argued with precision. After their first session, Graham reported to Vivien: ‘[I] have quite changed my mind about Father Trollope. I like him very much. I like his careful avoidance of the slightest emotion or sentiment in his instruction.’40 It soon turned out that the priest had a surprising connection with Greene’s world – his father’s closest friend was Dr Thomas Fry, the former headmaster of Berkhamsted School. Trollope resented Fry for trying to turn his family against him when he converted to Rome, and he is said to have regarded the baptism of Graham Greene as a kind of revenge against Dr Fry.


According to A Sort of Life, Greene’s problem in approaching the church had little to do with fine points of doctrine: ‘Bishop Gore in his great book on religious belief wrote that his own primary difficulty was to believe in the love of God; my primary difficulty was to believe in a God at all. The date of the gospels, the historical evidence for the existence of the man Jesus Christ: these were interesting subjects which came nowhere near the core of my disbelief. I didn’t disbelieve in Christ – I disbelieved in God.’ His years at Oxford had made him an agile debater – he said he lost this ability in time – and he went many rounds with Father Trollope, sometimes on trams or in the sitting rooms of convents as the priest went about other duties. He wrote in the memoir: ‘It was on the grounds of a dogmatic atheism that I fought and fought hard. It was like a fight for personal survival.’ Of course, it is hard to know whether this was precisely true at the time, or a touch of drama added decades later to what was, in fact, mostly an exposition of the details of Catholic belief and observance rather than extended debates about the existence of God. As the sessions – usually once or twice a week – continued, Greene became captivated by the priest himself in whom he detected ‘an inexplicable goodness’, which in itself became a potent argument for belief.41


In later years he said repeatedly that he did not feel the emotional side of his faith until he witnessed the persecution of Catholics in Mexico. But his letters at the time suggest that there was an emotional component to his struggle – at least in a negative sense. On 7 December 1925, he wrote to Vivien describing his racing thoughts: ‘Darling, I’ve got nothing to say & yet I daren’t stop. I feel there’s something awful in sealing up the envelope, not being able to add to this. I feel as if I must go on talking, talking, talking to you hard, until I’ve got back control. Chatter, chatter, chatter, chatter. On & on & on.’ In this letter he describes his rage against God, and his despair: ‘Don’t you ever wonder, in moods, now & again, what the use of going on is? Religion doesn’t answer it. One can believe in every point of the Catholic faith, & yet at times like this hate the initiator of it all, of life I mean. Justice can be just as hateful as injustice, more so often enough, because injustice puts us on a level with the wielder of it, whilst justice is more hateful because it emphasizes our own inferiority.’42


Greene says that he decided in January 1926 that he would enter the church – this is not actually true as he had already told Vivien in September that he intended to do it. Presumably, in January he put aside lingering doubts and made his final decision. He teased his mother about it – ‘I expect you have guessed that I am embracing the Scarlet Woman’ – and about his choice of baptismal name, hinting that he might go for Joan. The new name would, in any event, allow him to get rid of his first name, ‘Henry’, which he hated. In the end, he chose Thomas – not for Aquinas, but for the doubting apostle.43 For all the teasing, he knew he ‘was laughing to keep his courage up’.44


He also decided that he should end his newspaper apprenticeship and return to London. By 21 January, Greene had had twenty-six lessons with Father Trollope and was only halfway through the full instruction.45 Father Trollope accelerated the lessons, and made arrangements for Greene to see in London the man by whom he had himself been received into the church, Father James Christie of the Brompton Oratory.46


On 28 February47 Greene made a general confession, but not to Father Trollope as it would have been too embarrassing. It covered the sins of his whole life and it was ‘a humiliating ordeal. Later we may become hardened to the formulas of confession and sceptical about ourselves: we may only half intend to keep the promises we make, until continual failure or the circumstances of our private life, finally make it impossible to make any promises at all and many of us abandon Confession and Communion to join the Foreign Legion of the Church and fight for a city of which we are no longer full citizens.’48 That was the voice of a man in his sixties, who had as a matter of conscience withdrawn from the sacraments rather than make empty promises to reform his life. But on this first occasion he took the promises seriously and carried them down ‘like heavy stones’ into a dark corner of the cathedral for his baptism, which was observed only by a woman dusting the chairs. He came out of the cathedral not joyful but full of ‘sombre apprehension’, unsure what these ceremonies might entail for his hoped-for marriage to Vivien. He was not then sure whether involvement with God might lead him, as it had led Trollope, to the priesthood. That fear would later seem quaint, even absurd, but in February 1926 he had no idea where his faith might take him.49
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MARRIAGE


London was in turmoil, and Graham Greene was thrilled. Hired as a sub-editor on The Times just two months before, he found himself at one of the flash points of the General Strike. With coal miners fighting against reduced wages and longer hours, the Trades Union Congress called the long-anticipated strike, which lasted from 3 to 12 May 1926. The government seized paper supplies in an effort to prevent the TUC from publishing its strike newspaper, The British Worker. Most of the country’s newspapers were unable to publish, but The Times put out a reduced edition – the only paper that continued to be issued without interruption.


Overnight on 4–5 May, Greene worked a sixteen-hour shift. With all the print workers on strike, the editorial staff produced a single-sheet issue of the newspaper using three Roneo machines. The papers were loaded under police guard. The next night, strikers poured petrol into the basement and set fire to a large roll of paper. Then, as Greene and others were loading newspapers into private cars parked along Victoria Street for transport out of London, there was a ‘scrimmage’ with strikers, with one man getting concussion after being hit with his own bundle of papers. The next night, some MPs came to help, but there were only peaceful pickets and the loading of cars was better organized.1


Greene had taken a room at 141 Albert Palace Mansions near Battersea Park, but for much of the strike he stayed with Raymond in Pimlico, and was seldom in bed before 5 a.m. He also signed up as a special constable ‘for curiosity’, as he said, rather than any wish ‘to support the establishment’,2 patrolling Vauxhall Bridge with a regular policeman. The feared revolution never took place as the government was well prepared and the middle classes were opposed to the General Strike. By 12 May 1926, the leaders of the TUC had lost hope and called off the strike. When it was over, Greene was given a silver matchbox by the Times management, and he lamented the end of free beer at the office.3


The Times recruit found himself, as a newspaper man putting out the news, a strike-breaker. At Oxford he had had his dalliance with communism, but in the midst of the strike he wrote to Vivien, who disapproved of the left: ‘Darling, you talk as if I was labour. I’m not. I’m really conservative now – especially after labour tried to burn us all.’4 In A Sort of Life, he tells us that just a few years later he would have taken the side of the strikers: like many others of the middle classes, the sight of hunger marchers had opened his eyes.5 And yet, in the 1980s, he took yet another view: since The Times was obliged to fight off both the strikers as well as Churchill and the extreme right, he did not regret his loyalty to the newspaper.6


Now that he had a job, he and Vivien could make firmer plans for a wedding, but as the summer went on, her mother objected to the proposed marriage, as did Vivien’s close friend in Oxford, Stella Weaver.7 The idea of the celibate marriage was fading away, but Greene expressed a preference not to have children. He also suggested to Vivien that the creative and sexual instinct were closely related, and on one occasion compared the erotic contact of bodies to receiving the Eucharist.8 He may just have been trying to convince her of the artistic and spiritual benefits of sleeping with him.


But these were discouraging months for his writing career. One of his sonnets won a competition judged by Humbert Wolfe in the Saturday Review,9 but his collection of poems, Sad Cure, went from publisher to publisher without finding a home. He took some comfort from a note sent by J. C. Squire when he rejected the manuscript, and saw a little hope when Jonathan Cape said no to the poems but asked to see his prose. Sad Cure never did find a publisher. Meanwhile, he completed ‘The Episode’ at the beginning of August and borrowed £5 from his mother to have two copies typed.10 A. D. Peters, who had put a great effort into ‘Anthony Sant’, told him at the end of September that this new novel was simply not publishable. Greene submitted it to William Heinemann, where it got lost in the slush pile until late April. When the managing director, Charles Evans, wrote to apologize for the delay he said he had received contrary readers’ reports, but he too rejected the novel in the end.11


Some books are written from the heart. Greene’s third novel came from his appendix. Walking in Battersea at the end of September, he felt a lingering pain in his side grow suddenly sharper, so went into the office of a down-at-heel doctor, who gave him some medicine and sent him on his way – all at a cost of six shillings. That evening things were still bad, so he called Raymond, who had him examined and then admitted at Westminster Hospital, where he was himself studying anatomy and physiology. Graham spent 2 October 1926, his twenty-second birthday, in Chadwick Ward, with his appendectomy taking place three days later. The Times gave him six weeks’ medical leave, three of which he spent in hospital, the rest in Berkhamsted.


While in hospital, Greene saw some terrible things, including the unexpected death of a nine-year-old boy named Royston who had undergone surgery on a broken leg. The boy’s mother was distraught and cried out: ‘ “Why did you go without saying goodbye to your mother? . . . Sister, Sister, don’t tell me we’re parted.’” This was followed by the death of an old man whose skull had been fractured in a car accident. Greene asked Vivien: ‘Are people who write entirely & absolutely selfish, darling? Even though in a way I hated it yesterday evening – one half of me was saying how lucky it was – added experience – & I kept on catching myself trying to memorise details – Sister’s face, the faces of the other men in the ward. And I felt quite excited aesthetically. It made one rather disgusted with oneself.’12


During his time in hospital, Greene began to plot out a new novel. Like ‘The Episode’, it would be romantic and historical. He had been reading Lord Teignmouth’s and Charles Harper’s historical work, The Smugglers, and was struck by an ugly letter written to revenue officers by an informant who called himself ‘Goring’; it revealed the activities of a Sussex gang and the means to capture them: ‘Do but take up some of the Servants, they will soon rout the Masters, for the Servants are all poor.’13 Greene saw a challenge in making such a character sympathetic.


Once he was back in Berkhamsted, he started writing. He would remember decades later, when other better sentences from better books were forgotten, the opening of The Man Within: ‘He came over the top of the down as the last light failed and could almost have cried with relief at sight of the wood below.’ He wrote these words on lined foolscap while half-listening to his mother discuss chores with a parlour maid.14 This novel contained much that would stay with Greene through his career, especially the figure of the hunted man and the problem of the ‘Judas’. Just as Greene had shopped Lionel Carter to his father, so does Francis Andrews, his main character, inform on his friend, the similarly named Carlyon. The parallels are broad, of course, and The Man Within should not be read as a close autobiography. Greene wrote only a few paragraphs at first, then worked fitfully on it over the next eighteen months. With two failed novels behind him, he felt that this book had to succeed or he must forget about a writing career.


On his first night back at The Times, around 17 November,15 he fainted and was given another week of medical leave. He decided to go to Brighton, where one night as he was sitting alone in a shelter on the front a deluded man introduced himself as ‘Old Moore’ of the almanac. In retrospect, Greene thought he should have suspected an omen. He had received an odd letter from his mother telling him to visit Kenneth Richmond when he returned to London. At the end of their six months of psychoanalysis, Richmond had told Greene, very amicably, that they should go their separate ways to avoid any sense of dependency. By 1926, Richmond was no longer practising psychology and instead teaching a system of shorthand.


When Greene visited him, Richmond offered to help find a publisher for the unpublishable ‘Episode’, then got to the point. He reminded Greene how he had once fainted at the dinner table during their period of psychoanalysis. In fact, Greene had fainted before that; he had lost consciousness on a total of three occasions. Richmond had taken him to see the leading neurologist George Riddoch,16 who diagnosed epilepsy (see p. 21). The matter was revealed to Charles and Marion, but not to Graham himself. In Britain and many other countries, the disease was legal grounds for a marriage to be annulled or prohibited. While Greene was angry at the concealment, it was the likelihood of losing Vivien that devastated him. Indeed, he had earlier compared his pursuit of her, quite accurately, to ‘monomania’.17


The next day, he went to an Underground station and watched the trains passing as he got ready to jump. He could not finally bring himself to do it, and after a while ‘took the moving staircase to the upper world’.18 He sought out Father Christie at the Brompton Oratory. In A Sort of Life Greene calls him Talbot. Greene felt that under no circumstances should he have children, yet wanted to be married according to the church. A man of considerable education,19 Father Christie was an enlightened priest for the time and Greene found him a person of great sympathy, but his hands were tied. He took Greene out in a taxi and they rode back and forth between the Brompton Road and Bayswater, ‘just as we crossed and recrossed the same lines of argument’.20 Marriage was not forbidden, but contraception most certainly was. This was a scorching experience for Greene, and was likely on his mind when he signed letters of protest in 1968 against Pope Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae, which upheld the prohibition against artificial contraception.


Another visit to Riddoch saw the diagnosis confirmed, but Raymond thought it was all nonsense, as did the Times medical correspondent Dr McNair Wilson, who had witnessed the recent fainting episode and saw no evidence that it was an epileptic seizure. By mid-February, Riddoch conceded that he had been ‘too hasty’.21 In future, Greene would faint from time to time,22 but it was no longer attributed to epilepsy.


Relieved about his own health, Greene saw that the time was coming to worry about his father’s. At sixty-one, Charles Greene had passed the normal age of retirement for his post, but his appointment had been extended at the request of the governors of the school. However, he was suffering from diabetes and could not remain. An advertisement for the headmastership appeared in January 1927, and he left the school finally in Trinity Term.23 This was momentous for Graham, as his father and mother left Berkhamsted altogether for a house in Crowborough, Sussex, which they named Incents, after the founder of the school. Within two years, Uncle Edward had sold the Hall as well, and Berkhamsted was no longer home to the Greene family.


Graham Greene felt that his parents had always been generous towards him, and after a visit to them in the following year wrote in a letter that despite his ‘terribly undemonstrative nature’ he needed to thank them: ‘I hope I become a success, if only so that all you’ve both done for me isn’t wasted. There comes a time when gratitude wells up to a height above flood level, & as it’s hard, owing to some kink in my nature, to speak it, I have to write it.’24


*


Meanwhile, with his thoughts very much on the longed-for marriage, he set up a home for himself and Vivien. At the end of March 1927 he moved into a flat at 8 Heathcroft, Hampstead Way, which they would share after the wedding, nicknaming it ‘The Basket’. Having a private bathtub was a particular treat after years in boarding houses. Meanwhile, Vivien’s mother, a very difficult character, was making a last stand, advising her daughter that sex was hell and that giving birth would probably kill her. At this time, Vivien was living with the Weavers in Oxford. Greene did not particularly like Stella Weaver, and at one point spoke of her as a ‘reptile’,25 but he was very grateful that she told Vivien to ignore her mother’s outbursts.26 Stella, a thirty-three-year-old Catholic, was happily married and pregnant herself, so spoke with authority. The twenty-two-year-old Vivien was very much in love and wanted the marriage to go ahead – she had wept at the thought of breaking the engagement during the epilepsy scare. A formal announcement appeared in The Times on 5 July 1927, conspicuously omitting the name of Vivien’s estranged father.


On 15 October 1927, Graham and Vivien were married at St Mary’s, a tiny Catholic church in Hampstead. According to a newspaper account, Vivien wore ‘an ivory satin Florentine robe, draped with silver lace and cut with a square neck. The satin train was also trimmed with silver lace. A wreath of orange blossom and silver leaves secured her long tulle veil, and she carried a sheaf of Madonna lilies, tied with silver tissue. The train bearer, Miss Elisabeth Greene, wore a rose-pink taffeta frock, trimmed with silver.’ Vivien was given away by her maternal grandfather, Alfred Green-Armytage, and Raymond was best man. Among the guests was Father Christie,27 a sign that Graham bore no ill will about their conversation on epilepsy and contraception. In an odd gesture, Vivien’s mother, attempting to dictate terms for the consummation, sent a letter for Graham to read on the wedding night – he read it and tore it up.28 Graham and Vivien took a two-week honeymoon in the South of France, spending much of their time swimming. When they returned to ‘The Basket’ on 29 October, they found that Stella had filled it with flowers.29
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RATS IN THE THATCH


‘I can think of no better career for a young novelist than to be for some years a subeditor on a rather conservative newspaper,’ Greene wrote long after.1 Apart from providing a modest income, the hours – four in the afternoon until eleven at night – left him plenty of time to get on with his fiction. It also gave him the company of older men who worked together cheerfully – Greene says no one was ever sacked from The Times.2


The chief sub-editor, George Anderson, a quiet Scot with a sarcastic wit, was somewhat remote, and was heard to say ‘I am not a social man’.3 He pushed Greene hard, especially in the first part of a shift. When the pubs opened at half-past five, Anderson would don his bowler hat and disappear from the office for about thirty minutes, returning with his face a little redder and his manner more genial. Greene later learned that he had once been a poet and guessed that literary disappointment lay behind the sarcasm. He loved roses and would usually have one on his desk or in his buttonhole. Greene says that in his three years with the newspaper he went from hating Anderson to almost loving him. In contrast, Anderson’s assistant, Colonel A. H. Maude (grandfather of the Conservative MP Francis Maude) was kind to a fault and would never challenge a young sub-editor with a difficult task.4
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