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Preface


Some books begin with questions to which the author already knows the answers; this book began with unanswered ones. I wanted to explore the way in which two novelists of adjacent generations who set out with apparently similar intentions – to write comic or satirical fiction about the way we live now – end up with such disparate results. That these two novelists are father and son adds one kind of special piquancy to the project; that the two generations are also my parents’ and mine adds another (my mother was born in the same year as Kingsley Amis; I was born a year before Martin Amis). Wrapped up in this starting-point is a somewhat broader question: how did the experience of becoming a writer in England during the 1940s and 1950s differ from its parallel a generation later, during the 1960s and 1970s? Although I began with some suspicions about which of these two I’d find the more engaging and sympathetic, I didn’t reach a settled conclusion until quite near the end.


In fact, my sense of Amis & Son: Two Literary Generations altered a good deal as I went along. Another distinction: some books turn out almost exactly as planned, which is a matter of uncanny prescience or stunning luck; others change and evolve, and only an abnormally thick-skinned or dull-brained author will try to prevent them from doing so, since that must entail a refusal to learn from what he’s reading and thinking. This book’s shape was modified as I worked on it by both internal and external factors, which affected each of my main two subjects; but before I briefly describe these factors, I need to say a word about names. The contemporary tendency to call strangers by their first names strikes me as unfortunate – both presumptuous and nuance-destroying – but in this book I’ve really no choice about chummily referring to father and son as ‘Kingsley’ and ‘Martin’: to give each his full name for 400 pages or so would have been unbearably cumbersome for the reader and added several pages more. Family members and one or two close friends are treated similarly, for consistency of tone and to avoid clashes of forename and surname within phrases. The one deliberate inconsistency concerns Philip Larkin, who is ‘Philip’ throughout his early friendship with Kingsley but who has to become ‘Larkin’ once Kingsley’s son Philip is old enough for possible ambiguities to occur.


Zachary Leader’s The Life of Kingsley Amis appeared when my own ‘Kingsley’ chapters were well advanced; I’ve gratefully used it to correct and add a number of details, all of which are identified and acknowledged in my notes. In fact, Zachary Leader and I had met over a year earlier, talked about our respective books and cheerfully agreed that they were quite distinct sorts of project. His astonishingly comprehensive biography has allowed me to do exactly what I wanted – which is to be much more selective about the life and instead to concentrate on a rather different reading of Kingsley’s fiction. I agree with Martin when he says that ‘the fit reader, the ideal reader, regards a writer’s life as just an interesting extra’. With a dead author, this interesting extra – being closed and complete – may be worth some careful attention for the light it throws on his work, which is also closed and complete. With a living author, the case is quite different. For one thing, both life and work remain in a state of much greater fluidity: our guesses about what may or may not turn out to be significant must be far more provisional. For another, I have a possibly unfashionable understanding of the word ‘impertinence’, and I believe it’s impertinent for the biographer or critic to poke his nose into those aspects of a living author’s privacy where his nose is least welcome. Martin’s only replies to my several letters have been brief factual answers to a couple of questions; and, although (as people as differently close to him as Elizabeth Jane Howard and Zachary Leader have told me) he’s a famous non-correspondent, I think I’ve deduced that he doesn’t want to be more closely associated with this book. I’ve done my best to respect his wishes as far as personal intrusion is concerned; again, this coincides with my own instincts.


The incompleteness which surrounds the living author has one further shaping consequence that I hadn’t at first foreseen. The very recent past is hardly more solid than the present and the future: what a writer publishes next month may drastically alter our view of something he wrote a couple of years ago, while recent biographical background is only likely to be of interest to the gossip-columnist. So I’ve decided to end the main body of this book in 1995, the year of Kingsley’s death, after which Martin’s work begins to move off in new and (so far) confusing directions: I glance at these more briefly in my final chapter, ‘Fathers and Sons’. That also seems the right place for some more personal reflections which follow from the book which precedes them.


One last point. Publishers and booksellers, journalists and librarians all have an entirely understandable desire to place books in categories which don’t necessarily correspond to divisions inside the reader’s (or the writer’s) head. To call this a ‘literary biography’ might imply a claim of biographical completeness for which I haven’t aimed; ‘critical biography’ is a bit better, as long as it’s remembered that ‘criticism’ here includes appreciative advocacy; ‘study’ would be nicely non-committal, were it not for its misleading hint of interminably footnoted and secondary-sourced academia. I actually quite like to think of the books around me as primarily just books, so my hope is that this is a decently interesting book about Kingsley and Martin Amis.


N.P.


May 2007






 








1. THE ANGRY CHILD
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Kingsley Amis’s earliest childhood home – 16 Buckingham Gardens, Norbury, SW16 – is the right-hand one of a pair, on the corner where the shabby suburban lane widens into a little green. It has dirty white pebbledash walls and hazy windows; outside, there’s an unkempt privet hedge and a straggling yellow rose, feebly blooming in early November. The house looks unoccupied; it is certainly unloved, except by the local council, which has affixed a green plaque stating that Sir Kingsley Amis was born here (which he wasn’t) and rather curiously insisting that he used the Norbury Library. The adjacent grassed space has a pair of unmatched signs saying ‘No Ball Games’, as if such were likely or possible, though the sentiment might have pleased Kingsley’s father, the keenly prohibitive William Robert Amis. Even if Buckingham Gardens hasn’t gone down in the world much since the Amises lived here, it hasn’t come up; only one of the houses shows the slightest hint of ownerly gentrification, and it looks out of place. The air carries a strong and unmistakable whiff of curry, which Kingsley mightn’t in one sense have minded (it was among the few foods he actually enjoyed), though in another he’d have minded quite a bit: he was no racist, but he strongly disliked the quality of English life being mucked about.


Almost directly opposite No. 16, a short footpath leads through to Norbury Avenue, the wider residential road which runs parallel with the railway line: he’d have heard the trains at home. From here, as from the Amises’ subsequent houses in Ena Road and Galpins Road, it’s a manageable walk to Norbury Station, gabled like a village primary school, for the train journey which Kingsley and his father shared each morning – he on his way to the City of London School on Victoria Embankment, his father to the offices of Colman’s Mustard in Cannon Street; William Amis didn’t possess a car, though one or two of his neighbours did, and would surely have asserted that he had no need of one. ‘Norbury’, wrote Kingsley, ‘is not a place. When in the early part of the century the railways started building from London to the southern and south coast towns they put a station down every few miles, on the reasoning of various entrepreneurs that such places would form centres for the new population that would be coming to work in London. This proved correct.’1 The result was ‘Two-up-and-two-down by the hundreds of yards . . . and shops along the High Street (or “main road”).’ He gives a version of this piece of social history to his character Stanley Duke in Stanley and the Women: ‘Half the parts south of the river were never proper places at all, just collections of assorted buildings filling up gaps and named after railway stations and bus garages.’2 Supplying a ‘potted biography’ for a correspondent in 1956, Kingsley expunged Norbury completely and offered this disingenuous alternative: ‘Born 1922 in London, just about qualifying as a sound-of-Bow-Bells Cockney.’3 Yet Norbury is a place, of a peculiarly South London sort, with its parade of tall, slightly fussy suburban shops along the A23 London Road and its tree-lined residential ‘Avenues’, ‘Crescents’ and ‘Gardens’. What it lacks is anything at all in the way of landmarks, either historical or in any other way distinctive: you can see why, growing up there, Kingsley became habituated to indifference towards his external surroundings, a writer whose novels seldom possess more than the shakiest and most grudging sense of place. Nevertheless, as his friend Philip Larkin put it: ‘Nothing, like something, happens anywhere.’
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Kingsley’s relatives amply compensated for the lack of eccentricity in his early surroundings: the notably high incidence of crazy old codgers in his fiction is also rooted in his childhood. His paternal grandfather, Joseph James Amis, was ‘a jokey, excitable, silly little man’4 from Norfolk, who until his retirement had been a wholesale glass merchant trading as J. J. Amis & Co.: the business was moderately successful, enabling Joseph and his wife Julia (née Spinks) – ‘Pater’ or ‘Dadda’ and ‘Mater’ to the family – to move from Denmark Hill to a house, with the misleadingly literary name of Barchester, in Purley, then still a semi-rural part of Surrey. Dadda was, among other things, a tiresome prankster who on more than one occasion sought to demonstrate the unique quality of his revolutionary line in ‘unbreakable’ glassware by hurling items into the fireplace where, to no one’s surprise but his own, they shattered like exploding grenades; this seems not to have troubled him in the least, even when he performed his unlucky stunt in front of important clients. Perhaps, indeed, his business acumen left something to be desired, for although Purley was a notch or two up from Denmark Hill, and a couple of notches more up from Norbury, Dadda and Mater remained notably parsimonious, seldom entertaining members of the family or anyone else. Kingsley recalled two instances of Mater’s legendary meanness: before retiring for the night, she habitually left out two matches, the second in case the first broke, for the maid who lit the gas in the morning; and she would cut up and hang up the grocer’s paper bags in the lavatory, causing one unfortunate occupant to ‘cut his bottom on the lingering remains of an acid-drop’5 – an economy also attributed, with identical consequences, to Jenny Bunn’s ‘hymn-singing grandmother’ in Take a Girl like You.6 (According to Kingsley’s cousin John, the music critic and broadcaster, at a rare dinner party Mater provided five chops for six diners; but this sounds less like deliberate penny-pinching than the incompetence of an unpractised hostess.) They were an undeniably stingy and quite possibly dislikeable couple. Nevertheless, J. J. Amis could take a certain justifiable pride in his achievements as a self-made man from East Anglia who had survived in difficult times and who, with his wife, had established the Amises as a minor South London dynasty. His somewhat obtuse tenacity and wayward sense of humour would prove to be inheritable family traits.


Dadda and Mater had four children: three sons – William, James and Leslie – and a daughter, Gladys. The parallel careers of William and James, alike in so many ways yet always tilted in the latter’s favour, provide one clue to the slightly pinched, disgruntled flavour of life at Buckingham Gardens. Both worked in the City of London, but while William was a clerk – albeit quite an important one, fluent in Spanish and responsible for exporting mustard to South America – earning £500 a year at Colman’s, James held a post in the merchant bank of Seligmann Brothers in Austin Friars at a substantially higher salary (reduced after the Wall Street crash, but even then a respectable £800 a year). Both lived in South London, yet James’s house in Selsdon Road, West Norwood, was perceptibly sturdier than William’s, ‘a semi-detached, red-brick affair with a laburnum and a lilac in the front garden, a little lawn at the back with vegetables and a loganberry bush at the bottom’.7 Both had sons born in the same year, 1922: Kingsley attended undistinguished, long-vanished local schools before following his father and uncles to the City of London School, where he couldn’t have remained without winning a scholarship, when he was twelve; his cousin John went, fully paid for, to Dulwich College Preparatory School and then on to Dulwich College itself. During the 1920s, the Norbury Amises took their annual holiday at Pevensey in Sussex; the West Norwood Amises took theirs at Saint-Briac in Brittany. William was a keen sportsman, who played tennis ‘well into middle age’ and as a cricketer ‘actively skippered the local side in his sixties’, but James was all this and more: a tireless leisure-time all-rounder, ‘occupied by rehearsals for plays, committee meetings, tennis in the summer or gardening or a bonfire. Therefore,’ wrote his son John, ‘I loved him best. He was fun.’8 Kingsley said that his father thought himself a failure, and it’s easy to see why: he was outflanked by his brother James at every move. Yet John Amis doesn’t now remember ‘any feeling of social difference between Norbury and West Norwood. We both lived in dreary houses in dreary streets.’9


Leslie, however, was another matter: ‘the only one of my senior paternal relatives to show me interest or affection’,10 according to Kingsley, who was fond of him. Unlike his brothers, he remained unmarried and went into the family business; consequently, after Dadda’s death it fell to him to take care both of J. J. Amis & Co. and of Mater in their respective declining years. Mother and son moved to Warlingham, where Leslie endured a miserable commuter’s life, stopping each evening on his way home at a pub near the station to fortify himself for the ordeal ahead. In summer, after supper, he would drive Mater to another pub, where she would remain in the car and drink port; perhaps it was passed through the window to her as if she were the frog in Beatrix Potter. Leslie thought himself homosexual and confided as much to his brother William, though whether he put this hypothesis to the test is unknown. When, however, Mater eventually died, ‘a large dreadful hairy-faced creature’ aged almost ninety, Leslie took off on a world cruise and discovered a vigorous and previously unsuspected heterosexual self. Then, having ‘fucked every female in sight’ for a couple of years, he died. Kingsley claimed that this progress sounded like a story by Somerset Maugham, whereas to anyone else Leslie sounds much more like a character in Kingsley Amis.


So, and for a good reason, does the last of Dadda and Mater’s children, Gladys. Mater attempted, at the very last minute, to prevent her daughter’s marriage to Ralph Foster, a professor at Harvard. The attempt failed and the Fosters escaped, no doubt gratefully, from South London to Massachusetts, where they had two children (Bobbie and Rosemary) before Ralph died, aged only thirty-six, while watching a baseball match. Kingsley incorporated this story, retaining the names Gladys and Ralph Foster, in The Old Devils, with a crisp explanation of Mater’s obstructionist motive: ‘What was interesting was her reason for being against the American. He was American.’11 However, he altered Gladys’s maiden name to ‘Ungoed-Thomas’ and turned the incident into an anecdote illustrating the incurable cussedness of the Welsh. Although there was nothing actually Welsh about his family, Kingsley would discover a deep temperamental affinity with Wales and feel Swansea to be the place outside London where he was most at home: the Amis brand of cussedness transplanted well there, as both That Uncertain Feeling and The Old Devils demonstrate.


Kingsley’s mother, Rosa Annie (née Lucas), was almost a local. Her father, George, had been a tailor’s assistant in Brixton and organist at the Denmark Place Baptist Chapel, which is where she met and, in June 1915, married William Amis; as she had been named after a pair of alcoholic aunts, she preferred to be called Peggy. George Lucas was the only grandparent for whom Kingsley cared: ‘He liked and collected books, real books, poetry books, had lined part of a room in his little Camberwell house with them.’ Since this was the one instance of literary cultivation in the family, it was properly honoured by the bookish grandson; but George’s wife Jemima (née Sweetland), who resembled ‘one of those horrible little old women dressed in black who used to sit on walls or outside shops on the Continent’, had no time for her husband’s books. As he read his favourite passages aloud to her, a somewhat misguided occupation, ‘she would make faces and gestures at him while his head was lowered to the page’.12 Kingsley’s dislike of her intensified when his hope of inheriting his grandfather’s library was thwarted: on his death, she allowed him to choose five volumes, insisting that he wrote ‘from his grandfather’s collection’ on each flyleaf, a gesture which managed to combine meanness and sanctimoniousness in about equal proportions.


There were two other Lucas children, apart from Peggy. George ‘had curly hair and was a postman’, an occupation which Kingsley suspected was too proletarian to permit social intercourse with his parents (who, not having that much class to be conscious about, were all the more class-conscious). Dora, the younger of the two sisters by five years, had formerly been a professional singer, married to a vanished Arthur Mackness, but later lived with her widowed mother in Lowth Road, Camberwell, where Peggy and Kingsley paid dutiful weekly visits. She was thought to be ‘off her head’: one recurrent symptom of this, apart from her lack of make-up and generally dowdy appearance, was her obsessional collecting of dead matches which she would then hold beneath the scullery tap for thirty seconds before disposing of them; she also imagined strangers lurking in the tiny flower-filled back garden and suffered from other not very serious neurotic delusions. Eventually, however, she was confined to an institution, where her culinary and organisational skills made her an indispensable helper in the kitchen. It was there that she learnt of her mother’s death and all her symptoms of mental illness instantly disappeared. She was formally transferred to the catering staff, a move which proved so successful that at the time of her own death she was about to take over responsibility for catering at one of the major London teaching hospitals. As with Uncle Leslie, her own self-discovery had been dependent on her release from an oppressive parent, a motif which was to recur in her nephew’s novels.
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In this company, William and Peggy seemed not at all odd, just culpably dull. Their relationship had begun and continued in the steadiest possible manner: they were children when they first met at the Baptist Chapel, and their marriage took place while the twenty-six-year-old Able Seaman Amis was on leave from the Royal Naval Air Service at East Fortune in Scotland, where he worked on airship maintenance (‘a cushy one, if you like’, his son remarked). William – whose height of 5 foot 8 inches or so was average for his generation and who ‘had a decent big nose that caused him, so he said, to be occasionally mistaken for a Jew by Jews’13 – was thus thirty-three by the time his only child, Kingsley William Amis, was born on 16 April 1922 in a nursing home off Clapham Common: old enough for a naturally cautious and intransigent character to have become immovably staid. His son thought him ‘the most English human being I have ever known’. The seven-year delay between his parents’ marriage and Kingsley’s birth, together with the absence of any siblings, may suggest that one or other parent wasn’t keen on sex; that Peggy was reluctant first to undergo and then to repeat the trauma of childbirth; or that they decided their modest means could support only one child. Whatever the reason, being an only child shaped the pressures and emphases of Kingsley’s early years: a triangular, dialectical relationship evolved, in which William issued prohibitive edicts and non-negotiable opinions, Peggy interceded with temporising amendments, and Kingsley learned to play the two off against each other until some sort of bearable compromise was eventually reached.


The only child is also, among other things, the angry child – though not always in quite the ways a siblinged observer might suspect. ‘An only child is short not so much of allies, of supporters, as of means of dilution and diversion, another body to share the weight of parental care,’ wrote Kingsley in ‘A Memoir of my Father’. ‘This isolation may make him over-ready to defend his interests.’14 He also carries the entire burden of parental ambitions and is the sole repository of his parents’ hopes and fears. Fourteen-year-old Peter Furneaux in The Riverside Villas Murder – the first of two boys in Kingsley’s novels who share their author’s background and chronology – puts it in slightly different terms: ‘Being an only child did not mean that you were by yourself too much; on the contrary, you got the whole of your parents reserved for just you instead of divided up into three, say.’15 Kingsley combined intellectual ambition and arrogance with a generous helping of his father’s obstinacy, a mixture guaranteed ‘to launch us regularly on one or another conversational collision course, immediately recognised as such by both, indeed by all, parties, but not to be deviated from at any price’.16


The great emblematic battleground between father and son was, as it so often is, music. William was fond of music, though it came after cricket and tennis in his enthusiasms; however, his taste – centred on Gilbert and Sullivan and on Edwardian drawing-room ballads, which he sang well – was precisely that least likely to appeal to his son. John Amis remembers Kingsley’s musical taste as being ‘more advanced’ than his own, including the Fourth Symphony of Vaughan Williams and the Walton Viola Concerto,17 and this interest in music seems to have developed along two parallel tracks: as an aspiring intellectual who reckoned he might teach his father a thing or two, he favoured Haydn, Mozart and Schubert; meanwhile, as a young rebel not averse to upsetting him, he was discovering jazz. William contrived to be equally affronted in either case. ‘My father’s catholic distaste’, wrote Kingsley, ‘ranged from Haydn to Troise and his Mandoliers, from Benny Goodman to Borodin.’ For William, Sibelius’s The Swan of Tuonela ‘called up successive images of a small animal in pain and a large animal in pain’ while a quite sophisticated piece of Duke Ellington’s suggested ‘a lot of savages dancing round a pot of human remains’.18 Such calculatedly infuriating comic descriptions will, of course, be very familiar to readers of Kingsley’s novels (the Ellington opinion is shared by Jenny Bunn’s father);19 as a boy, it was the sheer nuisance value of his father’s obstructive disapproval that he mostly registered. High culture in general, and serious music in particular, was regarded as suspect and threatening, something not quite for them: another sort of class distinction. By contrast, over in West Norwood, Cousin John was encouraged both to practise the piano and to collect gramophone records. His parents bought him ‘a proper “table-model” gramophone’; he saved up his pocket money for the ‘agonising but enthralling’ choice between ‘vocal gems from Turandot, the overture to Die Zauberflöte, Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2’ and, encouraged by his younger sister, jazz records too (‘Fats Waller fascinated me, so did Art Tatum . . .’).20 All this music in the home, like John’s participation as a pianist in concerts at Dulwich, was a shared family experience. William Amis must have been appalled as well as envious: it was one more way in which he seemed to have been outclassed by his brother.


One might expect two young cousins, of the same age and with similar tastes in music, who lived not far apart, to have been continually in and out of each other’s houses, comparing notes and swapping records. In fact, Kingsley and John seldom saw each other – about once every school holiday is John’s estimate. It wasn’t that their backgrounds were too different: they were too painfully adjacent. They made much of the distance between SW16 and SE27 – ‘a one-hour hike’ is how Eric Jacobs puts it – but it wouldn’t have discouraged two boys who actually wanted to know each other and it would have been no trouble at all on a bicycle. ‘Kingsley never invited me to Norbury,’ says John. ‘His mother (Rosie to us) and my mother didn’t get on, so Rosie wasn’t going to invite me.’21 Yet the fact that their respective mothers didn’t get on could have been turned from an obstacle into a challenge and an incentive. No, the distance was a social and cultural one, and there isn’t a more telling symbol of the way in which Kingsley felt himself shut in a particularly narrow and constrained lower-middle-class box than this. It was his loss. In their respective autobiographical reminiscences – Kingsley’s Memoirs and John’s ‘Scenes from Childhood’ in Amiscellany – each mentions the other precisely once, and only in passing.


It might have been instructive and reassuring if young Kingsley could have met two other exact contemporaries who shared many of his ambitions and frustrations. One, born in Barnsley on 17 July 1922, was Donald Alfred Davie; the other, born in Coventry on 9 August 1922, was Philip Arthur Larkin. Apart from their closeness in age, the parallels between these three writers are striking: all were only children from essentially non-intellectual middle-class backgrounds (Larkin’s sister Kitty, ten years older, was too distant to count: Kingsley would borrow this idea for You Can’t Do Both); all were educated at grammar schools and went on to Oxbridge, where they at first felt socially ill at ease; all became members of the Movement and contributors to Robert Conquest’s anthology New Lines. Naturally, the points at which these parallels diverge – and, in Davie’s case, rupture irreparably – will in due course prove to be even more interesting.


The extent of Kingsley’s boyhood social isolation may seem surprising, given the quite dense suburban texture of Norbury and the network of family connections across South London, but it was common enough among children of his background. When his parents weren’t worrying about their own nagging sense of failure and inferiority, they would have been busy making sure that he didn’t mix with children who were ‘common’: his early schools, chosen for their respectability rather than their educational distinction, were designed to reinforce just this buffer. St Hilda’s was a shrubbery-surrounded independent girls’ school of the kind which also took small boys, before they became pubescent and dangerous, in its junior forms. There he became devoted to his English teacher, Miss Barr, ‘a tall, Eton-cropped figure of improbable elegance’, and thus to literature. At Norbury College, a boys’ prep school which by the time Kingsley went there in 1929 had sprouted senior classes, he was first taught English by the larger of two unrelated Messrs Waller, who spent most of the time reading aloud books ‘about the Great War “I’ve copped it in the back, sir” or lethal espionage in Eastern Europe “For God’s sake shoot me and have done with it”)’.22 It was better than work, though not quite to young Kingsley’s taste. He was luckier with Mr Waller’s younger successor, Mr Ashley, who introduced his charges to The Merchant of Venice and the almost contemporary Georgian poets. The school was ‘just up the road’, so Kingsley came home to lunch, really only escaping from his domestic cocoon for lessons.


He later described his ‘environment and upbringing’ as ‘insular almost to a fault’ and ‘fiercely non-crazy’.23 Both his parents were (from the best of motives) ludicrously overprotective: William wanted his son to grow into a more successful version of himself, thereby ensuring that he grew up to be one of the least businesslike men on the planet; Peggy fretted about his diet, pushing forkful after forkful into his unwilling mouth at mealtimes, plying him with supposedly nutritious supplements such as ‘Parrish’s Chemical Food’, and consequently putting him off the enjoyment of food for most of his life. The truth, of course, is that much of what parents do for their children will always turn out to be exactly counterproductive – all the more so, perhaps, if the child decides to be a writer.
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Every writer is a reader first, with the obvious exception of the schoolboy who may be required to write before he has had a chance to read anything much. A 300-word short story by Kingsley Amis called ‘The Sacred Rhino of Uganda’ – it concerned an unlucky hunter, Captain Hartly, who foolishly shot the eponymous animal and was set upon by its ‘native worshippers’ – appeared in the school magazine while its author was still at Norbury College. Fifty years later, he remembered it well enough to describe its stylistic pitfalls (phrases such as ‘Raging and cursing in the blazing heat’) to his son Martin,24 but only an ironist would have called it, as he did in Memoirs, ‘my first published work of fiction’.25 Otherwise, reading is what shapes writers, by suggesting the possibilities of the craft as well as its problems, and Kingsley’s choice of books during his teenage years was to exert a lifelong influence on him.


Adolescents, he remarked in 1971, categorise works of literature as ‘terrific or tripe’: ‘a boy either gobbles a book up or throws it away’,26 and the factors which prompt one reaction rather than the other are often mysterious. Moreover, there is no neat point of transition at which childish tastes vanish and are instantaneously replaced by grown-up ones; in Kingsley’s case, the overlapping incongruities are especially intriguing. When we meet fourteen-year-old Peter Furneaux in The Riverside Villas Murder, he is engrossed in an adventure story in the Wizard: it is ‘the kind of rubbish errand-boys read’, according to his father, whom he must placate in order to prevent the comic being added ‘to the catalogue of forbidden reading-matter, there to join the works of Aldous Huxley, W. Somerset Maugham and other unhealthy influences’.27 And when, at the same age, Robin Davies in You Can’t Do Both sets off to visit his relatives in Wales, he takes with him ‘Just William, The Island of Dr Moreau, Durell on algebra, British Battleships, a bound volume of Chums and, with a low growl of resignation, Bury’s History of Rome’.28 However, his older friend Jeremy Carpenter has already lent him W. H. Auden’s Poems – Robin is puzzled by the references to ‘Lawrence, Blake and Homer Lane, once healers in our English land’ in XII and more deeply troubled by the phrase in XXX about ‘the distortions of ingrown virginity’ (can that really mean what he thinks it means?) – while failing to persuade him to borrow a novel by D. H. Lawrence: his parents, who have ‘never read a word he’s written but they know it’s all filth’,29 wouldn’t allow it in the house. These juxtapositions are very closely modelled on the author’s own experience.


Kingsley was an avid reader of the Magnet, each issue of which included a 20,000-word story by ‘Frank Richards’ (the pen-name of Charles Hamilton) set in a public school called Greyfriars, where the most celebrated and very much the stoutest pupil was Billy Bunter. He continued to enjoy these well into his teens, despite their lack of resemblance to his own or anyone else’s actual experience of school. He also read H. G. Wells, sternly regarding The War of the Worlds as not ‘grown-up’; on the other hand, G. K. Chesterton’s The Man Who Was Thursday was ‘the first grown-up novel I remember reading outside school’, having arrived there ‘by the way of the Father Brown stories’ and going on to The Napoleon of Notting Hill. In The Riverside Villas Murder, he slyly shifts this part of his literary taste on to the middle-aged and ultimately admirable Colonel Manton. The scene in which his library is observed by Detective Constable Barrett, whose liking for ‘serious stuff like biographies, history and war memoirs’ mirrors that of William Amis and of Norbury College’s ‘Big’ Mr Waller, tells us a good deal about the popular reading habits of 1936 (the year in which the novel is set) and about the author himself:





At first glance, the collection was unprepossessing, the greater part still in their jackets (many of a garish yellow), the visible bindings cheap and often scuffed. The first authors’ names Barrett happened to come across were unfamiliar: John Dickson Carr, John Rhode, Anthony Berkeley. Nor were the first titles any help: The House of the Arrow, The Nine Tailors, The Incredulity of Father Brown – fancy someone writing a whole book about a parson’s incredulity. Then Barrett caught sight of The Mysterious Affair at Styles, by Agatha Christie, and knew where he was: he ought to have guessed the old boy would be a ’tec fan. Interesting, but a little disappointing – what fiction he had time for himself came from real authors like Hugh Walpole or J. B. Priestley. Across the room were a couple of rows of better-bound volumes, but he only had time to glimpse one title – Medical Jurisprudence – before Colonel Manton came briskly into the room.30





As is often the way with Kingsley’s fiction of this vintage, the jokier hints and nudges are a shade heavy-handed: the garish yellow jackets might belong to Collins’ ‘Crime Club’, though he probably has in mind the distinctive livery of his own first major publisher, Victor Gollancz; Barrett’s misunderstanding of Chesterton’s title, which is meant to suggest his literal-mindedness, makes him sound a simpleton. But the points about literary taste are deftly made: the detective novels are approved of, as intelligent entertainment, perfectly appropriate for Colonel Manton’s leisure; the slow-witted Constable, by contrast, manages to choose authors who are both middlebrow and dull.





When Kingsley ‘gobbled up’ The Man Who Was Thursday in 1935, he was thirteen years old; later, he would remember Chesterton’s death the following year as ‘the first total stranger’s death that meant anything to me personally’.31 The book’s opening, in which a two poets discuss ‘art and anarchism at an open-air party in a romantic setting under an extraordinary sunset’, ‘caught me by the scruff’, he said. It was a lesson he thoroughly absorbed, for his novels invariably open with an obvious grab for the reader’s attention, more often than not in the form of a conversation, and his passages of Jamesian elaboration or Proustian introspection occur deep into his books, if at all. He learnt too ‘that the extraordinary is, if not the most ordinary thing in the world, as G.K.C. might have put it, then at least almost literally round the corner’;32 and he would also take heed of the flaws in The Man Who Was Thursday – the transparent improbabilities, the muddled seasons and the over-telescoped time-scale. It was, in fact, the perfect example of a book which, for the adolescent writer, began in entertainment and ended in instruction.


Like Peter Furneaux and Robin Davies – like all boys in their teens – Kingsley was also irresistibly drawn to anything which might, on grounds of taste or decency, be prohibited by his parents. In his case, this urge was quickened by the fact that William and Peggy were, even by the standards of their time, comically censorious: Kingsley remembered overhearing their next-door neighbour’s ‘very mild reference to somebody’s honeymoon or some such depravity’ when he was fourteen, at which his mother ‘gave her a fierce (and absurdly visible) shake of the head’.33 Luckily, there was Uncle Tommy: not an actual uncle but an admirer of Peggy’s, whose respectable devotion (he once popped up while the family was holidaying on the North Norfolk coast) posed not the remotest threat to the Amises’ marriage. Uncle Tommy, who would present Kingsley with a Mars bar whenever he appeared, subscribed to John o’London’s, a literary weekly later merged into Time and Tide, and owned plenty of books, some of them in the Tauchnitz series which, like the Olympia Press, published works considered too risky by British firms. Lady Chatterley’s Lover wasn’t among them, Kingsley discovered; when he did read it he was disappointed on two counts, finding it insufficiently salacious and disliking Lawrence as a novelist. But Aldous Huxley’s Point Counter Point was there and, as ‘a then almost equally illustrious monument of supposed filth’, self-recommending: that, however, supplied ‘the greatest literary disappointment I have ever suffered’. It was ‘grown-up in the wrong way, never getting to the point’ and ‘about as arousing as the Magnet’.34 Huxley and the Wizard, apparently so incompatible in their shared danger of being consigned to ‘the catalogue of forbidden reading’, had more in common than Peter Furneaux’s father could possibly have imagined.


Kingsley’s literary tastes, especially in poetry, were further shaped by two masters at the City of London School. The first of these was Mr Marsh, from whom ‘you could borrow Auden and MacNeice . . . but I made nothing of them at that time, 1936–37’.35 His bafflement would certainly have resembled Robin Davies’s, yet he must also have felt that these two writers were, like Huxley, insufficiently swift in ‘getting to the point’; elements of Auden’s prosody, in the more sprawling early poems, would have bothered him too. In this, he differed sharply from his future friend Philip Larkin who, coming across Auden at school, not only read him but was strongly influenced by him. It was a relief for Kingsley when Marsh was succeeded by ‘the man who taught me most, about English literature among other things’, the Reverend C. J. Ellingham: he was the sort of teacher, more common in the post-war years than in the 1930s (and since then, of course, snuffed out by the National Curriculum), who reckoned that the syllabus could largely take care of itself and instead devoted much of his time to ensuring ‘that we did not remain totally ignorant of classical music, painting, and English poetry outside the official courses’.36 His favourite poet was A. E. Housman. Kingsley ‘came to share Mr Ellingham’s preference and eventually retain it even in face of Larkin’s work’, a judgement which goes some way towards explaining why his own poetry differs in tone from the Auden- and Empson-influenced work of his 1950s Movement contemporaries. Not that Mr Ellingham’s taste was wholly reliable. For instance, he admired T. E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom, a book which Kingsley at the time decided he was ‘not well-read or clever enough to appreciate’, although he would subsequently come to regard it as ‘a piece of pretentious bullshit’37


Many of the adult writer’s enduring tastes and habits are already evident here: a preference for direct, lively narrative connected with everyday life and a corresponding suspicion of writing which seems pointlessly inflated or difficult; an interest in genres such as detective and science fiction; and a fondness for intelligible poetry using conventional prosodic structures. But, both before and alongside the stimuli Kingsley received from outside the family, there was one source of literary encouragement at home – his mother. Peggy remained an enthusiastic reader throughout her life, her determinedly middlebrow taste steering as clear of classics as of sensationalism. Her son wrote that ‘the names of Norah C. James and Ann Bridge come to mind’, now forgotten except by historians of popular fiction but typifying a kind of writing which was enormously popular before social change in general, and television in particular, pushed it aside. This in itself might actually have dampened Kingsley’s literary ambitions but, as he said, there were other ways in which she got him started as a writer, such as ‘not producing a sibling for me, restricting my choice of companions, having had a father with a literary bent, suggesting on rainy afternoons when I had no book or comic to read – quite innocently and without premeditation, I am sure – that I should do a bit of writing’.38
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William’s decision to send his son to the City of London School in 1934 was at once cautious and reckless. He had been a pupil there himself, as had his two brothers, so it was hardly an adventurous choice, but it was risky in the sense that he simply couldn’t afford it. The fees of £90 per year, plus travelling and other expenses, added up to almost a quarter of his modest annual salary. He gambled on Kingsley’s ability to win a scholarship in his second year and his confidence was, fortunately, justified. Such risk-taking seems as dramatically out of character as the apparent intention to make Kingsley’s intellectual development his first priority, but William would also have been driven by more conservative impulses: by his conviction that the son should follow in his father’s footsteps and also by his determination not to be utterly outdone by his brother James. Moreover, in choosing the safe familiarity of CLS, he thought he was ensuring that his son, while receiving a proper eduction, didn’t get too far above himself. This was a decent school which had been good enough for him and he evidently preferred it – despite the daily commuting by train it entailed – to Whitgift or Trinity, the academically distinguished schools nearby in Croydon.





But CLS had altered since William’s day. F. R. Dale, the headmaster appointed in 1931, had high academic ambitions for his school. Among his introductions to this end was a system of academic streaming, with an ‘A’ or express stream enabling bright boys to progress faster and thus allowing them more time in the sixth form to prepare for Oxbridge scholarships (the corollary, that duller pupils would benefit from taking their time, undaunted by the presence of high-flyers, is arguably more questionable). Boys were also grouped into three ‘sides’ – classical, modern or science – according to preference and ability. Dale seems to have embodied the ideal head-masterly balance of discipline and humanity. As T. B. Williamson, his first Captain of School, recalled: ‘Here was a man, we felt, who would stand no nonsense. Within a few months we had revised our opinion on this point. Under this Head there would be little if any nonsense to stand.’39 His firmness was matched by a fairness which included such startlingly progressive innovations as a school council, called the Boys’ Representative Assembly, whose democratically reached decisions he would wherever possible endorse. He may have shrewdly realised that such bodies, if they take themselves seriously, are likely to prove conservative rather than revolutionary in character: for example, it was the Assembly, rather than the headmaster, which proposed the adoption of a notably formal, neo-Etonian school uniform – black coat and striped trousers in winter, jauntily lightened by blazer and boater in summer. Above all, Dale was an outstanding classical scholar: ‘To hear him read Greek verse, observing tonic accent, metrical ictus and the run of the meaning all at once, was to be given a distant view of some ideal beauty as well as to marvel at a virtuoso.’40 He was chosen by the BBC as the finest available reciter of Greek to read Homer aloud on the Third Programme, in the days when such civilised and civilising things were still possible. Kingsley felt for him a ‘terrified veneration’ and became an enthusiastic member of the classical ‘A’ stream. This was not precisely the solid grounding for a business career that William had originally envisaged.


In fact, at the City of London School, Kingsley received a very good academic education in a remarkably civilised environment. ‘It was an excellent school, not just for the teaching but for the big cross-section you got of the social strata,’ he told William Van O’Connor in 1958. ‘One of my friends was a Jew from the poor quarter of London’s East End; another was the son of a prominent Church dignitary. But you just didn’t know what most boys’ fathers were: your status depended on your amiability.’41 This social and religious diversity was partly due to the generous number of scholarships available to pupils from inner London. After the announcements at morning assembly, but before the Anglican hymns and prayers, the senior Jewish boy would lead from the hall ‘the others of his faith, the Roman Catholics and the Dissenters’. As an agnostic from a lapsed Baptist family, Kingsley might have conjured up two reasons for joining them but stayed, partly because he enjoyed the singing. He guessed that around 15 per cent of the pupils were Jewish, yet – apart from the one moment when the Regimental Sergeant Major barked ‘What’s your religion?’ at a boy called Richenberg, at which ‘it was as if every Gentile in hearing had turned white’ – he remembered ‘not a single instance of even the mildest anti-semitism’;42 and this, in a school containing so diverse a range of London adolescents in the 1930s, is a more remarkable achievement than it may at first seem. When the school’s official historian, A. E. Douglas-Smith, claimed in 1937 that ‘the anti-Semitism of Fascist countries is incomprehensible to boys who have made their life’s friendships in the School’,43 he was telling no more than the truth.


CLS was a tolerant place in other ways which suited the self-contradictory nature of young Amis. There was naturally an Officers’ Training Corps, but it wasn’t compulsory; ‘pacifists and other freaks’ (as the old rogue coat-trailingly had in it Memoirs) could opt out. Kingsley, of course, opted in and thoroughly enjoyed the uniforms, the parades, the summer camps and above all the shooting: he was a first-class shot who seriously thought of joining the army if he failed to become a writer. Games, on the other hand, he mostly loathed and mostly skipped, on the pretext that the school’s sports ground was inconveniently situated at Grove Park, and no one greatly bothered about it; but he would have liked to have been better than his ‘lazy’ right eye allowed him to be at cricket. Once in the sixth form, he could go out to lunch at the Lyons’ near Blackfriars Bridge and, while others played football, he would visit the cinema (which he enjoyed) or the theatre (which, apart from Shakespeare, he never grew to love) or write poems, among them a lengthily Eliotic ‘Prelude’ (‘a kind of suburbanite’s Waste Land tizzied up with bits of Wilde’)44 which found its way into the school magazine. There was also a ‘school parliament’, for which Kingsley stood as a Communist.





In his short biography of Kipling, a book which slyly discloses a good deal about its author, Kingsley Amis writes of his subject being packed off to the United Services College at Westward Ho! in Devon: ‘Rudyard was to be sent to school in earnest. His luck held, in the sense that his early life continued to be quite different from that of any other writer; in the ordinary sense, his luck was out again, at least to begin with.’45 The first crucial point is that the childhood experiences which shape a future writer may be diametrically opposed to those which are good ‘in the ordinary sense’; the second is that Kingsley felt that his own young life had been far too ordinary. The worst that could be said of his childhood at home was that it was dull and mildly oppressive; while CLS was, as schools go, almost infuriatingly civilised and tolerant. As a natural rebel, Kingsley found himself continually presented with targets which were far too soft. Moreover, both the character of CLS itself and its distance from Norbury reinforced the social vacuum which his parents had already created for him. Unlike boys such as Donald Davie and Philip Larkin who went to their local grammar school, he had no throng of school friends in his immediate vicinity, to whose homes he could gratefully escape (with the notable exception of a boy called Billy Mingo, the model for Peter’s friend Reg in The Riverside Villas Murder and for Bobby Bailey in the poem named after him), and he equally lacked the traumatic formative experiences, the intense friendships and enmities, of those who were sent away to board, like Kipling, at peculiar and forbidding public schools. By comparison, his own life seemed so maddeningly normal: he was angry about the insufficiency of his causes for anger. This was no way to become a writer.
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At lunchtime on Friday 1 September 1939, the same day that W. H. Auden sat ‘in one of the dives / On Fifty-Second Street’ to reflect on the expiring hopes of ‘a low dishonest decade’, the boys of City of London School assembled in crocodiles, marched to Blackfriars Station and there took the District Line to Ealing Broadway. With an organisational efficiency reminiscent of Dad’s Army, they were then packed on to a waiting express bound for Taunton since, for reasons of security, no one had actually been told where they were supposed to be going. Arrangements were made to stop the train at Savernake, which was the nearest station to the boys’ secret destination, Marl-borough. There, the evacuation authorities found themselves coping, two hours earlier than scheduled, not only with a schoolful of stripey-trousered Londoners but also with a separate, unanticipated trainload of mothers with their babies. They had been expecting primary school children.


CLS had agreed its contingency plans for evacuation to Marlborough College a year earlier and was quick to implement them, two days before the declaration of war and also (scarcely less significantly to the schoolmasterly mind) in good time for the start of the new academic year. Marlborough was, astonishingly, able to offer teaching space and catering facilities – provided that the CLS boys lived a topsy-turvy existence which entailed eating while the Marlborough boys were in class and having lessons at lunchtime or after school – but it could hardly be expected to house 500 extra pupils. Nor could anyone else: Kingsley spent several nights in a barn, before being billeted with four other boys in an empty farm labourer’s cottage, sharing a tiny room with Leonard Richenberg and supervised by Mr and Mrs Ellingham. There was no electricity or plumbing: the tin bath in the kitchen had to be filled with water heated on the stove; there was an earth closet in the garden. The only heating came from the living-room fire: during the icy winter of 1939–40, it was so cold in Kingsley’s and Leonard’s bedroom that their urine froze in the chamber-pot. If he had wished for release from the suffocating normality of Norbury, the train to Blackfriars and the long days on Victoria Embankment, his wish had been granted. But he hadn’t expected it to be quite like this.


The experience was to change him, though not necessarily in ways which were predictable or permanent. Deprived both of his excuse about inaccessible playing-fields and of his father’s counterproductive encouragement, he became, for the first and last time in his life, an active sportsman; he even managed to enjoy rugby and twice played for the school’s First XV. For not wholly dissimilar reasons – liberation from his agnostic parents and from his habitual self-consciousness – he took up singing in the chapel choir: ‘the apex of non-sensual pleasures’,46 he called it, and Marlborough’s tremendous chapel would have supplied some acoustic assistance. Usually indifferent to his surroundings, he found himself observing – and remembering – the rural world around him, so that for years afterwards ‘some image of Marlborough’ would appear whenever he tried to envisage ‘a generic country scene’. He became sociable in a new way, allowing the jokey façade of comic impressions (a knack inherited from his father) to drop in favour of more serious and sustained friendships with contemporaries such as Leonard Richenberg and Saul Rose as well as ‘the great Ellingham himself’ – a glimpse, in these rather surprising conditions, of the university life to come. Eric Jacobs, writing in 1995, spoke to several of Kingsley’s sixth-form co-evacuees, all of whom remembered him as gregarious, popular, something of an intellectual star as well as a subversive comedian; he already did Jim Dixon’s faces. But he resisted any temptation to run wild: he was, after all, a prefect and he behaved responsibly. Some CLS pupils, exploiting the lax regime of masters who had no previous experience in looking after ‘boarders’ of any sort, let alone those scattered in digs throughout the area, took off on minor sprees of petty criminality and sexual adventure. Kingsley didn’t. Nor did he form any friendships with Marlborough College boys who, he found, contrived to extend their initial, unsurprising standoffishness almost indefinitely.


Like many clowningly arrogant adolescents – like many boozily sociable and contentious adults – Kingsley was extremely shy. The impersonations and the funny faces; the striking of contradictory attitudes at school; the relaxation into unexpected pleasures when away from home: all signal his personal insecurity and his quite effective strategies to cope with it. But in Kingsley’s case the problem went well beyond ordinary youthful shyness and lack of self-confidence. He was already in the grip of deep-rooted phobias. At the age of ten, as a great treat, he had been given a ‘five-bob flip’ in a De Havilland Dragon Rapide from Croydon Aerodrome; the experience so terrified him that he never flew again. When his parents judged that he was old enough to be left without a babysitter – and he naturally assured them that he was – he would be terrified until their return; he hated being alone in a house for the rest of his life. In due course, his fears multiplied to encompass tube trains and cars (he could drive, but wouldn’t), as well as any social occasions, especially dinner parties, where he might find himself trapped. The creativity-producing trauma and distress he detected, with something approaching envy, in Kipling’s childhood was not, after all, so entirely absent from his own. And this is one of the keys to his novels: even the big, blustering, sexually predatory characters – Roger Micheldene, Roy Vandervane, Maurice Allington, Jimmie Fane – almost always have a hollow, terrified abyss within them; and when they don’t (as, perhaps, Julian Ormerod in Take a Girl like You doesn’t) they become extraordinary in some way that their author, or his surrogate consciousness within the book, seems to regard with astonished admiration.


With Kingsley, it is always worth considering the possibility that he is most vulnerable when he seems most assured. He was the outstanding Classicist of his year in an academically strong school which, thanks to Dale’s headship, had acquired a reputation for excellence in Classics: he could have walked into a major scholarship at Oxford or Cambridge. Instead, he switched to English Literature, for which CLS had until then no teaching provision at this level and in which there were very few scholarships available at Oxbridge – two at each university, he thought. It looks like reckless, arrogant self-confidence, but it is the exact opposite. What if he failed to win his major scholarship in Classics or (as Oxonians call it) Greats? On the other hand, should he not succeed in something as quirkily eccentric as English Literature, for which his school-in-exile had no experience in preparing candidates, there would be no shame attached. So, in 1940, he travelled to Cambridge and sat the scholarship examination for St Catharine’s College, without success; the successful candidate was a boy from Barnsley called Donald Davie. There was, however, an exhibition – ‘a kind of cut-price scholarship’47 – to be tried for at St John’s College, Oxford. Kingsley sat the examination, was awarded the exhibition and, the war having already begun to disrupt the natural cycle of academic years, went up to Oxford in May 1941.
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‘If I had known it, the whole future must have lain all the time along those Berkhamsted streets,’48 wrote Graham Greene, remembering the Hertfordshire town in which he grew up – and to which, coincidentally, the Amis family moved in the summer of 1940. It was the point at which Kingsley would have left school, had he not stayed on to prepare for his St John’s exams, and Peggy was finding Norbury too worryingly near the flight path of German bombers. Greene’s sentiment isn’t, on the face of things, one which Kingsley might have been expected to share. Yet, in that revealing little book about Kipling, he writes, with what is surely a chime of inward identification: ‘The circumstances of his early childhood in fact were uniquely valuable in his growth as a writer; without them, he would have been not only different but diminished.’49 And in his final novel, The Biographer’s Moustache, Jimmie Fane – one of those pompously obnoxious creations who thus become so much more effective as a disguise for authorial utterance – tells his biographer: ‘Rightly or wrongly, and if I had to choose I should probably plump for rightly, a large and unchangeable part of each one of us is decided by the circumstances of our birth and the environment, to use the word correctly for once, in which we did the first part of our growing up.’50 However much he liked to scorn the ordinariness of his own early years, Kingsley knew the truth of this. ‘It is a sad fate to be the child of the urban or suburban middle classes,’ he once remarked.51 Yet he would come to recognise that there’s no denying the complexities of the suburban soul.






 








2. THE JAZZ AGE


1





In the sly, funny and subtly disingenuous introduction which Philip Larkin wrote for the 1964 reissue of his Oxford-in-wartime novel Jill (originally published in 1946), he remembered his first meeting with Kingsley. It was at the start of Trinity Term in 1941. Kingsley had just come up to St John’s – arrivals in mid-academic year were commonplace during the war – when Philip’s friend Norman Iles, who had bumped into Amis when they were both trying for scholarships at Cambridge, spotted his name on a list in the porter’s lodge. He was, said Iles, ‘the hell of a good man’, before incomprehensibly adding: ‘He shoots guns.’ Later that afternoon, when they spotted the fair-haired newcomer emerging from a college staircase, Iles ‘instantly pointed his right hand at him in the semblance of a pistol and uttered a short coughing bark to signify a shot’. The stranger’s reaction was immediate and impressive. ‘Clutching his chest in a rictus of agony, he threw one arm up against the archway and began slowly crumpling downwards, fingers scoring the stonework. Just as he was about to collapse on the piled-up laundry . . . he righted himself and trotted over to us.’ Almost before the introductions were over, Kingsley was producing further effects, such as ‘when you’re firing in a ravine and the bullet ricochets off a rock’. ‘For the first time,’ wrote Philip, ‘I felt myself in the presence of a talent greater than my own.’1


We needn’t be fooled by this. The only talents in which he felt awed by Kingsley were those for comic effects and (a little later) apparent success with girls. Then, as Andrew Motion says, ‘It was all very well for Kingsley to assure Philip that everyone had “difficulties with girls”, but their difficulties were very different: Kingsley had girls; Philip didn’t.’2 When it came to the talent that mattered most, he had nothing to fear. But he seems to have been struck almost at once by the paradox at the heart of their relationship. In some respects they were very alike, in others utterly unalike, yet the unalikeness was so closely wedded to the likeness, as with the indivisible faces of a coin, that the two can seem barely distinguishable. Love, after all, is quite often like that. And, says Martin Amis: ‘It was love, unquestionably love, on my father’s part.’ Philip, he adds, ‘felt the same way, or rather he felt the Larkinesque equivalent’.3 In a letter written some five years after their first meeting – by which time he was back at St John’s after war service and Philip was a librarian in Shropshire – Kingsley tried to define the sympathetic understanding at the heart of their friendship: ‘I enjoy talking to you more than to anybody else because I never feel I am giving myself away and so can admit to shady, dishonest, crawling, cowardly, brutal, unjust, arrogant, snobbish, lecherous, perverted and generally shameful feelings that I don’t want anyone else to know about; but most of all because you are savagely uninterested in all the things I am uninterested in.’4 His recasting of so positive a relationship in ironic and self-deprecating terms is a typical defensive ploy.


Kingsley Amis and Philip Larkin constitute one of English literature’s notable double-acts: in this respect, they belong with Wordsworth and Coleridge or Auden and Isherwood. Kingsley half seriously acknowledged as much: ‘Well with you as the Auden and me as the Isherwood des nos jours, “our society” is doing not so bad,’ he told Philip in 1957.5 All three pairs enjoyed long and intimate friendships which became inextricably entwined with their creative development, and each of these six major writers owed a substantial if unquantifiable portion of his success to his friend. Having so close a relationship with so gifted a contemporary may be the luckiest single thing that can happen to a writer, yet there are disadvantages too: the other’s latest book (to say nothing of its advance, its reviews, its sales) may provoke as much irritation as admiration, while posterity’s comparisons will usually take the form of finding one writer less significant than his friend – Coleridge, Isherwood and indeed Amis have all at one time or another looked like second fiddles. In Kingsley’s case, this was at least partly self-induced by his lifelong tendency to present himself as someone of whom too much shouldn’t be expected.


While Philip’s recollection of their first meeting focuses on that memorable gun-shooting image, Kingsley’s own account of his arrival at Oxford is far more equivocal. In Memoirs he was keen to stress the ‘impeccably proletarian’ style in which he was driven over from (not so very distant) Berkhamsted ‘by the family butcher in his battered Morris’ as well as the ‘nasty little pair of rooms in the top corner of the front quad which he was assigned on account of his ‘comparatively lowly school’.6 He knew nobody at St John’s, but there were ‘fewer than a dozen’ whom he’d known at school scattered among the other colleges – not such a bad tally for a ‘lowly’ establishment – and they ‘decently threw a sherry party’ in Balliol to welcome him. Kingsley, unaccustomed to anything stronger than beer, was notably drunk by the time he staggered back to his own rooms where, shortly afterwards, two canvassing representatives of the Oxford University Conservative Association discovered him slumped in his armchair and nursing a chamber-pot in his lap. It’s an amusing enough tale as Kingsley tells it, though the defensive air of blokeishness is typically sly and misleading: his father’s reluctance to own a car didn’t make him ‘proletarian’; CLS, while not in the same league as the major public schools, was far from ‘lowly’; and sherry would not have been such a startling novelty to a boy from a middle-class family where social drinking was the norm (his mother was especially fond of gin and tonic). Even his unshared rooms were decent enough for a mid-year arrival in wartime; other parts of the college were being steadily requisitioned by the Ministry of Agriculture. Larkin, when he came up in October 1940, not only travelled by train but found himself having to share rooms with his fellow-Coventrian Noel Hughes. Kingsley was luckier than he cared to admit.


As is often the way with freshmen at university, the random first impressions that Kingsley and Oxford made on each other were to have indelible consequences. His extrovert surface of clowning and mimicry, together with his underlying shyness and insecurity, drew him into a set of friends where he could entertain and be entertained, where high seriousness would always be tempered by irreverence and ribaldry, and where, above all, he would feel comfortable rather than stretched. In one respect, this was enormously damaging, for one might plausibly argue that his prospects of a great career in academia (for which he certainly had the brains) melted away in the moment that he and Norman Iles fired imaginary guns at each other across the quad at St John’s. Philip, of course, was highly intelligent too; but loneliness and a nagging sense of social inferiority weighed even more heavily on him than on Kingsley, so the chance of becoming the straightish man in a culturally debunking double-act was one to be seized gratefully. Norman Iles, on the other hand, with whom Philip had the doubtful pleasure of sharing tutorials, was solidly and, as it were, sincerely philistine: ‘a kind of ideal bad undergraduate, cutting lectures, not delivering essays, doing what he could to undermine the academic outlook by representing the university as a place where charlatans lorded it over ambitious or apathetic noodles, supplementing this image by one of a bad college man, stealing coal or “borrowing” jam (severely rationed) and other consumables out of neighbours’ rooms’.7 It was, thought Kingsley, ‘hard to say what he was doing at Oxford at all’. The negative and subversive attitudes which Kingsley and Philip would adopt in a spirit of subversive glee, as the public foil to their more serious private selves, were held by Norman as uncomplicated tenets of belief. This type of character – the sociable oaf, wholly devoid of moral seriousness or any other redeeming features – becomes a recurrent figure in Kingsley’s fiction, while John Kemp’s roommate in Jill, the hopelessly feckless Christopher Warner, also owes a good deal to Norman Iles.


There are two evocative photographs of the Amis–Larkin milieu at St John’s, both taken in the college garden on a summer’s day in 1942. The first is reproduced in Richard Bradford’s Lucky Him and described by Larkin in his 1964 preface to Jill. It reminded him ‘how much our daily exchanges were informed by Kingsley’s pantomimes’, but ‘pantomimes’, of various sorts, were the group’s common currency. In the photograph, Edward du Cann (‘Duke’), later a Conservative cabinet minister, is removing an invisible hand-grenade’s safety pin with his teeth, while Wally Widdowson is a thumbs-in-belt ‘Russian officer’; David West, as a ‘Roumanian officer’, is inscrutably ‘attempting to represent a contemporary saying that every Roumanian private had a Roumanian officer’s lipstick in his knapsack’; Mervyn Brown has just ‘shot’ the unrelated Philip Brown, who clutches in agony at his heart, replicating the earlier Amis–Iles tableau; Norman Iles and David Williams ‘are doing the “first today” routine’ with imaginary glasses; while Kingsley himself crouches in front of the group, ‘his face contorted to a hideous mask and holding an invisible dagger’.8 Michael Macnaughton-Smith, Nick Russel and Graham Parkes are also present in unspecified roles; the most notable absentee is Larkin, who was holding the camera. In the second, reproduced in Kingsley’s Memoirs, the same subjects present their cheerfully respectable selves, a supremely confident-looking hands-in-pockets Edward du Cann foremost. Here the only rakish elements are Philip Brown’s open shirt and the cigarette in Kingsley’s right hand. And this time Larkin is present, standing at the back, wearing a slightly nervous smile, while Graham Parkes takes over as photographer. These St John’s undergraduates were mostly members of ‘The Seven’, an informal grouping with modest literary pretensions, though primarily dedicated to getting drunk and causing mayhem – the kind of ‘incidents last night’ that Larkin, in ‘Dockery and Son’, would recall having to explain to the Dean next morning. Among this group, Kingsley was unquestionably the star comic turn, with a repertoire ranging from comic faces and vocal impressions of dons to an imitation of a motorbike starting up which was sufficiently convincing to leave one owner, who had just parked and walked away from his bike, staring at the apparently self-willed machine in puzzled alarm.


Bruce Montgomery wouldn’t have wanted to be in the picture, nor would Alan Ross, even though both had come up to St John’s, like Philip, in October 1940. It may seem curious that literary-minded exact contemporaries, sharing a comparatively small college in the thrown-together conditions of wartime, should have remained barely acquainted, but Philip claimed not to have met Bruce until ‘almost my last term’ while Kingsley, who knew him better, regarded him with some suspicion. Catching sight of him on his first morning in college, he observed – indulging his inferiority complex’s pious distaste to its full measure – a man ‘with an indefinable and daunting air of maturity . . . a sweep of wavy auburn hair, a silk dressing-gown in some non-primary shade and a walk that looked eccentric and mincing’9 (actually, according to Alan Ross, the consequence of childhood polio). He wasn’t much better fully clothed, favouring ‘a fancy-waistcoated, suède-shoed style with cigarette holders and rings’. Like Cousin John and the Marlborough sixth-formers, he inhabited a cultural and social world which Kingsley sensed was a rung or two above his own and about which he would often feel chippily resentful. In fact, he did make one attempt to follow in Bruce’s footsteps by joining the college choir (where Montgomery was Organ Scholar), but soon decided that he wasn’t up to their standard. Apart from dressing extravagantly and preferring hotel bars to pubs, Bruce Montgomery was a precocious creative polymath: he was already a painter and before he left Oxford had completed the first of several detective novels to be published under the pseudonym Edmund Crispin; under his own name, he was to become a moderately successful composer of film music. He was reading Modern Languages and sharing tutorials with the equally though differently talented Alan Ross, an outstanding cricketer whose time at university was cut short in 1942 by his war service in the Royal Navy. Montgomery’s ‘modern languages–Playhouse–classical music–Randolph Hotel ambience’ (as Larkin called it)10 and Ross’s devoted sportsmanship were both useful strategies for negotiating the curious world of wartime Oxford. Kingsley’s and Philip’s comparable obsession was jazz.
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Kingsley and Philip had arrived at jazz via broadly parallel routes, uncritical schoolboy enthusiasm blossoming into informed connoisseurship at university, but in contrasting circumstances. For Kingsley, jazz was a central part of the battleground over which he and his father fought, perfectly symbolising the generational and cultural gulf between them. ‘Older people were against it then, an added recommendation,’ he recalled, whereas he ‘was one of the first British generation to whom jazz was a completely natural thing’.11 For fourteen-year-old Robin Davies in You Can’t Do Both, the most memorable element of his revelatory first encounter with Jeremy Carpenter (involving cigarettes, Auden and D. H. Lawrence) is a 1929 record by Louis Armstrong; but Jeremy, unlike Robin, is a wholly fictional character, an invented version of the knowledgeable older friend that the young Kingsley so badly wanted. By contrast, Philip’s enthusiasm for jazz was cheerfully encouraged by his surprising father, who even bought him a drum kit, and shared with his close school friend James Ballard Sutton. ‘Sitting with a friend in his bedroom that overlooked the family tennis-court,’ he wrote in the introduction to All What Jazz, ‘I watched leaves drift down through long Sunday afternoons as we took it in turn to wind the portable HMV, and those white and coloured Americans, Bubber Miley, Frank Teschmacher, J. C. Higginbotham, spoke immediately to our understanding.’12 Jazz, he added, was ‘something we had found for ourselves, that wasn’t taught at school (what a prerequisite that is of nearly everything worthwhile!), and having found it, we made it bear all the enthusiasm usually directed at more established arts.’ To that, at any rate, Kingsley could gladly have assented.





At St John’s, they not only discovered – and encouraged – each other’s enthusiasms but found themselves among other jazz fans. One was Edward du Cann, who usefully possessed a jacket with a large concealed pocket, just the size of a 10-inch record, in which deleted jazz discs might be liberated from Russell’s and Acott’s in the High (Kingsley borrowed it to steal a rare Sidney Bechet item). Another was Graham Parkes, from whose rooms below du Cann’s could be heard records such as Louis Armstrong’s ‘Bessie Couldn’t Help It’ which helped to ‘cheer him through working on a Greek prose’ and so delighted his upstairs neighbour that du Cann would run down to relish Satchmo’s ‘gurgle of indescribable lasciviousness’ in the vocal refrain. For Kingsley and Philip, ‘our heroes were the white Chicagoans, Count Basie’s band, Bix Beiderbecke, Sidney Bechet, Henry Allen, Muggsy Spanier, Fats Waller, early Armstrong and early Ellington – amazing that there were early bits of them by 1941 – and our heroines Bessie Smith, Billie Holiday, Rosetta Howard (“I’m the queen of everything”) and Cleo Brown’.13 In particular, the two friends converged on a set of musical touchstones – ‘the Banks sides’, as Kingsley called them in Memoirs, by which he meant the records made in 1932 by Billy Banks and his Rhythmmakers, featuring Henry ‘Red’ Allen, Pee Wee Russell and (on four of them) Fats Waller: ‘Banks himself was the singer, a sort of counter-tenor, not very jazzy perhaps by some standards but fascinating to me, especially in the words he sang.’14 Banks’s singing voice was certainly peculiar, so it wasn’t wholly unreasonable for Jill Williams, one of Kingsley’s Oxford girlfriends, to wonder: ‘Billy Banks and Billie Holiday; which is the man and which is the woman who sings like a little girl?’15 (Banks was, or appeared to be, the latter.) The words, too, were extraordinary: Kingsley recalled the ‘awesome surrealism’ of ‘Spider Crawl’, a scarce record he didn’t possess, though Philip did; he eventually acquired a copy while in the army, simply so that he could gaze reverently at it, since he had nothing on which to play it. No less odd is ‘Mean Old Bed Bug Blues’, in which ‘Bed bugs bigger than jackass will bite you and stand and grin’ before demolishing the ‘quart of moonshine’ on the bedside chest. In a letter to Philip in 1953, Kingsley chose as an image of intolerable disaster the prospect of finding his 78-rpm copy of ‘Mean Old Bed Bug Blues’ cracked; it was a disc much prized, too, by Colonel Manton in The Riverside Villas Murder.





Pee Wee Russell, says Larkin in his introduction to Jill, ‘was, mutatis mutandis, our Swinburne and our Byron. We bought every record he played on that we could find, and – literally – dreamed about similar items on the American Commodore label.’16 For him, this enthusiasm remained undimmed as late as 1970, when he nominated an LP reissue of Billy Banks and his Rhythmmakers as his record of the year in the Daily Telegraph: ‘Allen, Russell, Waller and the rest in a splendid tumult of thirties ad-libbing’.17 Nevertheless, the practised Larkin reader will notice something subtly characteristic there: the merest touch on the brakes in ‘splendid tumult’ and ‘ad-libbing’. It’s exactly the note sounded by the distinguished authors of Jazz on Record, who say of the Banks sides that they ‘are worth having if you like the curried and spiced flavour of the vintage music of that period’:18 they are, in short, engaging curiosities rather than jazz classics. Kingsley and Philip enjoyed their somewhat bizarre exuberance, but they were also responding to elements of cultural transgression and fugitive scarcity. The Banks sides represented a miraculous reconciliation of opposites: populist and unpretentious, yet every bit as arcane as anything favoured by those dreary academics and avant-garde-seeking intellectual snobs whom they so despised and feared.


The attraction for Kingsley of an art which inextricably combined accessible pleasure with fiendish obscurity – rendering it absolutely unplaceable in the spectrum of high and low culture – will be immediately evident, for his entire literary career was founded on just such a premise. Twenty years later, in a review for the New Statesman in 1961, he returned to precisely this question:





The mention of jazz raises an interesting dilemma . . . It clearly isn’t all high culture, nor, while men like Miles Davis and Thelonious Monk are still active and yet so far from making the Top Twenty, can it be all undifferentiated mass culture. Then perhaps the good bits of it have graduated to a sort of rough and warty high culture, while the bad bits are still hopelessly limed in mass culture. But then we notice that the good bits and the bad bits are all muddled up together on individual records, that the finest modern jazz is riddled with kitsch and empty virtuosity, the finest traditional jazz with cliché and rabble-rousing. So we can have three and a half bars of mass culture, followed by seven of high culture, followed by five and a half of mass culture, can we?19





Not only does this make an astute point about jazz’s pleasingly slippery cultural status; it also applies to the shifting elusive tones and registers, the ‘rough and warty high culture’ and the populist troughs, of Kingsley’s fiction.


But there’s a good deal more to be noticed about the youthful Amis-Larkin view of jazz. We may need to remind ourselves that, born in 1922, they were of roughly the same generation as Dizzy Gillespie (born 1917), Thelonious Monk and Charlie Parker (both born 1920), and Miles Davis (born 1926); and that the invention of bebop or, more loosely, ‘modern jazz’ by these musicians coincided with Kingsley’s years at Oxford. Yet, far from embracing the musical innovations of their contemporaries, as students very often do, Kingsley and Philip had already anchored their tastes in the recent past. Although modern British jazz musicians such as George Shearing and ‘the seven-year-old Victor Feldman’ (an astonishing child prodigy, he was indeed born in 1934) played at the Oxford University Rhythm Club, Kingsley preferred the sessions in a back room at the Victoria Arms, where Philip played straightforward blues and Kingsley ‘would sometimes sing, or rather bawl, a series of lyrics culled from records’;20 their performance of the single exception, ‘Locksley Hall Blues’ (Tennyson–Larkin), must have been worth hearing, just the once. Not only did their choice in jazz confusingly mix high and low culture, obscurity and accessibility, it also managed to be simultaneously subversive and conservative. In doing so, it exactly anticipated the literary aesthetics of the 1950s.


Nor was the deliciously inapposite kidnapping of Tennyson as a blues lyricist an isolated case. Over the fireplace in Kingsley’s subsequent New Quad rooms, a large photograph of Pee Wee Russell was captioned with an adapted quatrain from Tennyon’s ‘To Virgil’:





I salute thee, Pee Wee Russell,
I that love thee since my day began,


Wielder of the wildest measure
Ever moulded by the lips of man.21





In fact, Kingsley and Philip continually turned to jazz as a way of making the academic study of English literature less irksome. A long-running joke involved the arrangement of authors’ names in the manner of jazz personnel listings and giving them suitable pieces to play. For instance, there was a blues called ‘Revaluation’ by Bill Wordsworth and his Hot Six: Wordsworth (tmb), ‘Lord’ Byron (tpt), Percy Shelley (sop), Johnny Keats (alto and clt), Sam ‘Tea’ Coleridge (pno), Jimmy Hogg (bs), Bob Southey (ds). Later came the splendid coupling of ‘Volpone Drag’ and ‘Jumpin’ at the Mermaid’ by Big Ben Jonson and his Tribesmen (actually Jonson fronting Donne’s Meta-physicals): Big Ben Jonson (tpt and voc), Abe Cowley (clt, alto), Dick Crashaw (tmb), Harry Vaughan (ten), Jack Donne (pno), Tommy Carew (gtr), Andy Marvell (bass), George Herbert (ds). Kingsley also recalled an evidently more kitsch than jazzy ‘Café Royal Quintet . . . with “Baron” Corvo on xylophone’.22 Those interested in both literature and jazz will find these personnels extremely funny, but even the unconverted should see what is going on here: a joyful debunking of academic seriousness combined with an equal and opposite celebration of some fairly recherché expertise. That would prove a lifelong habit, too.
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Reading English in wartime Oxford was a peculiar experience. Students came up at odd times and their courses might be shortened or interrupted by military service (Kingsley fitted in four terms before the army claimed him); college premises could be requisitioned for government use; facilities were restricted, catering was basic, and almost every trace of pre-war Brideshead lavishness had been eradicated. Philip Larkin, making the best of things, thought that the ‘lack of douceur was balanced by a lack of bêtises’ and that ‘our perspectives were truer as a result’. Perhaps; but, as he also remarked, ‘The younger dons were mostly on war service, and their elders were too busy or too remote to establish contact with us.’23 It didn’t help that his and Kingsley’s first tutor at St John’s was Gavin Bone, a specialist in pre-medieval literature, who died of cancer in 1942; he treated Philip and his tutorial partner, Norman Iles, ‘like a pair of village idiots who might if tried too hard turn nasty’.24 He probably thought not much better of Kingsley, who remembered him as ‘very nice’ and ‘very tolerant’ but was unenthused by his subject: ‘All Old English and nearly all Middle English works produced hatred and weariness in everybody who studied them.’25 Moreover, Old English – which largely consisted of what Philip memorably called ‘ape’s bumfodder’ – carried the additional disincentive of lectures by the ‘incoherent and often inaudible’ J. R. R. Tolkien.


Lecturers, Kingsley later suggested, could be divided into the hard and the soft, like policemen. The former imparted the sort of necessary, if barely intelligible, information which was ‘likely to reappear in the relevant parts of the final examination’; the latter more enjoyably but less usefully offered ‘civilised discourse with perhaps some critical interpretation and ideas about the past’. Some, like ‘the narcotic David Nichol Smith’, were simply beyond classification (according to John Wain, he could take half a minute to tell his audience that Pope and Swift were friends). Tolkien was, clearly, granite-hard; while the best of the soft – indeed, ‘the best lecturer, in more than one sense, that I have ever heard’26 – was C. S. Lewis. There was also, and here softness melted into spongey eloquence, Lord David Cecil, of whom Wain originated and Kingsley polished a magnificent parody: ‘Laze . . . laze and gentlemen, when we say a man looks like a poet . . . dough mean looks like Chauthah . . . dough mean . . . looks like Dvyden . . . dough mean . . . looks like Theckthpyum [or something else barely recognisable as “Shakespeare”] . . . Mean looks like Shelley [pronounced “Thellem” or thereabouts]. Matthew Arnold [then prestissimo] called Shelley beautiful ineffectual angel Matthew Arnold had face [rallentando] like a horth. But my subject this morning is not the poet Shelley. Jane . . . Austen. . .’27


The scurrilous irreverence with which Kingsley and Philip treated both their subject and its teachers has occasioned some pious disapproval, but this is to misread the spirit both of the times and of the individuals. In a late, retrospective poem, ‘Their Oxford’, Kingsley rather ingeniously converted disrespect into a species of flattery:





In my day there were giants on the scene,
Men big enough to be worth laughing at:
Coghill and Bowra, Lewis and Tolkien.
Lost confidence and envy finished that.28





As for literature itself: ‘Whatever one made of it in private, most people at Oxford, not just Philip, treated literature . . . as a pure commodity, a matter for evasion and fraud, confidence trickery to filch a degree,’ wrote Kingsley.29 That distinction is crucial; for the jokey contempt which may appear to be a denial of seriousness is actually its counterpart and foil. And, of course, more recent literature untainted by inclusion in the syllabus was another matter: it was Philip who ‘quickened my interest in or even introduced me to the work of Auden (above all), Isherwood, Betjeman, Anthony Powell, Montherlant (a lonely foreigner) and Henry Green, to The Rock Pool (Connolly), At Swim-Two-Birds (Flann O’Brien) and The Senior Commoner (Julian Hall)’.30 The list is fascinating in its combination of helpful and unhelpful influences: for instance, Julian Hall’s Eton-set The Senior Commoner, ‘a wonderful marsh-light of a novel’, though its understated dryness would prove beneficial to Philip in A Girl in Winter, ‘was to help to render unpublishable the predecessor of Lucky Jim’. On the other hand, Auden, who had so baffled the schoolboy Kingsley, and Betjeman would both become perceptible voices in Kingsley’s own poetry; Isherwood helped him to write natural-sounding prose; Anthony Powell taught him the nuances of social comedy. Both Betjeman and Powell became lifelong friends of his.


‘You were a nest of singing birds at St John’s,’ Betjeman told Kingsley in 1978.31 But, for the time being at least, Philip was not only the more advanced and informed off-syllabus reader but also much the more prolific writer. Before his graduation in 1944, he had completed a hundred and fifty or so surviving poems, as well as the pastiche girls’ stories Trouble at Willow Gables and Michaelmas Term at St Brides’s: these two fictions, which many readers would have guessed to be works of lurid adolescent pornography until their eventual publication in 2002, are in fact surprisingly decorous and technically mature (the closest we get to adolescent humour is in minor characters: a school benefactor called Lord Amis, an expelled ‘Miss Gollancz’ and, surreally, Arthur Waley as a bookmaker). Kingsley’s literary development was more leisurely in pace and even more uncertain in direction. For one thing, he was living a more complicated sort of life, taking in areas which Philip viewed with nervousness or hostility. He joined the Communist-affiliated faction of the university Labour Club – Iris Murdoch was Treasurer – and did a stint as editor of the Labour Club’s Bulletin. Edward du Cann thought that he had ‘political steel’, but in this he was mistaken. Kingsley could certainly put on a show: he actively recruited members to the party, went to meetings of the People’s Convention and (though his older self would disbelievingly choke at the recollection) read Marx, Lenin and Plekhanov. There are, to be sure, two curious letters (dated 5 November 1941 and 13 January 1942) to John Russell Lloyd, a fellow student: in the first, he dourly reports that he has been ‘doing a satisfactory quantity of Party and Russia Today (Party) work’; in the second, he fires off a series of questions about ‘CP policy’.32 If these letters seem comical, it is only because they are among the very few documents in Kingsley’s oeuvre to be wholly devoid of comedy; their particular style of earnestness bears no resemblance to the barbed wit with which he sharpened his most serious points. Moreover, Kingsley was and would remain someone who chose political stances to suit his tastes and prejudices, rather than the other way round. There was never much purpose, as his friend Robert Conquest ruefully pointed out, in trying to hold a political discussion with him.


The Communist Party held two particular attractions: it was an infuriating snub to his parents’ middling liberalism – Kingsley even attended party meetings at Berkhamsted during vacations, to hammer the point home – and at Oxford it was a way of mixing with girls, ‘not very nice-looking ones, though, most of them’. His upbringing had effectively insulated him from sexual experience: the lack of a social milieu near home, the boys’ day school at commuting distance and the men’s college had conspired to eliminate easy encounters with girls. Apart from some adolescent mutual masturbation with Billy Mingo, his homosexual experience was negligible too, and the rumoured goings-on among Marlborough public schoolboys merely added to his sense of exclusion, while at Oxford, the flagrant sexual deviance of Anthony Blanche had gone the way of other pre-war pleasures and excesses. The Labour Club, with its helpful if somewhat joyless left-wing permissiveness about sex, seemed to offer him a decent chance to lose his virginity; he may well have consoled himself with the thought, grounded in insecurity rather than in cynicism, that this way it wouldn’t much matter if he made a mess of things. In Memoirs, Kingsley is uncharacteristically reticent about the event, preferring instead to transfer a lightly fictionalised account to Robin Davies in You Can’t Do Both. Robin, who becomes the Classicist his author might have been, meets his girl (Barbara Bates) through the equally unpromising Classical Society but via an identical strategy: a female member (Patsy Cartland) lets him know that ‘any advances he might make’ to a friend of hers will be ‘well received’ and one or other of them lends him a sexual handbook – in the novel called Happier Love by Vanderdecken – for his guidance. But the very idea of anything resembling a textbook was of course anathema to Kingsley, especially as this one came with moralising asides: immoralising asides might have been another matter, more in line with the teachings of Homer Lane, which had filtered through to Kingsley and Philip via Auden and Isherwood (in the novel, it is the helpful though homosexual Jeremy Carpenter who, for not wholly altruistic reasons, recommends Lane to Robin).


Barbara is ‘attractive without coming much higher than half-way up Robin’s Category 2, that comprising girls it would be jolly nice/perfectly all right to find yourself in bed with but not worth serious trouble to get them there’; it is only Patsy’s disclosure of her availability that sends her ‘zooming up into Category 1’.33 Everything is wrong about this, of course, as Kingsley knows: the novel is merciless in exposing Robin’s, and his own, youthful idiocies. Robin’s seduction-by-numbers method when Barbara first visits his rooms is only a nominal success: ‘an act of sexual intercourse did take place, though not one satisfactory to either Vanderdecken or Robin Davies’.34 His wham-bam approach on the second occasion, having given up on the moralising Dutchman, is an unmitigated disaster: Barbara walks out, taking Happier Love with her, while he is making post-coital tea, and they do not meet again. Robin is left gloomily pondering the possible consequences of the fact that ‘sexual inexperience must include contraceptive inexperience’.35 In this, at least, Kingsley had been better prepared: enlisting the moral support of his friend George Blunden, he summoned up the courage to buy condoms from a chemist’s shop. It was a detail Kingsley would remember when his own sons were adolescents.


We can’t, obviously, assume that Kingsley’s own experience was identical to Robin’s; yet this is one of several passages in You Can’t Do Both which carries a strong sense of retrospective self-examination. The novel doesn’t seek to provide excuses or to beg forgiveness, but it does try to understand why the younger self behaved as he did and sometimes, as we shall discover shortly, to make amends by setting the record straight.
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As Kingsley had rather enjoyed the OTC at school, he wasn’t too unhappy about joining the Senior Training Corps at Oxford, apart from the fact that it used up a day and a half each week: he knew he would end up in uniform sooner or later anyway. There was a good deal of drilling, but much compensatory satisfaction to be gained from hearing Sergeant Major Reid bawling out some aristocratic nincompoop from Magdalen or Christ Church. He also undertook signals training, having been advised that the Royal Corps of Signals were ‘always in the back’ and thus likelier than most to escape with their lives from any real conflict. Unlike Philip Larkin or John Wain or Bruce Montgomery – who were exempt on account, respectively, of their eyes, lungs and legs – Kingsley was A1, ‘not even A(X)1 Psychopathic, the enviable distinction of another composer of my acquaintance’,36 despite the lazy eye which had so hampered his performance as a cricketer; and so he was ‘hauled off into khaki’ in the summer of 1942. In some respects at least, his experience in the school OTC and university STC served him well: ‘I looked a goon and a bleeding civvy in uniform, but boy, could I drill a squad.’37


In fact, the British Army might have been specifically designed to reinforce Kingsley’s complex blend of authoritarianism and anarchy. It seemed to him to resemble the kind of society ‘you read about in some science-fiction stories, a world much like our own in general appearance but with some of the rules changed or removed, a logic only partly coinciding with that of our own world, and some unpredictable areas where logic seems missing altogether or to point opposite ways at once’.38 You could never be quite sure whether its anecdotal oddities recorded actual experience or some higher symbolic truth, and perhaps that didn’t matter. Were there, for instance, specially filed and varnished pieces of coal to be placed on top of barrack-room buckets in the Grenadiers at inspection time, thus creating a smooth surface of shiny black crazy paving? Quite possibly; but the essential point was the seamless intersection of high seriousness and absurdity. Lewis Carroll would have understood perfectly; so did Kingsley, and his novels are full of such inscrutable lunacies.


In September 1942, after two months’ basic training, he was posted to the Royal Signals unit for officer cadets at Catterick; early in 1943, he was commissioned as a second lieutenant. After this, he set off on the merry-go-round of assignments so beloved of the services: Salisbury, High Wycombe, back to Catterick for an advanced wireless course – he ended up with a Q2 rating, the equivalent of a third-class degree, and ‘never touched a wireless set again’ – and then to Headington Hall, Oxford, the future home of Pergamon Press and its owner, Robert Maxwell (‘the sort of thing that gets called ironical these days’). There, in November 1943, he joined Second Army HQ Signals and set off on another series of exercises, dotted across southern England, with codenames such as Eagle, Goldbraid and Mara. To his superfluous wireless training was now added the equally redundant ‘learning to fight as infantry’, as he (and his characters) recalled in the story ‘I Spy Strangers’ (1962):





All present could very well remember the cross-country runs, the musketry competitions, the three-day infantry-tactics schemes with smoke-bombs and a real barrage, the twelve-mile route-marches in respirators which had seemed in retrospect to show such a curious power of inverted prophecy when the unit finally completed its role in the European theatre of war without having had to walk a step or fire a shot.39





So, indeed, it would prove. Kingsley finally reached Normandy with the Second Army Signals at the end of June 1944; in November his unit was posted to Sonnis in Belgium, but he saw no more of actual warfare than he did of wirelesses. What may well strike us most forcefully about this progress is the ridiculous disparity between the time and expense of training and the use made of it, but Kingsley’s case was by no means an exceptional one. Roy Fuller, called up into the Royal Navy in April 1941, not only experienced a comparably protracted and dispersed sequence of training as a radar mechanic but was then exported by troopship to East Africa, where he did almost nothing before being very slowly brought home again. And this suggests a flaw in Kingsley’s theory that the Second World War lacked the poetry of the First because so many of his literary contemporaries were unfit to fight in it. Even more to the point is the fact that some of the finest writers who were in the services, such as Roy Fuller and himself, got nowhere near the war.


What he actually did, between June 1944 and his discharge from the army in October 1945, is well conveyed by the present-tense vignette, in the style of Isherwood’s ‘Berlin Diary’, in Memoirs. It begins in an officers’ mess, a ponderously furnished Belgian ‘bourgeois’ drawing-room; outside, there’s an aerial-festooned lorry, a Jeep with no exhaust, a hen-house full of looted chickens and, beyond a lilac bush, the officers’ latrine. Later, he is at his desk in the signal office, where trays full of ‘traffic’, or messages in transit, are emptied on to a counter and sorted for onward transmission; there are racks of ‘expired traffic’, an enormous file meant to show the location of every unit in the army, and a blackboard indicating the functioning status (or not) of lines and equipment; Kingsley himself is favoured with a call from Lord Glenarthur – ‘the biggest shit on the entire staff’ – who wants a special dispatch rider ‘to fetch some urgently needed military object like a parcel of clean washing or a dozen of cognac’.40 He also described the scene in a startlingly Roy Fullerish poem called ‘Belgian Winter’:





From my window stretches the earth, containing wrecks:


The burrowing tank, the flat grave, the


Lorry with underside showing, like a dead rabbit


The trees that smear all light into a mess;


World of one tone, stolid with fallen snow.


Here is the opaque ice, the hum-drum winter,


The splintered houses suddenly come upon


Left over from wounds that pierced a different people.41





This sort of routine, in which periods of not obviously purposeful activity alternated with spells of lassitude, was relieved by bartering expeditions (white-haired farmers were reckoned the best bet, ‘old enough to have served alongside the Tommies in the Great War’) and occasionally ‘a whole forty-eight hours’ leave’. On one of the latter, spent in Brussels, Kingsley shared a room at the officers’ club with a Royal Tank Regiment captain called Joe, who was ‘all right, by which I most immediately mean that his sole objectives for this operation were drink and women’.42 Having fully succeeded in both these, Kingsley found himself a few days later troubled by ‘an acute itching, accompanied by red spots . . . in an intimate area’. Swiftly identifying scabies, the scholarly-looking medical officer had as little trouble in guessing the cause: ‘A forty-eight in Brussels, I presume. People find it hard to keep themselves clean in wartime. Mix with one another more than usual.’43 While the MO’s assistant, Corporal Clough, ‘ministered’ to Kingsley with ‘some pleasant, cooling White’stuff and a shaving brush’, they spoke of Virginia Woolf and Arnold Bennett; as a civilian, Clough had worked on the books page for a Northern paper. After a week of this treatment, the MO pronounced him fit, adding: ‘Try to be a bit choosier next time, eh? I don’t want to see you again.’ But he did, the following October, in the front quad of St John’s, where the erstwhile MO had become the college doctor.


It isn’t entirely fanciful to suggest that although Kingsley still thought of himself primarily as a poet (just as Philip thought of himself primarily as a novelist), this sort of incident – with its neatly symmetrical pendants of Clough’s previous career and the MO’s subsequent one – was formative in making him the kind of novelist he would eventually become; or, to put it slightly differently, while the lack of war experience turned Philip in on himself and towards poetry, Kingsley’s army life extended his appreciation of the sheer oddity of human life, the cussedness and contingency of things. In his full-length fiction, the army is mostly a subtext rather than an explicit motif, culminating in the extraordinary retro-futuristic Russian Hide and Seek (1980), in which the twenty-first-century Russians-in-England army shares several characteristics with its British predecessor of a hundred years earlier. But he also wrote three short stories closely based on his wartime experiences and collected in My Enemy’s Enemy (1962). They vividly illustrate Kingsley’s unresolved conflict between authority and anarchy, as well as his faltering political idealism.


In ‘My Enemy’s Enemy’, though a good deal of authorial sympathy filters into the shambolic Lieutenant Dalessio (the son of a Welsh-Italian café owner, whose nephew appears in That Uncertain Feeling), the Amis-like character is Tom Thurston: he has an Oxford degree, teaches at a minor public school, reads literary magazines and has a ‘vaguely scholarly manner and appearance’. Much of the detail comes straight from the Second Army Signals: the ‘hanging lampshade, which at its lowest point was no more than five feet from the floor’ is borrowed from that Belgian drawing-room; ‘Lord Fawcett’, who telephones Thurston for an SDR ‘to take in the Brigadier’s soiled laundry and bring back his clean stuff, plus any wines, spirits and cigars is clearly the similarly imperious Lord Glenarthur; and Thurston’s superior officers share the same infuriatingly middlebrow cultural tastes – ‘The Warsaw Concerto, the Intermezzo from Cavalleria Rusticana, and other sub-classics dear to their hearts’44 – as Kingsley’s actual Colonel. The story turns on a moral dilemma. The Adjutant ensnares Thurston in a plan to get rid of the unsuitable Dalessio by arranging a Colonel’s Inspection of his chaotic quarters; Thurston’s human duty is to tip off Dalessio, but he has been irritated by a trivial and harmless prank of the latter’s and does nothing. In the event, Dalessio is saved by the quiet intervention of Bentham, a regular soldier. He tells Thurston: ‘Yes, you could talk about them [the Adjutant and his cronies] till you were black in the face, but when it came to doing something, talking where it would do some good, you kept your mouth shut.’45 The bluff professional, rather than the thoughtful amateur, has made the correct (which also happens to be the anti-authoritarian) moral response. These interlocking conclusions – that the cautious intellectual may be incapable of right action and that human decency may be concealed beneath the most prosaic exterior – are recurrent ones in Kingsley’s work.
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‘A delight: witty, clever and acute’
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