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			Author’s Note

			Author’s Note

			This book is not, strictly, an autobiography, and the author has taken a novelist’s liberties both with persons and institutions. I hope that ‘St Ethelbert’s’ and schools of its kind have long ceased to exist; as for the dramatis personae, so far as they impinge upon reality at all, they are to be considered as caricatures rather than characters.

			Acknowledgements are due to the Editors of Penguin New Writing and The New English Weekly, in whose pages certain passages from this book have previously appeared.
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			Epigraph

			‘Souldiers Satyrion bringeth forth many broad large and ribbed leaues, fpred upon the ground like unto thofe of the great Plantaine: among the which rifeth vp a fat ftalke full of fap or iuice, clothed or wrapped in the like leaues euen to the tuft of flowers, wherupon doe grow little flowers refembling a little man, hauing a helmet vpon his head, his hands and legs cut off; white upon the infide, fpotted with many purple fpots, and the backe part of the flower of a deeper colour tending to rednes. The rootes be greater ftones than any of the kinds of Satyrions.’

			gerarde, Herbal, 1597

			‘I have found it during the last four years very sparingly. It only appeared in a barren state in 1886.’

			druce, Flora of Oxfordshire

			‘Orchis militaris shows its close affinity with O. purpurea, perhaps, by sharing its sterility, though this appears to be less pronounced on the Continent . . .’

			edward step, Wayside and Woodland Blossoms (3rd Series)

			‘Rare in Spring. Grows in chalky districts only and not always there.’	j. s. e. mackenzie, British Orchids

			‘Now nearly extinct.’

			godfery, Monograph and Iconograph of

			Native British Orchidaceae.

		

	
		
			part one

			A Box of Wormseed

			‘Thou art a box of wormseed, at best but a salvatory of green mummy.’	duchess of malfi

			I

			Mr Bundock’s function, so far as my family was concerned, was to empty the earth-closet twice a week at the cottage where we used to spend the summer. This duty he performed unobtrusively and usually late at night: looming up suddenly in the summer-dusk, earth-smelling and hairy like some menial satyr, a kind of Lob. (Perhaps the maids left a bowl of cream for him on the threshold.) He became of sudden interest to me one June evening by asserting, quite calmly, that he had found the Lizard Orchid.

			Now the Lizard, at that period, had just made one of its rare appearances in the district: mysterious and portentous as the return of a comet, but, unlike a comet, unpredictable. A photograph of its extraordinary bearded spike had appeared in the Folkestone Herald; the finder was an elderly Folkestone photographer, who had subsequently exhibited the plant in his shop-window, where I had been taken to see it. Very kindly, he had detached two florets from the spike and presented them to me. (I heard, many years afterwards, that he was suspected of importing plants from the Continent and naturalizing them on the hills near Folkestone. The story recalls Gerarde, who glibly asserted, in the 1597 edition of his Herbal, that he had found the Wild Peony in Kent; a statement corrected in the 1633 edition by Johnson, who explains that Gerarde ‘himselfe planted the Peonie there, and afterwards seemed to find it there by accident.’)

			Mr Bundock seemed to think nothing of finding the Lizard. One might have supposed it was an everyday occurrence with him. He promised to bring me specimens the next evening. I waited with immense excitement. He duly arrived, and presented me with several specimens of the ‘Lizard Orchid’. Alas! it was not the Lizard at all, but the Green Man Orchid, Aceras anthropophora: a rarity, certainly, but not to be compared with the almost mythical Lizard. Besides, I had already found it myself.

			My disappointment was immense, but mitigated by the other orchid which Mr Bundock had brought me. This was unfamiliar: a tall, handsome spike of purple-brown and pink-spotted flowers. Obviously, I thought, it came under the desirable category of Very Rare Orchids. But which was it?

			I must have been about seven years old at this period; and besides being a keen (if somewhat erratic) botanist, I had already begun to specialize: I was bitten with the Orchid-mania. Up till this time, the only ‘flower-book’ I had possessed was Edward Step’s Wayside and Woodland Blossoms: adequate for the amateur, but not of much service to the specialist. On my seventh birthday, however, I had acquired a book on the Orchids themselves: British Orchids, How to Tell One from Another, by a certain Colonel Mackenzie. I still possess the book: produced in a rather sub-arty style, it bears no publication-date, and must have been long out of print. It is illustrated with a dozen rather ladylike watercolours, mostly of the commoner species; the sole exception is the very rare, almost extinct, Lady’s Slipper, which I am prepared to wager the Colonel had obtained from a florist.

			For the Colonel was an amateur, and not a very enterprising one, either. In his foreword he naïvely confesses himself baffled by the ordinary Flora, with its scientific classification of species; and in the subsequent text, invents a system of classification entirely his own. About the rarest orchids, which he had evidently not seen, his tone becomes almost sceptical; one feels that he doubts their very existence.

			Poor Colonel Mackenzie! His book was not the best of introductions to its subject. Yet he was a true orchidomane, and I salute him across the years. I imagine him living in comfortable retirement in Surrey, in a red house with a drive and spiky gates, among pine-trees; pottering on the downs above Betchworth and Shere, but not often venturing further afield. Probably he did possess a copy of Bentham and Hooker; but he could seldom have looked at it. It is a pleasing thought that another retired officer, Colonel Godfery, has since written the standard Monograph1 on the British Orchidaceae. (He also lives in Surrey.)

			So, with Colonel Mackenzie and Edward Step open before me, I addressed myself to the identification of Mr Bundock’s new Orchid (he had no name for it himself). Now, according to Colonel Mackenzie, the plant was none other than Orchis militaris, the Military Orchid. But according to Edward Step, it might equally well – more probably, in fact – be Orchis purpurea, the Great Brown-Winged Orchid, which the Colonel didn’t even so much as mention. The discrepancy provoked in me a moral conflict; for I wanted, very badly, to find Orchis militaris.

			The Military Orchid . . . For some reason the name had captured my imagination. At this period – about 1916 – most little boys wanted to be soldiers, and I suppose I was no exception. The Military Orchid had taken on a kind of legendary quality, its image seemed fringed with the mysterious and exciting appurtenances of soldiering, its name was like a distant bugle-call, thrilling and rather sad, a cor au fond du bois. The idea of a soldier, I think, had come to represent for me a whole complex of virtues which I knew that I lacked, yet wanted to possess: I was timid, a coward at games, terrified of the aggressively masculine, totemistic life of the boys at school; yet I secretly desired, above all things, to be like other people. These ideas had somehow become incarnated in Orchis militaris.

			But alas! according to Edward Step, the Military Orchid occurred only in Oxfordshire, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire, and I lived in Kent. True, there was said to be a subspecies, O. simia, the Monkey Orchid, ‘with narrower divisions of the crimson lip, occurring in the same counties as the type, with the addition of Kent’. But if Mr Bundock’s orchid was not the Military, still less could it be the Monkey; its lip was not crimson, but, on the contrary, pale rose-coloured or nearly white, and spotted with purple. Moreover, the sepals and petals were striped and stippled with dark purplish-brown, which fitted with Step’s description of Orchis purpurea. Furthermore, the Great Brown-Winged Orchid was said to grow in ‘Kent and Sussex only’. Judging by Edward Step, Mr Bundock’s orchid was, beyond the shadow of a doubt, Orchis purpurea.

			And yet . . . and yet . . . if only it could be Orchis militaris! After all, if one could trust Colonel Mackenzie, it was the Military. So far as he was concerned, there was no such thing as a Great Brown-Winged Orchid. All I had to do was to ignore Edward Step, and pin my faith to Colonel Mackenzie. The Colonel, moreover, provided an additional loophole for my conscience: in his descrip-tion, there was no nonsense about Oxfordshire and Berkshire; he merely contented himself with saying that the plant was ‘rare in spring’, and grew ‘in chalky districts only and not always there’. Consequently, since Kent was chalky, the Military Orchid might be expected to occur there . . .

			I repeated to myself the statements of each writer, till they sang in my mind like incantations. ‘Rare in spring: in chalky districts only, and not always there.’ The words beckoned like a far bugle, remote and melancholy beyond mysterious hills . . . Yes, it must be the Military . . .

			So Edward Step was firmly closed and put away, and I basked in the glory of having found (or at least been told where to find) the Military Orchid. Another book which was presented to me at this time – British Wild Flowers, by W. Graveson – confirmed my decision, the author relating how he had found the ‘Military Orchid’ in the Kentish woods. (No doubt, like Colonel Mackenzie, he considered O. purpurea to be the same as O. militaris.)

			Conscience, however, triumphed in the end, and I had to admit that Mr Bundock’s Orchid was not the Military but the Great Brown-Winged. Edward Step, after all, could hardly have invented Orchis purpurea out of sheer malice. No, the Military Orchid, alas! was still unfound.

			And it still is – at least by me, and, I imagine, for the last forty years, by anybody else. For Orchis militaris is one of several British plants which have mysteriously become extinct, or very nearly so. The last reliable record for it dates from 1902, when it was found in Oxfordshire. An unconfirmed report does, indeed, state that it occurred near Deal, in 1910. But botanists are sceptical about Kentish records for O. militaris; Edward Step, after all, was probably right . . .

			As for Colonel Mackenzie, I am prepared to bet that he had never seen either the Military or the Brown-Winged – nor, for that matter, the ‘subspecies known as the Monkey Orchid’ which nowadays, raised to the status of a species, and more fortunate than its Military relation, still survives in a single locality in Oxfordshire: the exact spot being a closely-guarded secret, known only to a few botanists.

			The Colonel, of course, was partly justified in his omission of the Brown-Winged and the Monkey; his list of species, no doubt, was based on early editions of Bentham and Hooker, and consequently (more or less) on the original classification of Linnaeus, who ‘lumped’ O. militaris, purpurea and simia together as a single species. So I could have said, had I but known, that in identifying Mr Bundock’s orchid as the Military, I was merely following the example of Linnaeus. I am still, I must confess, in my less conscientious moments half-inclined to yield to the temptation.

			II

			No psycho-analyst, so far as I know, has yet attempted to explain the love of flowers in Freudian terms. Art has long since been reduced to its true status – a mere function of the neurotic personality; the young Mozart presents a perfectly clear clinical picture. Even the scientist can be explained away, I suppose, in Adlerian terms, as a victim of organic inferiority. But the botanophil – the unscientific lover of flowers, as opposed to the professional botanist – remains a mystery. It may be that his singular passion is a relic of totemism; flowers, perhaps, provide a lodgement for the External Soul, thereby rendering the body invulnerable against all perils, magical or otherwise. Doubtless, the matter will be cleared up before long; but – happily, perhaps for its adherents – the cult of botanophily has been so far neglected by investigators.

			Often, but not always, the botanophil is precocious. A family legend relates that myself, at the age of four, could identify by name any or all of the coloured plates in Edward Step’s Wayside and Woodland Blossoms. For the truth of this I cannot vouch; but my own memory testifies to the fact that I could perform this disgustingly precocious feat two or three years later. By that time I had learnt to read; and, not content with the English names, I memorized many of the Latin and Greek ones as well. Some of these (at the age of 8) I conceitedly incorporated into a school-essay at the day-school in Folkestone which I attended. The headmaster read the essay aloud to the school (no wonder I was unpopular); but this flattering tribute was mitigated by his pronunciation of the names. My knowledge of Latin had scarcely progressed beyond the present indicative of Amo; for flower-names I had my own pronunciation, and the headmaster’s version of them came as a shock. I still utter the specific name of the Bee Orchid – apifera – with a slight feeling of flouting my own convictions. I realize now, that the accent is on the second syllable, but my own inclination would still put it on the third.

			Why, without any particular encouragement, should flowers, rather than stamps, butterflies or birds’ eggs, have become my ruling passion? True, I flirted, throughout my childhood, with butterflies, tame grass-snakes, home-made fireworks; but flowers were my first love and seem likely to be my last.

			Here I had better confess (since this book is largely about flowers) that, not only am I not a true botanist, but that even as a botanophil I am a specialist in the worst sense. Whole tracts of the subject leave me cold: certain Natural Orders or Genera frankly bore me, and always will – the Chenopodiaceae, for example, or those tedious Hieracii, or the Chickweeds. Recently I went with a real botanist to the Sandwich Golf-links, celebrated for a number of rare plants; it was a chilly afternoon in spring, and no weather to dawdle unless for a very good reason. My friend was in pursuit of a rare Chickweed – or one, at any rate, that was rare in Kent – and every few yards would throw himself flat on his face and remain there, making minute comparisons, while the glacial sea-wind penetrated my clothes and reduced me to a state of frozen irritability. I could almost realize, on this occasion, how boring botanists must be to non-botanists. Yet had the elusive Chickweed been, say a rare or critical Marsh Orchid, I would have risked pneumonia with as much enthusiasm as my botanist friend. A rare Broomrape – Orobanche caryophyllacea – was indeed said to grow half-a-mile away, and I was as anxious to see it as my friend was to identify his Chickweed. Why? The Broomrapes are not notably beautiful. The Clove-scented one is very rare, certainly; but mere rarity is not enough – the Chickweed was rare, too. If the love of flowers itself is hard to explain, still harder is it to account for the peculiar attraction of certain plants or groups of plants.

			Most obvious, of course, is the appeal of the Orchidaceae. It is easy enough to see the attraction of those floral aristocrats, with their equivocal air of belonging partly to the vegetable, partly to the animal kingdom. Myself yielded to their seduction at an unnaturally early age. But Broomrapes? Chickweeds? There seems no reasonable explanation.

			For non-professionals, like myself, such prejudices condition the extent of such little true botanical knowledge as we may possess. I know something about the flower-structure of the Orchids, because I happen to like them, and a minimum of technical knowledge is necessary to identify the more critical species. But ask me to explain by what similarities of internal structure a Delphinium is placed in the same Natural Order as a Buttercup, and I am stumped. Yet I like the Ranunculaceae. To find either of the two Hellebores is always a major thrill – particularly Helleborus foetidus, the Setterwort, that august and seldom haunter of a few south-country chalk-hills. One of my cherished ambitions is to see the truly wild Monkshood in the few places where it is still said to survive; and another is to find in England the wild Larkspur which I have seen growing as a cornfield-weed in Italy. The Ranunculaceae, however, as a family, just fail to excite me sufficiently to overcome my ignorance about their internal affairs. I admire them as I once heard a certain French lady, at Cassis, confessing that she admired the proletariat: ‘J’adore les ouvriers,’ she declared, ‘mais de loin, de loin.’

			III

			I suppose for many people, as for myself, some childhood-scene tends to become archetypal, the hidden source of all one’s private imagery, tinging the most banal and quotidian words and objects with its distinct yet often unrecognized flavour. For me the village where we spent my childhood summers, where Mr Bundock lurked like a wood-spirit in the warm, tree-muffled evenings, has this quality of legend. Certain basic, ordinary words such as ‘wood’, ‘stream’, ‘village’, in whatever context I may use them, will always, for me, evoke a particular wood, a particular stream, almost always in the immediate neighbourhood of our summer-cottage.

			For some people, I suppose, such words have become entirely abstracted from any such archetypal images – mere generic names for natural features. One might divide the human race into those who develop this power of abstraction and those who don’t; it would probably serve as well as a good many other artificial categories. I have read somewhere that the more primitive languages have no generic name for, say, a tree or a camel; each individual camel or tree has to be given a name of its own as required. Children, like other savages, develop the ‘abstracting’ faculty slowly; many, like myself, never fully develop it at all.

			A word which, more than most, evokes for me that Kentish village, is the word ‘afternoon’. The cool, green, slumberous syllables refuse to be detached from the cottage-garden, drowsing among its trees, the tea-table laid in the shade, the buzzing of wasps busy among the fallen plums – a subdued, perpetual bourdon orchestrating the shriller melodic line of birdsong and the voices of children. In memory, the village seems held in a perpetual trance of summer afternoons: possibly for no better reason than that we seldom visited it in the winter. Half-hidden by trees and (in those days) remote in its valley, the little street with its scattered houses, its squat-towered church and its slate-roofed Victorian pub was still comparatively ‘undiscovered’. A celebrated Jacobean divine had ended his days in the rectory; in the closing years of my childhood, an eminent novelist inhabited the dower-house, a pleasant early-nineteenth-century building near the church; these were the village’s only claim to fame. But even in my earliest childhood the bourgeois invasion had begun – my family, indeed, formed part of the vanguard – and nowadays the number of cottages inhabited by land-workers is in a small minority. The lanes and hedges, today, have become scrupulously tidy; the grass in the churchyard is punctually cut; the cottages have sprouted new wings, carefully disguised by expensive ‘weathered’ tiles; the dower-house is to be pulled down; and the eminent novelist is commemorated by a bogus-Tudor porch tacked on to the parish Hall. The village, in fact, is fast becoming a garden-suburb.

			But it was not only words which were to become permanently associated with that particular childhood background. Whole tracts of experience – certain types of landscape, certain phrases and passages of music, innumerable smells, particular ways of speech became for me (and remained) imprinted indelibly with the same atmosphere of a summer afternoon. The process of identification began early: when my Nurse read Beatrix Potter aloud, and still more when I had learnt to read myself, the landscape of Mr Tod and Jemima Puddleduck seemed indistinguishable from the landscape of our village. I knew the track which Tommy Brock took through the wood, when he made off with the rabbit-babies: it was none other than the path, fringed with bluebells, through the copse which we called Teazel Wood. The hillside where Cottontail lived with her black husband was the park behind the big Queen Anne manor house . . . ‘The sun was still warm and slanting on the hill-pastures’ – how well I recognized the description! Tommy Brock’s abduction of the baby rabbits, the agonized pursuit by Benjamin Bunny and Peter Rabbit – the whole long-drawn and tragic tale was for me bound up (and indeed still is) with a landscape which I knew and loved. Reason (and Miss Margaret Lane2) tell me, nowadays, that the scene of Beatrix Potter’s stories was really Westmorland; none the less, the path through Teazel Wood is still haunted, for me, by Tommy Brock and the foxy-whiskered gentleman.

			I have wondered, too, lately, why when re-reading Ronald Firbank, I should so often be reminded of Miss Trumpett; and can only conclude that the peculiarly gushing, late-Edwardian conversational style which characterizes so much of his dialogue (especially in the early Vainglory) is for me an echo of tea-parties at the cottage where, like an exotic bird, plumed with crimson or scarlet, Miss Trumpett would suddenly appear and hold me spell-bound by such a vision of sophisticated elegance as I had never beheld before in my life.

			If Mr Bundock haunted the village-evenings with his mops and buckets and disinfectants, it was Miss Trumpett who was the presiding genius of the afternoons. Tea-time was her hour: I cannot believe that I ever saw her in the morning, though in the nature of things I must have done. Of Creole extraction, her mother had married a well-off English solicitor; the Trumpetts had, indeed, become more English than the Royal family: their very Englishness was excessive, and served to enhance their innate exoticism.

			Miss Trumpett, as I remember her, was (perhaps consciously) slightly Beardsley: full-lipped, with powdered cheeks of a peculiarly thick, granular texture, and raven-black frizzy hair. She affected clothes, too, which put the village in a flutter: on summer afternoons she would appear in gowns worthy of Ascot, and wearing an immense hat of crimson or vermilion, and scarlet shoes (like Oriane de Guermantes). A scarlet umbrella completed the ensemble; or, at other times, a paper parasol which I was assured in awed tones, was authentically ‘Burmese’. (The idea of Burma is associated for me, to this day, with the curious ‘tacky’ texture and resinous smell of Miss Trumpett’s parasol.) Her whole personality seemed to have a velvety bloom which, with her richly-powdered cheeks, suggested to me an auricula. I was entirely fascinated; all the more so, since Miss Trumpett had a slight flavour of forbidden fruit.

			Nothing very scandalous; but rumour (and something more than rumour) said that she had settled in the village to ‘catch’ a certain well-off bachelor who owned one of the two ‘big’ houses. Poor Miss Trumpett! She never caught her man; but she remained, for my Nurse, who strongly disapproved of her, ‘that naughty Miss T’. Her naughtiness, I fancy, consisted chiefly in her clothes and her general air of ‘smartness’; she was, ever so slightly, ‘fast’. I should conjecture that she was, in fact, completely virtuous; she was certainly extremely conventional in her tastes, with a passion for bridge which was sometimes indulged in the company of my parents (for the most modest of points – she would never have consented, any more than Mrs Hurstpierpoint in Valmouth, to play for ‘immodest’ ones).

			No, there was nothing very ‘naughty’ about Miss Trumpett; but the word, with its tang of Edwardian gaieties, is fitting enough. She was my first contact with the exotic: her clothes, her Latin-American ancestry, her putative wickedness, contributed something to the effect she had upon me; but what I remember chiefly is her voice – rich, resonant, with the same velvety, powdery texture as her outward appearance. Her conversation was enlivened with the argot (already rather dated at this period) of Edwardian chic. Phrases like ‘too divine’ or ‘divvy’ – unknown in my family circle – fell on my ears with an effect of alien and slightly immoral elegance. She would speak slightingly of something or somebody as ‘very mere’. Once, at tea, when I announced that I was ‘full’, she pulled me up sharply: it was rude to say that, she told me. If I must announce the fact, I ought to say ‘Je suis rempli’. She was free with her French phrases; and this, my first contact with the language, was to confer upon it, for all time, a certain imprint of exoticism, something of the elegant, powdered, auricula-like quality of Miss Trumpett herself.

			She was a great reader; in her cottage were ranged (among palms and fire-screens and unseasonable flowers) the complete works of Meredith; a little later it was Henry James; later still, Galsworthy. She played the piano, too, and sang: rattling off The Vision of Salome or some new and fashionable tango with great spirit, or singing Every Morn I Bring Thee Violets or Sweetest Li’l Feller in a voice which invested the songs with an air of mondain luxury and splendour, an atmosphere of plush, mimosa and the Edwardian jollifications of Homburg or Monte Carlo.

			One night, greatly daring, I walked round the garden with her by moonlight: it was my first romantic encounter. Had it been the Jersey Lily herself or la belle Otéro I could not have been more thrilled. I paid for the experience in the acute embarrassment which I suffered on returning to my Nurse. Contemptuous, she said nothing; but her disapproval was all too obvious . . . I did not repeat the exploit. Obscurely, perhaps, I felt that I wasn’t cut out for such as Miss Trumpett; her world was too alien, too romantically remote.

			Nor, it seemed, was I cut out for her young nephew and niece who, with their parents, took a cottage in the village that summer or the next. They were pretty and well-behaved children, excessively polite and even more conventional than their aunt. I loathed them. In vain did our respective parents seek to engineer an alliance: I would have none of it. In the company of the little Trumpetts I became more shy, more ill-behaved and in general more unpleasant than I was by nature. I preferred the children of a local farmer, Mr Igglesden; they were, indeed, my only friends, and I was happy with them. The little Trumpetts showed no inclination (fortunately for me) to fraternize with the Igglesdens; so I was able, in time, to avoid the bourgeoisie entirely and to throw in my lot with the working-class. This phase in my political evolution was speeded-up considerably when, at one of my unavoidable encounters with the Trumpett children, their mother overheard me explaining to Mary Trumpett the difference between a male and female tiger-moth. Thenceforth I was considered a corrupt influence, and encouraged no further.

			But before the final split, the Trumpetts did prove of some value after all. One evening, coming back from a picnic in the woods, they showed me an unusual flower they had found. It was a year or two since Mr Bundock had brought me the orchid which had provoked in me such an acute moral conflict; moreover, I had never managed to find it for myself. Now, in the plant found by the little Trumpetts, I recognized Mr Bundock’s mysterious orchid. This time, I received exact directions about the locality; and shortly afterwards, in a copse only half a mile from the village, I was able to find it for myself. It was not the Military Orchid – I had long ago, reluctantly, abandoned that idea, in spite of Colonel Mackenzie. But it was the Brown-Winged – or, as it is more pleasantly called, the Lady Orchid; the most regal of British orchids, and perhaps the loveliest of English wildflowers: its tall pagodas of brown-hooded, white-lipped blossoms towering grandly, like some alien visitor, exotic as Miss Trumpett at a village tea-party, above the fading bluebells and the drab thickets of dog’s-mercury, in a wood which I had known all my childhood, but whose distinguished inhabitant I had never before discovered.

			IV

			If the village of our summer holidays was an afternoon-land, tranced in a perpetual and postprandial drowsiness, our real home, at Sandgate, was by contrast matutinal: my memories of it are bathed in the keen, windy light of spring mornings, a seaside gaiety and brilliance haunted by the thud of waves on the shingle and the tang of seaweed. At the time, Sandgate lacked romance, being merely the place where we lived (my father had his business in the neighbouring town of Folkestone); during the autumn and winter, the village became for me a Land of Lost Content, the symbol of a happiness which would only be renewed again in the spring. (With most children, this state of affairs is reversed: it is the seaside which enshrines the memory of summer-happiness, not, as for me, the country.) Later, in adolescence, Sandgate too would become part of the legend of the past, the private myth; but in childhood, it was the village in the Elham Valley which, alone, possessed the quality of romance. When I began to write, at about fifteen, I naturally turned to the valley-village for the background of my stories. But that country-legend had, after all, grown up with me; from earliest days I had surrounded the valley landscape with an aura of sentimental nostalgia, and in consequence, my adolescent recollections of it were apt to seem rather second-hand – mere memories of memories; my attempts to write about it seemed over-stylized and at the same time too facile. Some small episode, trivial as Proust’s madeleine-dipped-in-tea, must have accidentally evoked Sandgate for me at about that time and the whole atmosphere and flavour of our seaside home was recalled as Combray was for Proust: vivid and immediate, springing nakedly from the past without the swaddling of conscious sentimentality which had obscured my recollections of our country village.

			Our house was on the Undercliff: behind it, the cliff rose steeply to the Folkestone Leas; below, a garden descended in terraces to the beach. The house, from the road, presented an undistinguished façade of grey cement; at the back, however (on the seaward-facing side), it was faced with white stucco, and the windows were fitted with green persiennes, giving to the house an oddly Mediterranean air. The tamarisks in the garden (and an occasional stone-pine) added to this illusion of meridional gaiety. Had I but known it, the rest of the flora, too, provided curious parallels with that of the Mediterranean seaboard. Stationed at Ancona during the War, I was repeatedly struck by the number of plants which I remembered as growing at Sandgate: Horned Poppy, Bristly Oxtongue, Tree-mallow, Henbane. (The maritime flora is, in fact, singularly uniform from Northern to Southern Europe.) Walking on the cliffs by the Adriatic, I might have fancied myself back at Sandgate: till the scattered stars of pink anemones, or a glimpse of an outlying cornfield carpeted with wild red tulips, recalled me to a sense of reality.

			One summer – I think it was 1916 – a miracle occurred: the cliffs above our house were carpeted, in July, with the brilliant blue spikes of Viper’s Bugloss. The plant was common enough on the cliffs, but had never occurred in anything like such quantity: nor has it ever done so since. The other day, travelling up by the Portsmouth line from Petersfield, I saw near Liphook, for only the second time in my life, the miracle repeated: a field covered, as thickly as if with bluebells, by that noble and stately flower. The blue is of a brighter shade than that of bluebells: in the July sun it seems positively to sizzle and splutter, like a blue Bengal light.

			I know of no reason for these occasional displays by the Bugloss: they appear to be as irregular and unpredictable as (in Southern latitudes) the Aurora Borealis. But the year 1916 was, I suspect, something of an annus mirabilis for botanists; or do I imagine so merely because I myself was lucky? Henbane was one of my finds that year: not a great rarity, but often appearing sporadically, and disappearing again completely from the locality for a period of years. Its creamy flowers, veined with purple, and the clammy, corpse-like texture of its leaves, impressed me at the time with an agreeable sense of Evil. The Mandrake itself is a fairly harmless-looking plant; it is a pity that the name, with all its Satanic associations, cannot be transferred to the Henbane. (Is Henbane the ‘Hebanon’ of Hamlet? Nobody seems to know.) In practice, if not in theory, flower-names are oddly interchangeable. Many non-botanists, for instance, are convinced that they know the Deadly Nightshade when they see it; but in nine cases out of ten, the plant they are thinking of proves to be the Woody Nightshade, or Bittersweet. It is useless to tell them that the Woody Nightshade, that first-cousin of the potato, is not only not deadly, but scarcely even poisonous at all: they are convinced that it is lethal, and if shown the true Deadly Nightshade, a rare-ish plant of southern chalk-down, will refuse to believe you. It is a mistake that never fails to irritate me, detracting as it does from the sinister dignity of a plant which has a good claim to be the chief villain of the British Flora: a plant ‘so furious and deadly’ (as Gerarde remarks) that it is just as well it is not commoner than it is.

			Another ‘find’ of 1916 was the Coltsfoot: it seems incredible that I had not found it before. But I had formed the mistaken idea that it was a rarity, and therefore, presumably by a kind of inverted wishful-thinking, was simply unable to see it. The mistake arose through a mis-reading of Edward Step’s account of the plant, which refers to a dubious variety recorded by Don from ‘the high mountains of Clova’. This statement was taken, by me, to refer to the common Coltsfoot; and doubtless because of the romantic sound of the ‘high mountains of Clova’, I conceived a passion for the plant. I dreamt of Coltsfoot, I insisted on my Nurse purchasing some Coltsfoot-rock at a chemist’s, I copied Edward Step’s plate of it in washy watercolours.

			Then one day a teacher at my first day-school happened to mention that it grew on the foreshore at Seabrook, near Sandgate. On a March morning I set out to look for it: not really believing that a plant hailing from the ‘high mountains of Clova’ could grow half-a-mile from my own door. But there, on the shingle-flats by the beginning of the Hythe Military Canal – there, no more than a stone’s throw from the sea, in a spot I must have passed a dozen times before – there was the Coltsfoot, its golden ruffs widespread in the morning sun, abundant as any dandelion and perfectly at home. I was delighted; the discovery made me happy for weeks afterwards. But somehow, after that, the Coltsfoot lost some of its romance. Like a new and unusual word, encountered for the first time, which one is sure to meet again within a day or two, I soon began to see the Coltsfoot everywhere.

			Yet Coltsfoot has not, even today, entirely lost the romantic aura with which I at one time invested it. Seeing it from a train, precociously ablaze on some chalky embankment, or even straying up the sidings to the edge of some suburban platform, I still find myself cherishing a superstitious belief that the seeds must have blown there from the romantic heights of Clova.

			I have never been to Clova: I don’t even know where it is. For me it belongs in the same category as the Zemmery Fidd and the Great Gromboolian Plain. Similarly, I am inclined to be sceptical about the existence of Mayo and Galway. Here I think Colonel Mackenzie is to blame again; for those romantic-sounding counties were for me merely the home of Habenaria intacta, or, as it is called nowadays, Neotinea intacta, the Dense-spiked Orchid. Unlike the Coltsfoot, Neotinea preserved its romantic aloofness, and refused to oblige me by occurring at Sandgate. But having found the mysterious denizen of Clova almost, so to speak, at my backdoor, I saw no reason why the Entire Habenaria (thus it was crudely Englished) should not turn up too.

			I lived in hopes: the ‘Habenaria’ shared some of the glamour of Orchis militaris. It must have been in the year 1916 that Mr Bundock brought me the Lady Orchid; and it was in 1916, too, I am almost sure, that I was first taken to The Hills.

			They were referred to as ‘The Hills’ – those low downs behind Folkestone, knobbly and broken in outline by barrows and earthworks – rather as dwellers in the plains of India speak of Simla, though not (at least by my family) with any desire to visit them. Indeed, my mother insisted that they were ‘very dull’, and the long-promised expedition to Sugarloaf or Caesar’s Camp was for one reason or another delayed from year to year. Our walks took us almost to the foot of them: they loomed grey and austere against the sky, ringed with their concentric terraces trodden by grazing cattle. Beyond them lay The Country – a country which, in fact, I knew, but which, cut off by that high, forbidden barrier, seemed immensely romantic and mysterious.

			At last I heard from somebody that the Bee Orchid grew on Sugarloaf. I refused to be baulked any longer, and one June morning we set off: taking the scarlet East Kent bus from Coolinge Lane, traversing the Sandgate Road and the mean streets beyond the Town Hall, till at last we began to climb the Canterbury hill. The bus dropped us at the Black Bull – a pub which in those days marked the fringes of the town. A sign hung from it, inscribed with the magical words ‘Nalder and Collyer’s Entire’. Entire what? I still don’t know. The adjective seemed to flap, mysteriously, in the air, demanding its appropriate substantive. I soon supplied one. Nalder and Collyer’s became linked, for me, with Habenaria intacta, the Entire Habenaria. The Black Bull sign seemed a good omen. (Alas! the Black Bull, today, is ‘Entire’ no more, and the sign, unromantically, announces the ownership of Messrs Ind, Coope and Allsopp.)

			We walked up the hill through the hot June morning, the air heavy with chalk-dust and petrol. Just beyond the Black Bull, a farm with a thatched barn and outhouses huddled among the raw new villas, its smell of dung bravely combating the town-smells – the stink of petrol, dust, pubs; an outpost of the country overtaken and nearly submerged by the licking tentacles of suburb. We left the main road by the track skirting the foot of the hills: there was a sudden muffling of traffic-noises, a country-silence murmurous with the hum of bees and the scraping of grasshoppers. We crossed a field, climbed a stile, and entered the Promised Land at last – the mysterious, hitherto-forbidden land of The Hills.

			Against the hot blue sky, the terraced knoll loomed enormous, its summit lost in a shimmering heat-haze. The grassy flanks seemed to radiate a reflected heat, enfolding us in a weighted, thyme-scented silence, enhanced rather than disturbed by the monotone of a thousand insects. On the banks at the hill’s foot, the cropped turf was gemmed with the small downland flowers, many of which I had never seen before: rockrose, milkwort, centaury. In that moment, I encountered a new Love – the chalkdown flora: a Love to which I have always remained faithful. Most botanists have their ecological preferences; and though I have had brief spells of infidelity with peat-bogs, with sand-dunes or even with wealden clay, the downs remain my Cynara, and I still return to them with some of the pristine delight of that first visit to The Hills.

			A miniature chalkpit dazzled our eyes a little way up the hill. Running ahead, I paused near the edge of it: a plant had caught my eye, a flower with pink petals on which a bee seemed to be resting. Suddenly I realized that this was the goal of our pilgrimage; like Langhorne,

			‘I sought the living bee to find

			And found the picture of a bee.’

			Yes, there was no doubt of it: a single plant, standing stiff and aloof, bearing proudly aloft its extraordinary insect-flowers, like archaic jewels rifled from some tomb; I had found the Bee Orchid.

			As it happened, I added, that day, a greater rarity to my collection than I suspected. True, I had found the Bee Orchid, which was exciting enough. But years later, looking through pressed specimens of ‘Bee Orchids’ labelled ‘Sugarloaf, 1916’, some of them proved, beyond a doubt, to be not the Bee Orchid at all, but the Late Spider (Ophrys arachnites) – one of the rarest of British orchids, confined to a few localities in East Kent. Like the Lady, the Late Spider was not even mentioned by Colonel Mackenzie; Edward Step did refer to it, in passing, as a ‘subspecies’, but I was bored by such hair-splitting. To have found the Bee Orchid was good enough for me.

			The Late Spider, nowadays, is of course considered a ‘good’ species; but it has, unfortunately, become much more rare. It resembles the Bee, but has a fuller, more swollen lip, and the ‘sting’ (supposing a spider to have a sting) projects forward, instead of being recurved, as in the Bee. It was not surprising that I failed to recognize it: I have known botanists who have lived near the Late Spider localities all their lives, and yet are unable to distinguish the two species.

			Another insect-orchid was said to haunt the Folkestone hills – the Drone Orchid, a variety of the Early Spider; I must have first read about it in one or another of the works of Anne Pratt. I found the Early Spider in due course, but the Drone eluded me. No wonder: for it is no longer ‘accepted’ by most botanists as a good variety and is probably a myth.

			How many people, nowadays, remember Anne Pratt? She is hardly to be included among the ‘classical’ botanists; yet, if less illustrious than Brown, Babington, Hooker and other of her contemporaries, she scarcely deserves the oblivion into which she seems to have fallen. So far as I know, no memoir of her exists; one still comes across her works in second-hand bookshops, but they must all have been long out-of-print. Her magnum opus in four volumes, Flowering Plants, Grasses, Sedges and Ferns of Great Britain is certainly somewhat out-of-date from a strictly botanical point of view. But it is still an excellent bedside-book. It is leisurely and discursive; the botanical literature of several centuries is ransacked for tit-bits of plant-lore; there are innumerable excursions, often extremely entertaining, into folk-lore, herbal medicine and so on. Nor are the Arts forgotten: the verses quoted, in praise of or in connection with plants would, if collected, form an instructive anthology, not only of botanical verse, but of forgotten minor verse in general. Bishop Mant (who was he?) is perhaps the most often quoted; but many of the poems were written, so the author tells us, ‘especially for this work’.

			Erudite and allusive as she is, however, it is in her more personal moments that Miss Pratt is at her best. Hearing, for instance, that ‘the root of our native Catmint, if chewed, will make the most gentle persons fierce and wrathful’, she decides, with a commendable scientific curiosity, to verify the statement. ‘The writer of these pages, who, with a friend who joined in the experiment, chewed a piece of this bitter and aromatic substance, of the length of a finger, is able . . . to assure her readers that for at least four-and-twenty hours after taking it, both she and her companion retained a perfect equanimity of temper and feeling.’

			It would have taken more than Catmint, one feels, to impair the equanimity of Miss Pratt. One pictures her as middle-aged, sensible and humorous, immensely energetic, and quite undaunted by the weather, gamekeepers, spiked fences and other such obstacles to the pursuit of her profession. From internal evidence, it appears that she lived at or near Dover: there are innumerable references to the Flora of the Dover Cliffs, and a number of the plants she mentions as growing there can still be found in the same locality – for example, the wild Cabbage and Nottingham Catchfly. (Others, such as the Dwarf Orchis, have alas! become rare since her day.)

			Miss Pratt, in fact, emerges as a glorified (and professionalized) version of a type: the Victorian lady-botanist. She was more industrious, more energetic than most, and turned her knowledge to professional use; but she remains an amateur, none the less: a cultivated lady of the period, with an eminently suitable and ‘educational’ hobby.

			Her book has a special charm for those who, like myself, have a taste for odd and mainly useless scraps of information. It is pleasant, for instance, to learn that Antonius Musa, physician to the Emperor Augustus, ‘wrote a whole book setting forth the excellences of Betony, which he said would cure forty-seven disorders’; or, of the Roman Nettle, that Julius Caesar’s legionaries, ‘having heard much of the coldness of our climate, thought it was not to be endured without some friction that might warm their blood; they therefore used this nettle to warm and chafe their benumbed limbs’. And again, of the ordinary Nettle (not the Roman one): ‘We have ourselves in childhood often supped off a dish of nettle-tops boiled for about twenty minutes and eaten with salt and vinegar.’ The authoress remarks that they ‘seemed delicious’, but cautiously adds that ‘their flavour may have been improved by the fact of their having been gathered during a long country walk, and by our having watched them during the process of cooking’.

			Miss Pratt is a great one for local nomenclature; and, not content with English names, she more often than not supplies half-a-dozen foreign ones as well. Thus Herb Paris, she tells us, is in France called Parisette (a name which somehow suggests Mis-tinguett and the old Moulin Rouge), Raisin de Renard and Etrangle Loup; in Germany it is Einbeere, and in Italy Uva di Volpe. Of the Sun-spurge, she remarks that the old herbalists called it Sun Tithymale, while the Dutch name for it is Wolf-enmilch; and in England it is known variously as Churn-staff, Wartweed, Cat’s-milk, Wolf’s-milk and Littlegood.

			Here is a specimen of the occasional verse ‘written for our volume’ – in this case by Calder Campbell:

			‘October winds were drifting yellow leaves

			From wintering trees – October waves rose high

			Against the barren shores of Calais, where

			I stood and mark’d the stormy sea that frown’d

			’Neath frowning skies. “Is there no hope?” quoth I . . .’

			And so on for a further twenty-eight lines, in which the poet’s melancholy is finally cheered by the discovery of the Sea Buckthorn.

			One would like, too, to try some of Miss Pratt’s less-familiar herbal beverages – for instance, Wild Marjoram Tea, which she tells us ‘is very grateful and refreshing, and doubtless is wholesome, though its efficacy in preserving health may be somewhat overated by country people’. Less successful, among her experiments in country-recipes, was the use of the Lesser Celandine as a vegetable. The leaves, she tells us, were ‘formerly boiled and eaten; but the author, who has tried their worth, cannot say much in their favour’.

			But if Miss Pratt was prepared to experiment with the gastronomic uses of plants, her attitude to the darker side of plant-lore was one of rational but pious scepticism. Quoting Ben Jonson’s Witches’ Song, in connection with the Horned Poppy, she cannot resist a slightly complacent reference to the decline of superstition. ‘The light of Revelation,’ (she writes) ‘which has dawned now on every British village, and brought its teachings to hall and cottage, has dispelled fancies and practices which were sanctioned in other times, and none dream now of gathering the poppy for incantations.’

			Pious, cultivated, sensible, immensely energetic – one would like to have known Miss Pratt. One imagines her setting forth, on some summer’s afternoon in the ’fifties, perhaps escorted by some frock-coated clergyman, or by the friend who shared in the Catmint experiment, sensibly-clad, minutely observant, humorously deprecating the vestiges of superstition among the villagers, and always ready, by an appropriate word here or there, to assist in spreading the Light of Revelation. Toiling over the Dover Cliffs for Silene nutans wading through the marshes about Sandwich for the Greater Spearwort, or searching ‘in the woodlands or on the bushy hill’ for Orchis purpurea – one sees her, indomitable but incurably lady-like, pursuing her purposeful way through the Kentish countryside, her tweeded figure bathed in the warm, golden light of a Victorian Sunday afternoon in summer. One almost feels that, like the Scholar Gipsy, she may yet haunt, at sunset, the hillsides of Kearsney and Alkam, behind Dover, or those remoter woodlands about Nonington or Womenswold; laden, no doubt, with a ‘store of flowers’—

			the frail-leaf’d white anemone,

			Dark bluebells drench’d with dews of summer eves,

			And purple orchises with spotted leaves . . .

			Or possibly some rare fern or rush, or Herb Paris (‘which the French call Parisette’) or Hemp Agrimony which is called in Russia Griwa Kouskaja, or Marjoram to brew a ‘grateful and refreshing’ tea . . . And it is not improbable, either, that

			Far on the forest-skirts, where none pursue,

			On some mild pastoral slope . . .

			she may have stumbled, quite accidentally, in the darkening shade, upon the Military Orchid itself.

			V

			1916, if it was an annus mirabilis for botany, was also, for me, the end of a Golden Age; for in this year I started to go to school. It was the beginning of a process which was to last nearly twelve years, during which I certainly suffered more acutely than I ever have since. The best thing one can say, I suppose, for the (bourgeois) English educational system is that it immunizes one to a great extent against subsequent horrors. I had cause to be grateful for it, at least, in the Army, where one saw the State-educated soldier, uprooted from the home-environment for the first time in his life, suffering all the torments of homesickness which I had endured – and more or less come to terms with – at the age of eleven.

			My initiation into school-life, however, in 1916, was sufficiently mild: I was not sent to a boarding-school, but merely to a Kindergarten attached to a large and flourishing local girls’ school, called Gaudeamus. This, moreover, I attended only in the mornings; so that Gaudeamus, for me, exists in memory as a morning-world, its rooms bathed perpetually in the early sunlight. I cannot imagine what it looked like in the afternoon: I am inclined to think that, like E. M. Forster’s cow, it simply wasn’t there.

			The school stood beneath the cliffs, and the garden and playground, fringed with glaucous, billowing tamarisks, abutted on the beach. Within, the rooms seemed enormous, their high windows and polished floors reflecting the morning glare of sunlight, and echoing perpetually with the thud and hiss of the waves on the shingle.

			Gaudeamus, as its name implied, inculcated a breezy and strenuous optimism. Miss Pinecoffin, its founder, had ‘advanced’ ideas, and had even been heard to speak in favour of co-education; but there was nothing revolutionary about Gaudeamus, and coeducation was confined to the Kindergarten. The girls might wear djibbahs, but there was no nonsense about Montessori or the Laboratory system: their education was soundly based on the School Certificate, the Higher Local and the Church of England. With such a firm basis of orthodoxy, Miss Pinecoffin could afford to spread herself a little in the matter of environment; and the interior decoration of Gaudeamus represented all that was most respectably artistic and ‘progressive’ at the turn of the century. Corot and Greuze hung on the walls, and Rossetti’s Beata Beatrix in muddy monochrome; in the green-tiled fireplaces stood bulging jars of beaten copper, filled, in summer, with yellow flags or foxgloves. The singular flora of Art Nouveau – sprawlisng water-lilies and fleurs-de-lis – burgeoned unexpectedly in corners; the chairs were all of an exceedingly uncomfortable, neo-Morrissy pattern, with high backs bored, in the centre, with curious heart-shaped holes. The heavy oak doorways (opening by means of enormous and cumbrous wooden latches) were provided with latticed panels of thick green glass. The rooms seemed always cold; yet, despite the supplies of fresh air, a faint but characteristic odour haunted their draughty spaces: a mingled taint of floor-polish, dried ink and yesterday’s meals.

			It was all very inspiriting and healthy. Perpetually, it seemed, little girls in sage-green djibbahs were tearing breathlessly to and fro, as though the school were run on the lines of a military detention barracks, where all orders are carried out at the double. I was terrified: the tempo was too fast for me, and my hours in the Kindergarten were spent mainly in unlearning, in a daze of unfamiliar words and objects, all I had learnt in the nursery.

			Miss Prendergast, who taught in the Kindergarten, was kind but rather overwhelming. When she kissed me on the first morning, her hair smelt of dandruff. I detested being kissed, anyway, but worse was in store. The French mademoiselle, by way of enlivening her French classes, insisted on playing kiss-in-the-ring. When my turn came, I firmly refused to be kissed. Threats, persuasions, appeals to my vanity – all proved useless. I remained mutely but firmly rebellious. Finally it was decided that I should be allowed to shake hands instead of kissing. The fact of being made an exception increased my agonies tenfold; none the less, I had won my point.

			Sometimes Miss Prendergast took us for a botany ramble. (It was she who had destroyed my illusions about the Coltsfoot.) I should have liked these rambles, but my pleasure in them was entirely destroyed by a paralysing fear that we might encounter some member of my family. Within the bounds of the school itself, I was prepared to suffer any amount of indignity or humiliation; I had already learnt to expect it. What I dreaded was that my family should be witnesses of my shame. Even at home, when visitors came to the house, I was overcome by an appalling self-consciousness; my every word and movement became automatically awkward and ridiculous, and I was tortured by the thought that my family were silently laughing at me. To have been seen, by my mother, on a botany-ramble, seemed to me the lowest pitch of degradation. I tried to hide myself as much as possible behind the other children; I even had the courage to suggest a route which would take us as far as possible from our home. Mercifully we never did pass it; nor did we ever meet any member of the household. Once we had covered what I hoped was a safe distance from the house, my self-consciousness left me, and I was able to surprise Miss Prendergast by my precocious knowledge of botany. It was my first success: and her flattering comments did much to assuage the agonies of that first term at school.

			In my memory the image of Miss Prendergast is wreathed about with that squalid and uninteresting weed Lepidium draba. It was Miss Prendergast who told me its English name – Pepperwort. An alien, introduced into Kent comparatively recently, it has spread further inland, nowadays: and seeing its dirty white tufts in some railway-cutting, I am transported immediately to the high, empty, sunlit rooms of Gaudeamus; I hear again the thin adolescent voices chanting the daily psalm at Morning Prayers; the smell of floor-polish and seaweed is in my nostrils; and I see again the tall, wide-flung windows giving upon the shingle playground, the hedges of tamarisk and the pale-blue summer sea.

			I was more interested, at that time, in flowers than in people. Indeed, except in particular cases, I still am. Yet the social flora of the Sandgate Undercliff, where we lived, was perhaps worthy of study. I devoted to it approximately the same amount of attention as I did to bird-life – a subject which I found less interesting than flowers or butterflies, but not without a certain attraction.

			It was seldom, in the social milieu frequented by my family, that I encountered anything so exotic and orchidaceous as Miss Trumpett. None the less, some of our neighbours might have been described in the language of the Floras as ‘local’, if not, ‘very rare’. Occasionally a true ‘exotic’, an ‘adventive’ species would make its appearance, as when a certain Maharajah, with his suite, took one of the neighbouring houses for a few months. Like some Himalayan cistus or saxifrage escaped from a garden, he enlivened, for a whole summer, the sedate paths of the Undercliff . . . Then (an indigenous but distinctly flamboyant species) there was Mrs Croker, the Anglo-Indian novelist, who sometimes came to tea with my mother. And – better-known to myself – there was the portentous figure of Sessquire: tall, snowy-haired, with a monocle, he was a figure straight out of a du Maurier drawing. Peering into my pram (or mail-cart), and booming a greeting in a voice which had once held London audiences spell-bound, he seemed to me like some tall and very robust species of cotton-grass, with his white bush of hair, and his mysterious, sibilant name which seemed to rustle like dried stalks in the wind . . . One day my sister, turning a corner on one of the cliff-paths, encountered Sessquire, inadequately concealed by a bush, obeying an importunate call of nature. Much tact was shown on both sides, but the episode doubtless left its mark; for me it has acquired a slight period interest, now that I realize that Sessquire’s real name was Sir Squire Bancroft.

			Eriophoroid, too, was ‘Salvation’ Hall, an ex-evangelical preacher with an immense white beard. He was also a botanist, and used to bicycle for miles in search of specimens. Once he showed me a pocketful of Thrift, which he said he had gathered on Romney Marsh. It was a plant I had never found, and perhaps I showed myself over-interested. At all events, he didn’t offer me a specimen; remarking, with a cackle of laughter, as he remounted his bicycle, that when I was grown-up I should be able to go out to Romney Marsh and get some too. It was pleasant, after that, to discover that Thrift grew abundantly on the cliffs above our house; I can only hope that ‘Salvation’ Hall never discovered it.

			Few grown-ups realize how subtly insulting their assumptions of superiority can be to a child. Indeed, one suffers more in childhood from wounded vanity than ever in later life. Once, I remember – I had left Gaudeamus, and gone to a day-school in Folkestone – I returned from a school botany-ramble with a bunch of woodland flowers: Bluebells, Wood-spurge, Weasel-snout, Bugle. A lady – she must have been a parent visiting the school – professed a gushing interest in what I had found, and proceeded to ask me the name of each plant. All went well till I came to Bugle.

			‘Bugloss,’ she corrected me.

			‘Bugle,’ I insisted.

			‘No, no. You mean Bugloss, dear.’

			‘But I don’t. It’s Bugle.’

			‘Bugloss,’ she corrected me.

			The lady began to look cross.

			‘Bugloss,’ she repeated.

			‘Bugle,’ I retorted, impenitently.

			We parted unamicably: doubtless she thought I was a rude child. But I happened to be right, and she wrong. My plant was Bugle. I could have probably told her the Latin name – Ajuga reptans. Yet I was helpless, I had no redress. She was a grown-up, and must therefore know better than I.

			It is perhaps worth putting on record, for the benefit of the curious social historian, that when my family first went to live on the Undercliff, they were socially ostracized. A stigma attached to them only less black than that associated, in those days, with divorcées, inverts and card-sharpers. At tea-parties, when the question arose whether my mother should be ‘called on’, it was whispered that my father was in trade. That, of course, settled it. One wasn’t a snob, of course, but . . . well, there it was.

			There it was: the dreadful truth was out. My father was ‘in trade’. True, he was a wine-merchant, and one’s wine-merchant even in those days ranked only a little below one’s solicitor. If he had confined himself to having an office in London, he might have enjoyed the glorious privilege of being ‘accepted’ by the Undercliff. But alas! he actually had a shop. There it was, as large as life, in the Sandgate Road, Folkestone. True, it looked more like a Bank, and was always called the ‘Office’; but the fact remained, you could go into it and buy a bottle of wine (or even, for that matter, a bottle of beer) over the counter.

			In later years the ban was apparently lifted: whether because our neighbours became less snobbish, or because they feared that my father, provoked beyond endurance, would put arsenic in their wine, I have no idea. The shadow remained in the background, at any rate: for when I first went, as a day-boy, to a Folkestone preparatory-school, I remember being haunted by a feeling of shame. Secretly, the ‘Office’ in the Sandgate Road had for me some of the sinister glamour with which, it may be assumed, Mrs Warren’s daughter invested her mother’s profession.

			One day, at about this time, I was leaning out of the window with my brother, watching a column of soldiers marching past on their way to Folkestone Harbour, to embark for France. My brother asked me if I would like to be a soldier. I said I would. ‘But of course,’ he assured me, ‘if you were in the Army, you wouldn’t be just one of those Tommies. You’d be an officer.’

			This prophecy, at least, was not to be fulfilled; when I did join the Army, twenty-four years later, I joined as a private, and remained one: a circumstance which would doubtless have prevented me from being ‘called-on’ by the Undercliff – supposing I had still lived there, or that there had been anybody else left to ‘call’. Alas! the social ecology of Sandgate must have changed out of recognition, these many years; and the indigenous ‘rarities’ of my childhood have no doubt been long swept away by a weedy overgrowth amid which my own so-bourgeois family, had they remained there, might have enjoyed the prestige of a colony of orchids (or, shall I say, ranunculi?) surviving among a thicket of docks and nettles.

			VI

			Les seuls vrais paradis, said Proust, sont les paradis qu’on a perdus: and conversely, the only genuine Infernos, perhaps, are those which are yet to come. After the post-Munich period, with its atmosphere of slowly-gathering crisis, the outbreak of war itself was like a sudden holiday, bringing a sense of release, almost of relief: the kind of relief which an invalid feels when a definite disease has declared itself, replacing the vague, indefinable malaise by a set of recognizable physical symptoms.

			I remember, chiefly, at the time of Munich, re-reading Beatrix Potter and Ronald Firbank; or playing the piano-music of Erik Satie – cool and impersonal as plainchant. In those small and civil duchies one could forget, temporarily, the expanding suburbs of the mad capital, the smooth, ribbon-developed Autobahnen to the lands of violence and darkness. Or when these failed, there was the stoic’s pleasure in occupations at once scholarly and useless: in my own case, writing a paper – with a rather conscious pedantry – on the distribution of Orchis simia, for the Journal of Botany; assuming, rather jauntily, the pose of the detached, the touch-line observer – an ostrich-defensiveness, like Housman with his footnotes to Manilius.

			And lying awake in the small hours of those hot, rainy nights, hearing a plane drone overhead like the muttered presage of disaster, one’s mind leapt to a sudden, annihilating consciousness of the future; the weak guts responded with a colic spasm, the ignominious grip of fear; and the feeling was suddenly oddly familiar, there was the sense of a duplicated experience reaching back to the remotest past. Where had one felt precisely this sensation before? And then the vision came of a corner-seat in a train, hard-boiled eggs, the Strand Magazine; the journey to a new school at the end of the summer-holidays.

			And one realized that the War would be like this: like the end of the holidays, going back to the red, unfriendly house with its laurelled drive and empty, polished rooms, smelling of ink and varnish, loud with jokes about bums and farts. Wake up, brace up, be keen, put your back into it: school is the world in miniature, Life is a football-match . . . The hearty games-master showing off his muscles in the changing-room – ‘Gosh, Sir, you must be awfully strong’ – and the smell of the bogs: locking oneself in to indulge the nostalgic tears, living only for the holidays.

			Yes, the War would be like this. But at this school, of course, the holidays might never come . . .

			Thank goodness none of it was true. Life is not like a football-match, even in war-time: the War was certainly uncomfortable, but not to be compared with the horrors of an English prep. school. And for me, happening to be lucky, the holidays have come again.

			My first boarding-school was in Sussex, and I went there because it was popular with Christian Scientists. My parents, at about the time of my birth, had exchanged a rather tepid Anglicanism for the more up-and-coming doctrines of Mrs Eddy. So to St Ethelbert’s I was sent. The Headmaster himself was not (as the jargon of the cult used to phrase it) ‘in Science’; he was, as a matter of fact, in Holy Orders. His wife, however, was, as they say, a ‘keen Scientist’, and every facility was given for the proper celebration of the rites. Every morning before breakfast we ‘Scientists’ congregated in a sort of catacomb in the basement, where the day’s ‘lesson’ was read to us by one of the assistant-masters, Mr Learoyd, a ‘keen Scientist’ himself. His ‘keenness’ showed itself at times in other ways: he had a singularly well-developed knack of twisting arms and ears during his arithmetic classes. However, as he believed that pain was an Error of Mortal Mind, he could afford to laugh pleasantly at the tears of anguish and humiliation which his ‘keenness’ too often provoked. I myself was slightly prejudiced in his favour by the fact that, on the day of my arrival, he wore a spike of Orchis morio in his buttonhole.

			But St Ethelbert’s, like the War, was never quite so bad as one expected it to be. The threat of being ‘sent to boarding-school’ had hung over me, vaguely, for years – just as the War itself was to do later on. Whenever I was more than usually ill-behaved, I was threatened with this dread banishment. After a time, since the threat was never fulfilled, ‘boarding-school’ began to seem no more terrifying than the world of ghosts and goblins – things which one was assured didn’t exist, but which one still half-believed in. Then, one day, out of the blue, came the news that I was to go to boarding school the very next term. My first reaction was a deep sense of injustice: I hadn’t been particularly naughty, and the announcement had not been preluded by any of the usual threats. My mother made it suddenly one day: more in sorrow than in anger, as it were – rather as Chamberlain announced the outbreak of war in 1939.

			A Munich-period of anticipation ensued – the thing was inevitable, but not yet quite real. Then trunks appeared, and lists of clothes; hairbrushes were washed, toilet-articles were labelled . . . When the day came, we made the journey by car; it was the first week in May, and the country was unfamiliar. I realized for the first time that there might be compensations for my exile: I should at least find some new flowers. And when we drove up the laurelled drive to the slate-roofed, red-brick building, there, sure enough, was that nice Mr Learoyd to welcome us, with the Green-winged Orchid in his button-hole.

			My first new ‘find’ was Cross-wort, which was rather rare – and still is – in East Kent. Orchis morio grew in the school playing-field. I botanized semi-secretly, with a sense of shame. Not that botany was actively discouraged: it was tolerated, but rather as religion is tolerated today in the USSR. As a botanist, at St Ethelbert’s, I was in a similar position to that of a priest in Russia – I could botanize, but my activities had, so to speak, no legal status, they didn’t fit into the ideological framework. It would have been different if I had been ‘keen’ on the things that really mattered: football and cricket. But I not only intensely disliked games: I was silly enough to say so. One afternoon my fielding was such a disgrace that Mr Wilcox (another keen Scientist) degraded me from the Third Game to the Fourth, which consisted of the ‘babies’ of eight or nine (I was eleven). I was put in to bat . . . It was the one and only athletic triumph of my life-time: I scored, I believe, about sixty-odd runs. The school was divided, for competitive purposes, into ‘sets’, and every day at tea-time a senior boy came round the tables noting down our scores for the afternoon. On this occasion, instead of the usual ‘duck’, I proudly announced my enormous and unprecedented score. The note-taking senior stared, as well he might. The matter was referred to Mr Wilcox; and it was decided that, as I had been degraded to the Fourth Game, the score didn’t count . . . After that, what little ‘keenness’ the system had managed to instil into me, withered in the bud. I gave up pretending. I loathed cricket with a pathological loathing, and I still do.

			Scouting was another occupation in which I showed insufficient keenness. At last things came to such a pitch that Mr Wilcox, who was the scoutmaster, told me I might as well give up scouting altogether. I was a disgrace to the Troop, he said, and he never wanted to see me on parade again. Highly delighted, I put the good news into a letter home. My father, scenting some irregularity, wrote to the Headmaster; and, shortly after my ‘expulsion’ from the Scouts, I was amazed to be taken aside by Mr Wilcox and offered a sweet. He began to talk to me in a voice of such mellifluous friendliness that I thought I must be dreaming. I seemed (he began) to have misunderstood something that he had said . . . Surely I never imagined that he had really said I was to leave the Scouts? Why, he hadn’t even thought of such a thing, much less said it. (Another sweet.) I didn’t really still think he’d said anything of the sort, did I?

			I remained in the Scouts; I tried to be keen – but with little success. Once, when we were out on a field-day, marching down a sandy lane, I saw some foxgloves growing in the hedge. Foxgloves, for me, were almost a rarity – they are not common on the chalky lands of East Kent. Without a restraining thought, I broke from the ranks and ran across to the hedge . . . The foxgloves once in my hand, I realized what I had done. But Mr Wilcox, surprisingly, remained calm and even amiable . . . Perhaps he was afraid I might write home again.

			Miss Amphlett, one of the woman-teachers, was something of a botanist; she taught the ‘babies’, and only the babies were supposed to be interested in flowers. I was the sole exception – a bourgeois, as it were (according to the caste-system of school-life) bent on declassing himself. In some respects I came to prefer the proletariat: they were not expected, for one thing, to be quite so keen.

			Poor Miss Amphlett was not, after all, very reliable: she shocked me one day by identifying Betony as Purple Loosestrife. I might have argued with her as I had argued with the lady at Folkestone about Bugle and Bugloss. But I had become more sophisticated (and more dishonest) by this time. If Mr Learoyd and Mr Wilcox had not taught me to be keen, they had at least taught me that it was not always wise to tell the truth.

			At St Ethelbert’s one heard a great deal about Honesty. The word was uttered in the reverent tones in which one spoke of Jesus. We were all understood to be perpetually ‘on our honour’ not to misbehave. There was no fixed scale of punishments: they were assumed to be unnecessary. To break the rules was dishonourable, and therefore unthinkable.

			The emotional strain produced in children by such a system has to be experienced to be believed. Petty misdemeanours – failing to put one’s gym-shoes away in the racks provided, talking after lights-out, being late for a class – these assumed the awful com-plexion of mortal sins. The appalling sense of guilt thus engendered can be imagined: to talk after lights-out was equivalent to fornication, to tell a deliberate lie or to swear was only less sinful than the amusements of the Marquis de Sade.

			Periodically, of course, this atmosphere of mass-guilt and persecution-mania found official outlet. On a Sunday evening after tea, it would be announced that the Headmaster wanted to see us all in the Big School-room. Dead-silent, and consumed by an agonized apprehension, we waited, penned in our rows at the scarred, ink-stained desks. Presently the Head made his entrance: not Hitler entering the Reichstag, after the unmasking of some plot against his life, could have created a more profound effect . . . Softly the Head began to talk. ‘As you know’ (he would begin) ‘I do not approve of using the stick . . .’ The word fell heavily, like an expected thunderclap, upon our taut, hypnotized minds . . . ‘No, I never, if I can avoid it, use The Stick. But I’m sorry to say that some of you have been found guilty of conduct which I view as dishonourable . . .’ Another thunderclap: we wriggle in our seats . . . The soft voice continues, gradually mounting to a crescendo of horror. Somebody has broken a rule – we are on our honour to observe the rules. If our Honour will not prevent us from breaking them – then there remains only one alternative . . . The voice ebbs: the alternative is not mentioned, the expected clap, the storm’s peak, fails to break over us. But we know and mutter to ourselves the unutterable word: the stick. And then, like a preacher turning to the East, and gabbling ‘And now to God the Father, God the Son . . .’ the Head’s voice suddenly drops its dramatic tones; he glances at a little list – ‘I want to see the following in my study immediately afterwards.’ We listen, with a final and increased straining of attention, to the names . . . No, I’m not on it . . . The Head sweeps out, and we disperse: hysterically laughing, jostling, catcalling in an ecstasy of relief . . . except, of course, for those whose names were on the list. These trail slowly, outcast and without hope of reprieve, towards The Study, where the Head is already preparing for the sacrifice: bending, testing in his white, rather podgy hands, the malleus maleficarum, the long, lissome, willowy shape of the stick.

			VII

			One morning, half-way through that first summer term at St Ethelbert’s, a small parcel arrived for me. I undid it, and with difficulty choked down my tears. It contained orchids found by my old Nurse near the cottage, whither the family had already repaired for the summer. Not for years – not till I had left school – should I ever be able to find these orchids myself again: the Lady, the Green Man, the Early Spider – none of them grew near St Ethelbert’s. For the months of May, June and July I was condemned, for what seemed all eternity (and at that age, there is little difference between five years and eternity) to an unhappy exile, if not in a flowerless, at least in an orchidless world. I realized it for the first time, that morning; and the yellowish spikes of the Man, the purple-spotted pagodas of the Lady, awoke in me a nostalgia which was no ordinary homesickness, but a sense of greater loss. I realized, at last, that my childhood was nearly over.

			Hurrying to be in time for Prayers (with the dread word ‘Honour’ echoing in my ears) I stuffed the orchids into my tooth-glass in the dormitory – as usual, with a sense of shame and embarrassment, rather as a priest in Russia might prepare to celebrate Mass before an assembly of keen party-members . . . Yet, like the priest, I was secretly assured of the validity of the rite; privately I despised my tittering companions, recognizing the shallowness of their school-bred, conventional enthusiasms, knowing them incapable, in nearly every case of even a moment’s genuine emotion.

			I hurried down to Prayers; but not before I had noticed, among the other orchids, an unfamiliar one: pale pink, almost white, with a crimson lip narrowly divided into four tendril-like lobes . . . Later in the day, I unpacked Edward Step from my play-box, and once again turned up the passage about Orchis militaris. Had I found it at last – the Military Orchid? Again the annihilating, impotent nostalgia swept over me: the orchid had been found quite near our cottage, in the park in which I, myself, had found the Green Man, the Bee, the Pyramidal, for many a summer . . . And now, in the very first year of my absence, this distinguished stranger had elected to turn up there. Was it the Military? Once again, as when Mr Bundock had brought me the Lady, the old conflict was revived: I wanted my plant to be the Military, and knew that, by accepting Colonel Mackenzie as my authority, I was justified in so calling it. But alas! there was that qualifying clause in Edward Step about ‘a sub-species known as the Monkey Orchid . . . with narrower divisions of the crimson lip . . . occurring in the same counties as the type, with the addition of Kent’. I looked at the plant again: the divisions of the lip could not well have been narrower; moreover, they were indubitably crimson. And the plant had been found in Kent . . . Reluctantly I decided that it was, after all, the ‘sub-species known as the Monkey Orchid’. (Perhaps St Ethelbert’s had already purged me of that mental dishonesty which had enabled me, years before, to label Mr Bundock’s orchid the Military.)

			So the Military was, after all, still unfound. It was nice to have the Monkey; but there seemed to me something slightly inferior about a ‘sub-species’. The very phrases of Edward Step sounded faintly derogatory – ‘a sub-species known as the Monkey Orchid’ . . . it suggested the subtly insulting phraseology of the police-court: ‘a woman described as an actress’. I could not know that my old Nurse’s ‘find’ was to prove one of the more important plant-records of the century.

			A year or two later, the season was early, and the summer term must have started late; walking across the Park, on the last day of the Easter holidays, I found a single plant of the Monkey Orchid. By that time, I had a better idea of its importance: I had discovered that it was promoted, nowadays, to specific status, and could be ranked with the Military on equal terms. Later, I heard that one or two other people had found it in the same place at about this period: a lady staying in our village had drawn it, and the drawing was hung – and still hangs – in the Canterbury Museum. But after 1923 – when I found it myself – it seems to have disappeared entirely from the district. It was not till many years later that I realized how portentous its appearance there had been. Colonel Godfrey, I found, in his immense and erudite Monograph on the British Orchids, could quote only one record for the Monkey Orchid in Kent – it had, apparently, been found, in the early nineteenth-century, by the Rev S.L. Jacobs, near Dover, and never re-discovered since. Colonel Godfrey, indeed was sceptical even of this single appearance, attributing it to an error of identification, or to a windblown seed.

			I wrote to him, enclosing a floret of a pressed specimen, which had fortunately survived the years. He agreed that it was undoubtedly the Monkey Orchid. And so, in the warm, rainy days of Munich I wrote the story of the Kentish Monkey for the Journal of Botany: remembering that morning at St Ethelbert’s – the tittering boys, the sneers of Mr Wilcox, the hustle to be ready in time for Prayers; and the delicate, aristocratic flower, one of the rarest and most beautiful in the British Flora, stuffed hurriedly and ignominously into a tooth-glass.

			The other day, I made the pilgrimage to Oxfordshire to visit the Monkey in its sole remaining locality: a chalky hillside overlooking the river, within too-easy reach of a popular boating-resort. There it was: half-hidden among the rough grasses, smaller than its Kentish fellows, but the same charming and exquisitely-formed flower that I had stuffed into my toothglass at St Ethelbert’s some twenty-five years before. The botanist who accompanied me pointed out that I was possibly the only living person who had seen the Monkey Orchid growing in two separate British localities. If so, it is perhaps a small claim to fame: but one of which I am extremely proud.

			Round about us stretched the gentle hillsides of the Thames Valley, hung with woods which, long years ago, had harboured the true Military Orchid. Perhaps one day it will again be found there; there seems little reason why it should have so totally vanished. Why, in any case, should the Lady survive in Kent – abundantly, in some districts? And why does the Monkey linger in Oxfordshire?

			A botanist of my acquaintance recently told me of an experience of his which occurred some years ago. He had heard that a single plant of the Military still grew, carefully protected, on a private estate. He made a special journey in order to photograph it; when he arrived, however, he found that the flowers had begun to wither, and he postponed his photographing till the following year. He duly revisited the place: but the single plant – perhaps the last Military Orchid to survive in this country – had vanished, and has never since reappeared.

			Behind the drum and fife

			Past hawthorn-wood and hollow

			Through earth and out of life

			The soldiers follow . . .

			And Orchis militaris has presumably gone with them – gone with scarlet and pipe-clay, with Ouida’s guardsmen and Housman’s lancers; gone with the concept of soldiering as a chivalric and honourable calling.

			VIII

			Mr Learoyd, that ‘keen scientist’, would sometimes give little extempore talks in the basement room at St Ethelbert’s. On one such occasion, I remember, he was poking fun at some of the more flagrant errors of Mortal Mind. How silly it was, he remarked, that if one got one’s feet wet, one should get a cold in one’s head. That, he said, was typical of Mortal Mind . . . I tittered, obsequiously, with the other little ‘Scientists’; but even then I realized, I think, that Mr Learoyd’s play on words was typical, not so much of Mortal Mind, as of Mrs Eddy’s peculiar and paranoid theology.

			But though I might sometimes be faintly critical, I was a pious enough adherent of the cult. At home, I had been a ‘Scientist’ merely out of deference to my family, and because they expected me to be one. At St Ethelbert’s I embraced the Faith as one who was starving in the wilderness. The familiar, incantatory passages from Science and Health were (like the parcel of orchids) a breath of home; I had heard them from the lips of my family, and now, in the mouth of Mr Learoyd, they assumed a fresh and poignant significance.

			Threatened by an attack of ’flu or measles, or terrified by my inability to work out an algebraic equation (in which Honour was, of course, once again involved), I would make strenuous efforts to give myself Treatment, or, as we used to say, to Know the Truth. I invented for myself a series of Christian Science Theorems, which I visualized as neatly set out in the manner of Euclid:

			God is All (this was an axiom)

			. . All is God

			If All is God, I must be part of God.

			But God is Good (another axiom);

			Therefore I must be Good – i.e., I cannot be ill

			(or be bad at maths.)

			qed

			The fact that my temperature rose yet higher, or that the equation worked out wrong (as the case might be) didn’t seriously discourage me; it was merely, I supposed, that my ‘theorems’ – like the equations themselves – hadn’t worked out correctly. In any case, it was all very comforting; though alas! when the holidays came, there was, I regret to say, a noticeable falling-off in my pious practices.

			Mortal Mind might be prolific of illusions such as Mr Wilcox and endless afternoons of cricket. But the holidays did arrive eventually, and I found myself once again at the cottage. Everything at home, I told myself firmly, was as it had been. Yet I was aware of subtle, indefinable changes . . . I might refuse to admit them, and I was certainly unable to analyse my sensations; but the awareness set up a state of irritation and depression, I felt unsettled, possessed by a vague, irrational anxiety. Such visible, tangible changes as did occur produced in me a disproportionate unhappiness: a new wallpaper in my bedroom, some minor rearrangement in the garden. Since going to school, I clung with a ferocious conservatism to the Past: it had already become a vert paradis, a Land of Lost Content.

			Arriving home for that first summer-holiday, I visited the Igglesden children. They told me that they had found a strange plant, an orchid they thought, up in the Park. They had dug it up and planted it in their garden. I went out to investigate. The plant was withered, but recognizable – an orchid indeed, two feet high, with an inordinately long flower-spike. I looked again. Yes, there was no doubt of it. The Igglesdens had found the Lizard Orchid.

			Once again a surge of bitterness swept over me: if only I could have found the Lizard! But untold ages of school – an eternity of cricket, of Mr Wilcox, of equations – lay between me and the time when I should be able, myself, to walk across the Park in June and July. The Monkey, the Lizard – both had chosen this year of all years to make their portentous appearance; and I was not there to see them. Why should the Igglesdens be thus privileged, when I was not? They went to the village school; they were not exiled for nine months of the year at St Ethelbert’s; and as if this were not enough, they must needs find the Lizard Orchid, which assuredly they didn’t fully appreciate. The whole system seemed to me grossly unfair.

			I consoled myself by making fireworks. At the local chemist’s I obtained little packets of saltpetre, charcoal, sulphur, strontium nitrate, potassium chlorate. My mother lived in hourly terror of my blowing myself and the entire family to smithereens. Once or twice I nearly did; and a year or two later, quite unwittingly, I nearly blew up Professor Joad.

			I was at Bedales by that time, and had become friendly with Julian Trevelyan, to whom, in the holidays, I sent a parcel of my home-made fireworks. Mr Joad, who was staying with the Trevelyans, was detailed, it seems, to ignite one of my maroons. Either Mr Joad was too slow, or the fuse was too short: the maroon, at any rate, exploded with an annihilating report within a few inches of the eminent philosopher’s nose. Had the distance been only slightly less, the BBC might have been a different (and doubtless inferior) institution.
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			part two

			Du Côte de Chez Prufrock

			I should have been a pair of ragged claws

			Scuttling across the floors of silent seas.

			t. s. eliot

			I

			The roaring twenties . . .! But the label, perhaps, is a mistake. The true voice of the epoch was, surely, not so much a full-throated roar as a kind of exacerbated yelping; a false-virile voice tending, in moments of stress, to rise to an equivocal falsetto – half-revealing (like the voice of M. de Charlus) behind its ill-assumed masculinity a whole bevy of jeunes filles en fleurs. The authentic note in literature is sounded by Mr Mercaptan – whose laughter was said to resemble an ‘orchestra of bulls and canaries’. In fact, Mr Mercaptan, with his eighteenth-century bric-à-brac, his nigger sculpture, his editions of Crébillon and Proust – Mr Mercaptan, if anybody, may be said to epitomize the period. His ineffable flat in Sloane Street surely deserves a plaque: and while they are about it, perhaps the LCC will bestow a similar honour upon that other house, nearby, where ‘under the name of Monna Vanna, Mrs Shamefoot kept a shop’.

			The War, the Boom, the Slump – events did conspire to isolate those years with a curious completeness: justifying, for once, perhaps, the slick reckoning of the gossip-writer, too ready, for the most part, thus to pigeon-hole a period neatly between two noughts. The world of the Twenties existed in a kind of historical parenthesis: a timeless St Martin’s Summer, in which the past was forgotten, and the future, as far as possible, ignored. No wonder that those of us who grew up during that extraordinary decade are apt to suffer from an incurable nostalgia. The typical Man of the Twenties – Prufrock or Theodore Gumbril – was but poorly adapted for the earnest, drab salvationism that came in with the Thirties; he might learn to call himself a communist or even an Anglo-Catholic, but he remained, at bottom, an impenitent Futilitarian, whose only ethical slogan (if any) was Intellectual Honesty.
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