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Introduction


MICHAEL GARDINER



George Orwell’s work has provided the material for a million memes. Much of this material has come from his last, dystopian, novel, but there is also a deep and influential reservoir of thinking on English politics and English life in his essays. Orwell’s essays have had a huge readership amongst general audiences and opinion-formers, and this selection brings together some of the most provocative, curious, and far-reaching. It leaves aside literary criticism and reviews, specialist policy pieces, occasional slightly wooden culture guides, and very early reportage from the end of the 1920s – though the sense of an unemployed mass hovering between hunger and revolution in this reportage permeates his later visions of England. It presents, in essays familiar and less familiar, Orwell’s hopes for and observations on his country, his concerns with its rituals and trials, his hymns to its industrial sprawls and stretches of wild, and his commitment to a world to be saved, or to be rebuilt.


An Etonian who spent much of his life embedding himself in the lives of working people, Orwell began to publish essays in major left-wing or left-leaning journals from around the turn of the thirties. Typically the early essays describe the lives of the underpaid or unemployed and overlap with research for the docu-novels Down and Out in Paris and London (1933) then The Road to Wigan Pier (1937). And generally, essay material is often shared with the novels – ‘England Your England’ builds on passages from his anti-nostalgic Coming Up for Air (1939), bits of Down and Out in Paris and London and The Road to Wigan Pier are published alone as essays (‘The Spike’, ‘North and South’), and we might notice, in ‘Just Junk’, a longing antiquarian gaze on the fragment of coral in glass, soon to become the gaze of a history-starved Winston in Nineteen Eighty-Four. A couple of years in the late thirties saw a concentration on the Spanish Civil War, in which Orwell fought, but a growing sense of a coming world war, the premonition described in Coming Up for Air, focused his concerns not only on the geopolitics of the war, but also on England’s native resources, now perceived as a basis for wartime resistance, and as facing an existential threat. Conscious that his patriotism placed him outside the mainstream of the intellectual left, he homed in on the undocumented and often unlovely experiences of the mass of the English people, their struggles with perplexing circumstances, and ways of improving these circumstances. The result may at first glance look like scattered sketches, but these sketches are also a basis for the kind of ground-up national commitment he felt would anchor the socialist society coming after the war – and indeed something like this commitment did inform the post-1945 welfare state, helping to account for the longevity of the essays.


In the 1940s, these politicised ruminations on English life found an audience in large literary and political magazines and newspapers including the New Statesman, the Evening Standard, the Observer, and, from 1943, in Orwell’s own regular column in Tribune. In the Tribune column particularly, Orwell built from details as wide-ranging as junk shops, laundries, the price of tobacco, rude shopkeepers, communal housework, air-raid shelters, and trouser turn-ups. And in this collection we see him considering, for example, domestic interiors (‘Common Lodging-Houses’, ‘As I Please’ on housing), diet (‘In Defence of English Cooking’), transport (‘As I Please’ on railways), and, pointing towards the cultural studies of the next decade, the consumption of popular culture (‘Decline of the English Murder’, ‘Pleasure Spots’). He clings to the possibility of a history vested in everyday things – Winston’s glass paperweight – and to the persistence of bonds with local pasts. Keeping an eye on the possibilities for exploitation in arcane practices, he nevertheless celebrates the outmoded, the quirky, and even the useless, as in the Victorian ornamentation of his daydreamed ideal pub (‘The Moon Under Water’).


All these details across all these locales add up to a kind of engaged anthropology that might stand alongside the new Mass Observation, a project gathering information on everyday life co-founded by the patriotic filmmaker Humphrey Jennings, and a project he occasionally ponders (‘Survey of “Civvy Street” ’). But they also add up to a way of life, an environment. England is a kind of ecosystem, and the non-human world – toads, walnut trees, rainclouds – is crucial to it, suggesting an ecological Orwell who is rarely discussed (‘Some Thoughts on the Common Toad’, ‘A Good Word for the Vicar of Bray’). Nevertheless, working-class industrial environments, although they can be grotesque, often have a beauty of their own, something he ponders in the landscape of Sheffield. A quotidian ugliness is raised up through symbiosis with the practices of those living there, whose tendency towards public-mindedness and mutual reliance Orwell thinks are national characteristics, even becoming quasi-instinctual. A commitment to this symbiosis is taken further into provocative defences of England’s most notoriously unglamorous characteristics – its cuisine, its battered factory landscapes, even its weather (‘ “Bad” Climates are Best’).


For Orwell, then, a close interest in the lived experience of the English masses is not simply a means to perform solidarity – it is also the basis of a serious ethical consideration of nationality. As Orwell tells the story, the war crisis convinced him not only of his own national commitments – an interesting revelation in itself – but also of national feeling in general as a ‘spiritual need’ (‘My Country Right or Left’). National belonging becomes a mystical cohesion that survives surface changes of administration, an unfathomable tie that in the English case links the twentieth century to the sixteenth. But as intangible as this national force may be, Orwell says it is not only commensurate with a just society, it is the key engine of change towards a just society. In this he is speaking pointedly to those middle-class Marxists whose blind spot on the power of national belonging is a frequent target of his mockery. ‘Culture and Democracy’, for example, is a far-seeing diagnosis of anti-intellectualism, performative opposition serving the establishment, and the tendency for well-embedded leftists to talk themselves into ignoring really existing democracy in the name of opposing nationalism. Orwell resents not only these middle-class Marxists’ Moscow-friendly advocacy of bureaucratic misery, but also their tendency to miss, or even castigate, the lived experience of so many of the people around them. Orwell’s own radicalism is pointedly unsystematic, and aims to base itself in the stuff of a working-class patriotism he pointedly describes, contra this type of intellectual, as ‘common decency’.


Correspondingly, a theme of Orwell’s early 1940s essays (‘England Your England’, ‘Our Opportunity’) is how the war effort is forcing state institutions to pay a new attention to the contributions of the bulk of the people. He keeps one eye on the likely redefinition of official processes and institutions as he runs through the details of everyday lives, the lodging-house beds, the children’s sweets, the tobacco rations, the inconvenient railway stations, the accessibility of city gardens. Political legitimacy, Orwell thinks, now depends on forms of experience so far seriously lacking understanding. People now, he thinks, accept that the war needs an efficiency that has been blocked by ancient privilege, so there will be a degree of popular reassertion requiring us to change our thinking habits. (This story is not uniformly ‘liberatory’, though: Orwell’s demands for a new national efficiency would have a murkier fate during the post-war consensus, as wartime morale was funnelled into an alienating demand for industrial productivity, fears of which can be sensed in his post-war fears of technocracy – the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four, certainly, but one also hinted at here in ‘Pleasure Spots’, a brief dystopia of commodified leisure in which constant radios and light drown out the resilient native poetry of rest and work he had admired as early as ‘Hop-Picking’ (1931).)


Orwell’s England, therefore, is perceived in a painstakingly documented collection of practices and beliefs, but also as the basis of a popular struggle. It is a folk mythology, but also the potential for democratic transformation. This is the double sense in which Orwell understands the war effort, and he repeatedly speaks against revolutionary defeatism (Leninist arguments in favour of giving up the war in the name of socialist struggle), and even describes the Home Guard as a kind of native militia growing from a domestic effort (‘The Home Guard and You’). The most frequently quoted account of this potential for national cohesion is surely ‘England Your England’, perhaps the twentieth century’s most influential literary description of Englishness, and an essay which from its first line – the German bombers ‘flying overhead, trying to kill me’ – ties the defence of native values to the defence against European systematic thinking. Here England is not a properly bounded country, it is a series of impressions, qualities which can be sensed but never pinned, a respect for privacy, ‘bad teeth and gentle manners’, a cheerfully hypocritical belief in the law, an ideal of non-violence. Crucially, England resists definition. It inheres in the fleeting and the instinctual, and its resistance to definition is not only an emotional appeal, it is also a counterweight to European political systems. This appeal to an anti-systematic England has been recalled by politicians ever since, since it allows them to claim popular instincts always fitting within Britain’s uncodified constitution, the force of Orwell’s ‘English revolution’ that stands against actual revolution as something alien.


This understanding of England is paradoxical – it takes its legitimacy from the lives of the people themselves, but it is underwritten by an authority that stands beyond the people – the natural, or the undefinable. This appeal to universal values comes ultimately from a British liberal tradition, and in its Britishness it makes England itself look quite fuzzy. When Orwell suggests that England can take six different names without changing its form – Britain, the British Isles, the United Kingdom, and so on – his England, otherwise so specific in its places and practices, gives up its specificity. While he recognises the power of the national people, he doesn’t give England an authority of its own – England rather stretches out in what we might call an imperial, or Commonwealth, way. So as concrete as Orwell’s England is at times, it is also strangely placeless: it is both a set of experienced localities, peoples, and practices, and a commitment to unspeakable values. A sympathetic way to describe this would be to say that Orwell sticks to an old-fashioned and somewhat imperial use of the term England to mean Britain because he thinks this is how ordinary English people speak, with their laudable impatience for strict definitions, and in this way he channels the mystical and, for this old Etonian, strangely exotic power of working-class patriotism.


This fuzziness does give Orwell’s vision of England something of a romantic blind spot, though. And although the details of everyday experience, and his building these details up into a nationalness, do bequeath something to the ‘English Question’ of the twenty-first century – how much agency England has within or beyond the UK – at the same time the lack of definition makes the English Question impossible to ask. Indeed Orwell frequently implies that a refusal to define the national is a moral strength: definitions are for ideologues, intellectuals, and Europeans, but the English (meaning British) just know the shape of their country by a kind of instinct. For Orwell so natural are English (British) values that supporting them shouldn’t be called nationalism at all – this is not nationalism, he argues influentially, it is patriotism (‘Notes on Nationalism’). This famous distinction between nationalism, which he describes as rabid, exclusive, and fascistic, and patriotism, which he describes as gentle, inclusive, and social-minded, doesn’t stand up to much scrutiny, but it does make a kind of sense if we understand the importance of the appeal to the undefinable, to universal values, which are defined as patriotic. Such patriotic values are not English, of course, they are British, they are products of the British union and the British state, and in this England itself gets lost. But given the melancholic tone of some of Orwell’s descriptions of working-class struggles, England’s lostness almost seems part of its tragic appeal. And yet this promise of a non-nationalist patriotism, a kind of natural patriotism, has been tremendously influential, and over the decades has even become a kind of shorthand for British values as such. It remained central to the referendums of the 2010s: in the 2014 Scottish independence vote, this promise was frequently recalled to describe a patriotic British defence against a toxic Scottish nationalism; after the 2016 European Union referendum, a demonic English nationalism was to be addressed by an appeal to British patriotism (though one now oddly entangled with Europe). Orwell’s patriotism then has an extraordinary afterlife, and is even frequently invoked on behalf of an establishment status quo, strangely counter to the thrust of his own impatience for change.


For whatever the issues with Orwell’s idea of England, it is made from a genuine desire to align with the everyday lives of the mass of the population. Orwell is sure that the country is its people, a living thing that should be able to regenerate itself over time (which is why he sometimes, as in ‘As You Please’, urges against drops in the birth rate, seen as a disaster for the country’s ability to look after itself). If this England is romantic and paradoxical, it is also populist, a term that has only recently been demonised, and that probably wouldn’t be a problem for Orwell. There is a familiarity to his swipes at the middle-class left’s derision for the experience of the English working class in the 1940s, since the same derision is a feature of public life now. One of Orwell’s most far-seeing points, made repeatedly, is of the dead end of an academic-journalistic-bureaucratic left’s tendency to sneer at those who built the civilisation sustaining them. The posturing that comes with anti-patriotism he finds both morally wrong and politically illiterate (or, as he puts it, the only people who describe patriotic common decency as bourgeois are bourgeois themselves). He came from a different world from most of his subjects, but did what he could to share their motivations. Orwell would not have been the type to tweet sarcastically about Saint George’s crosses, and this itself would distinguish him from many establishment commentators today, as well as most of the politicos who claim to be influenced by him. Always aware of this tendency to denigrate the motivations of the mass of the people, he described an England that was old-fashioned, quaint, and racked by romantic contradictions, and yet in its demand to listen to how national life was really lived, was peculiarly far-seeing.




HOP-PICKING



“A holiday with pay.” “Keep yourself all the time you’re down there, pay your fare both ways and come back five quid in pocket.” I quote the words of two experienced hop-pickers, who had been down into Kent almost every season since they were children, and ought to have known better. For as a matter of fact hop-picking is far from being a holiday, and, as far as wages go, no worse employment exists.


I do not mean by this that hop-picking is a disagreeable job in itself. It entails long hours, but it is healthy, outdoor work, and any able-bodied person can do it. The process is extremely simple. The vines, long climbing plants with the hops clustering on them in bunches like grapes, are trained up poles or over wires; all the picker has to do is to tear them down and strip the hops into a bin, keeping them as clean as possible from leaves. The spiny stems cut the palms of one’s hands to pieces, and in the early morning, before the cuts have reopened, it is painful work; one has trouble too with the plant-lice which infest the hops and crawl down one’s neck, but beyond that there are no annoyances. One can talk and smoke as one works, and on hot days there is no pleasanter place than the shady lanes of hops, with their bitter scent—an unutterably refreshing scent, like a wind blowing from oceans of cool beer. It would be almost ideal if one could only earn a living at it.


Unfortunately, the rate of payment is so low that it is quite impossible for a picker to earn a pound a week, or even, in a wet year like 1931, fifteen shillings. Hop-picking is done on the piece-work system, the pickers being paid at so much a bushel. At the farm where I worked this year, as at most farms in Kent, the tally was six bushels to the shilling—that is, we were paid twopence for each bushel we picked. Now, a good vine yields about half a bushel of hops, and a good picker can strip a vine in ten or fifteen minutes; it follows that an expert picker might, given perfect conditions, earn thirty shillings in a sixty-hour week. But, for a number of reasons, these perfect conditions do not exist. To begin with, hops vary enormously in quality. On some vines they are as large as small pears, on others no bigger than hazel nuts; the bad vines take as long to strip as the good ones—longer, as a rule, for their lower shoots are more tangled—and often five of them will not yield a bushel. Again, there are frequent delays in the work, either in changing from field to field, or on account of rain; an hour or two is wasted in this manner every day, and the pickers are paid no compensation for lost time. And, lastly, the greatest cause of loss, there is unfair measurement. The hops are measured in bushel baskets of standard size, but it must be remembered that hops are not like apples or potatoes, of which one can say that a bushel is a bushel and there is an end of it. They are soft things as compressible as sponges, and it is quite easy for the measurer to crush a bushel of them into a quart if he chooses. As the hop-pickers often sing—




When he comes to measure,


He never knows where to stop;


Ay, ay, get in the bin,


And take the bloody lot!





From the bin the hops are put into pokes, which are supposed when full to weigh a hundredweight, and are normally carried by one man. But it often needs two men to handle a full poke, when the measurer has been “taking them heavy.”


With these working conditions a friend and myself earned, this September, about nine shillings a week each. We were new to the job, but the experienced pickers did little better. The best pickers in our gang, and among the best in the whole camp, were a family of gypsies, five adults and a child; these people, spending ten hours a day in the hop-field, earned just ten pounds between them in three weeks. Leaving the child out of account (though as a matter of fact all the children in the hop-field work) this was an average of thirteen and fourpence a week each. There were various farms nearby where the tally was eight or nine bushels to the shilling, and where even twelve shillings a week would have been hard to earn. Besides these starvation wages, the hop-picker has to put up with rules which reduce him practically to a slave. One rule, for instance, empowers a farmer to sack his employees on any pretext whatever, and in doing so to confiscate a quarter of their earnings; and the picker’s earnings are also docked if he resigns his job. It is no wonder that itinerant agricultural labourers, most of whom are in work ten months of the year, travel “on the toby” and sleep in the casual ward between jobs.


As to the hop-pickers’ living accommodation, there is now a whole tribe of Government officials to supervise it, so presumably it is better than it used to be. But what it can have been like in the old days is hard to imagine, for even now the ordinary hop-picker’s hut is worse than a stable. (I say this advisedly: on our farm the best quarters, specially set apart for married people, were stables.) My friend and I, with two others, slept in a tin hut ten feet across, with two unglazed windows and half a dozen other apertures to let in the wind and rain, and no furniture save a heap of straw; the latrine was two hundred yards away, and the water tap the same distance. Some of these huts had to be shared by eight men—but that, at any rate, mitigated the cold, which can be bitter on September nights when one has no bedding but a disused sack. And, of course, there were all the normal discomforts of camp life; not serious hardships, but enough to make sure that when we were not working or sleeping we were either fetching water or trying to coax a fire out of wet sticks.


I think it will be agreed that these are thoroughly bad conditions of pay and treatment. Yet the curious thing is that there is no lack of pickers, and what is more, the same people return to the hop-fields year after year. What keeps the business going is probably the fact that the Cockneys rather enjoy the trip to the country, in spite of the bad pay and in spite of discomfort. When the season is over the pickers are heartily glad—glad to be back in London, where you do not have to sleep on straw, and you can put a penny in the gas instead of hunting for firewood, and Woolworth’s is round the corner—but still, hop-picking is in the category of things that are great fun when they are over. It figures in the pickers’ mind as a holiday, though they are working hard all the time and out of pocket at the end. And besides this there is the piece-work system, which disguises the low rate of payment; for “six bushels a shilling” sounds much more than “fifteen shillings a week.” And there is the tradition of the good times ten years ago, when hops were dear and the farmers could pay sixpence a bushel; this keeps alive the tales about “coming home five quid in pocket.” At any rate, whatever the cause, there is no difficulty in getting people to do the work, so perhaps one ought not to complain too loudly about the conditions in the hop-fields. But if one sets pay and treatment against work done, then a hop-picker is appreciably worse off than a sandwich-man.




THE SPIKE



It was late afternoon. Forty-nine of us, forty-eight men and one woman, lay on the green waiting for the spike to open. We were too tired to talk much. We just sprawled about exhaustedly, with home-made cigarettes sticking out of our scrubby faces. Overhead the chestnut branches were covered with blossom, and beyond that great woolly clouds floated almost motionless in a clear sky. Littered on the grass, we seemed dingy, urban riff-raff. We defiled the scene, like sardine-tins and paper bags on the seashore.


What talk there was ran on the Tramp Major of this spike. He was a devil, everyone agreed, a tartar, a tyrant, a bawling, blasphemous, uncharitable dog. You couldn’t call your soul your own when he was about, and many a tramp had he kicked out in the middle of the night for giving a back answer. When you came to be searched he fair held you upside down and shook you. If you were caught with tobacco there was hell to pay, and if you went in with money (which is against the law) God help you.


I had eightpence on me. “For the love of Christ, mate”, the old hands advised me, “don’t you take it in. You’d get seven days for going into the spike with eightpence!”


So I buried my money in a hole under the hedge, marking the spot with a lump of flint. Then we set about smuggling out matches and tobacco, for it is forbidden to take these into nearly all spikes, and one is supposed to surrender them at the gate. We hid them in our socks, except for the twenty or so per cent. who had no socks, and had to carry the tobacco in their boots, even under their very toes. We stuffed our ankles with contraband until anyone seeing us might have imagined an outbreak of elephantiasis. But it is an unwritten law that even the sternest tramp majors do not search below the knee, and in the end only one man was caught. This was Scotty, a little hairy tramp with a bastard accent sired by cockney out of Glasgow. His tin of cigarette ends fell out of his sock at the wrong moment, and was impounded.


At six the gates swung open and we shuffled in. An official at the gate entered our names and other particulars in the register and took our bundles away from us. The woman was sent off to the workhouse, and we others into the spike. It was a gloomy, chilly, limewashed place, consisting only of a bathroom and dining room and about a hundred narrow stone cells. The terrible Tramp Major met us at the door and herded us into the bathroom to be stripped and searched. He was a gruff, soldierly man of forty, who gave the tramps no more ceremony than sheep at the dipping pond, shoving them this way and that and shouting oaths in their faces. But when he came to myself, he looked hard at me, and said:


“You are a gentleman?”


“I suppose so,” I said.


He gave me another long look. “Well, that’s bloody bad luck, guv’nor,” he said, “that’s bloody bad luck, that is.” And thereafter he took it into his head to treat me with compassion, even with a kind of respect.


It was a disgusting sight, that bathroom. All the indecent secrets of our underwear were exposed; the grime, the rents and patches, the bits of string doing duty for buttons, the layers upon layers of fragmentary garments, some of them mere collections of holes held together by dirt. The room became a press of steaming nudity, the sweaty odours of the tramps competing with the sickly, sub-fæcal stench native to the spike. Some of the men refused the bath, and washed only their “toe rags”, the horrid, greasy little clouts which tramps bind round their feet. Each of us had three minutes in which to bathe himself. Six greasy, slippery roller towels had to serve for the lot of us.


When we had bathed our own clothes were taken away from us, and we were dressed in the workhouse shirts, grey cotton things like nightshirts, reaching to the middle of the thigh. Then we were sent into the dining room, where supper was set out on the deal tables. It was the invariable spike meal, always the same, whether breakfast, dinner or supper—half a pound of bread, a bit of margarine, and a pint of so-called tea. It took us five minutes to gulp down the cheap, noxious food. Then the Tramp Major served us with three cotton blankets each, and drove us off to our cells for the night. The doors were locked on the outside a little before seven in the evening, and would stay locked for the next twelve hours.


The cells measured eight feet by five, and had no lighting apparatus except a tiny, barred window high up in the wall, and a spyhole in the door. There were no bugs, and we had bedsteads and staw palliasses, rare luxuries both. In many spikes one sleeps on a wooden shelf, and in some on the bare floor, with a rolled up coat for pillow. With a cell to myself, and a bed, I was hoping for a sound night’s rest. But I did not get it, for there is always something wrong in the spike, and the peculiar shortcoming here, as I discovered immediately, was the cold. May had begun, and in honour of the season—a little sacrifice to the gods of spring, perhaps—the authorities had cut off the steam from the hot pipes. The cotton blankets were almost useless. One spent the night in turning from side to side, falling asleep for ten minutes and waking half frozen, and watching for dawn.


As always happens in the spike, I had at last managed to fall comfortably asleep when it was time to get up. The Tramp Major came marching down the passage with his heavy tread, unlocking the doors and yelling to us to show a leg. Promptly the passage was full of squalid shirt-clad figures rushing for the bathroom, for there was only one tub full of water between us all in the morning, and it was first come first served. When I arrived twenty tramps had already washed their faces. I gave one glance at the black scum on top of the water, and decided to go dirty for the day.


We hurried into our clothes, and then went to the dining room to bolt our breakfast. The bread was much worse than usual, because the military-minded idiot of a Tramp Major had cut it into slices overnight, so that it was as hard as ship’s biscuit. But we were glad of our tea after the cold, restless night. I do not know what tramps would do without tea, or rather the stuff they miscall tea. It is their food, their medicine, their panacea for all evils. Without the half gallon or so of it that they suck down a day, I truly believe they could not face their existence.


After breakfast we had to undress again for the medical inspection, which is a precaution against smallpox. It was three-quarters of an hour before the doctor arrived, and one had time now to look about him and see what manner of men we were. It was an instructive sight. We stood shivering naked to the waist in two long ranks in the passage. The filtered light, bluish and cold, lighted us up with unmerciful clarity. No one can imagine, unless he has seen such a thing, what pot-bellied, degenerate curs we looked. Shock heads, hairy, crumpled faces, hollow chests, flat feet, sagging muscles—every kind of malformation and physical rottenness were there. All were flabby and discoloured, as all tramps are under their deceptive sunburn. Two or three figures seen there stay ineradicably in my mind. Old “Daddy”, aged seventy-four, with his truss, and his red, watering eyes: a herring-gutted starveling, with sparse beard and sunken cheeks, looking like the corpse of Lazarus in some primitive picture: an imbecile, wandering hither and thither with vague giggles, coyly pleased because his trousers constantly slipped down and left him nude. But few of us were greatly better than these; there were not ten decently-built men among us, and half, I believe, should have been in hospital.


This being Sunday, we were to be kept in the spike over the week-end. As soon as the doctor had gone we were herded back to the dining room, and its door shut upon us. It was a limewashed, stone-floored room, unspeakably dreary with its furniture of deal boards and benches, and its prison smell. The windows were so high up that one could not look outside, and the sole ornament was a set of Rules threatening dire penalties to any casual who misconducted himself. We packed the room so tight that one could not move an elbow without jostling somebody. Already, at eight o’clock in the morning, we were bored with our captivity. There was nothing to talk about except the petty gossip of the road, the good and bad spikes, the charitable and uncharitable counties, the iniquities of the police and the Salvation Army. Tramps hardly ever get away from these subjects; they talk, as it were, nothing but shop. They have nothing worthy to be called conversation, because emptiness of belly leaves no speculation in their souls. The world is too much with them. Their next meal is never quite secure, and so they cannot think of anything except the next meal.


Two hours dragged by. Old Daddy, witless with age, sat silent, his back bent like a bow and his inflamed eyes dripping slowly on to the floor. George, a dirty old tramp notorious for the queer habit of sleeping in his hat, grumbled about a parcel of tommy that he had lost on the road. Bill the moocher, the best built man of us all, a Herculean sturdy beggar who smelt of beer even after twelve hours in the spike, told tales of mooching, of pints stood him in the boozers, and of a parson who had peached to the police and got him seven days. William and Fred, two young ex-fishermen from Norfolk, sang a sad song about Unhappy Bella, who was betrayed and died in the snow. The imbecile drivelled about an imaginary toff who had once given him two hundred and fifty-seven golden sovereigns. So the time passed, with dull talk and dull obscenities. Everyone was smoking, except Scotty, whose tobacco had been seized, and he was so miserable in his smokeless state that I stood him the makings of a cigarette. We smoked furtively, hiding our cigarettes like schoolboys when we heard the Tramp Major’s step, for smoking, though connived at, was officially forbidden.


Most of the tramps spent ten consecutive hours in this dreary room. It is hard to imagine how they put up with it. I have come to think that boredom is the worst of all a tramp’s evils, worse than hunger and discomfort, worse even than the constant feeling of being socially disgraced. It is a silly piece of cruelty to confine an ignorant man all day with nothing to do; it is like chaining a dog in a barrel. Only an educated man, who has consolations within himself, can endure confinement. Tramps, unlettered types as nearly all of them are, face their poverty with blank, resourceless minds. Fixed for ten hours on a comfortless bench, they know no way of occupying themselves, and if they think at all it is to whimper about hard luck and pine for work. They have not the stuff in them to endure the horrors of idleness. And so, since so much of their lives is spent in doing nothing, they suffer agonies from boredom.
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