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Foreword

Reconsiderations, Revaluations

When I first read Christopher Hollis’s A Study of George Orwell: The Man and His Works around 1980, not long after Hollis’s death, I regarded it as a well-written, provocative, and serious examination of an author who had already become a political icon and leading figure in twentieth-century English literature. Nonetheless, I expressed strong reservations about Hollis’s “shadow-boxing” style of jumping into the ring with Orwell and counter-punching his way through round after round of argument on practically every single issue that separated the two men, with unceasing blows directed against Orwell’s deviations from Hollis’s orthodox Catholicism and political Conservatism. One Catholic historian later wrote that I was “indignant” about Hollis’s approach to Orwell. Yet it was much more so that I, as a fellow Catholic layman who shared Hollis’s admiration for Orwell, felt rather chagrined by Hollis’s aggressive, no-holds-barred proselytism—as if Hollis were obsessed with converting his old schoolmate acquaintance posthumously into a pious churchman. Or, at minimum, into what I termed a “religious fellow-traveler.”

Rereading Hollis’s Study decades later—and it is indeed a close “study” by a masterful polemicist that scrutinizes his debating opponent’s positions, weighs the evidence thoughtfully, and counts up the ayes and noes of the “case” carefully—I am much more impressed by its frank and forthright style of presentation. Especially in the current political climate of criminal disinformation campaigns, false news, endless spin control, and utter disrespect for and blatant distortion of an adversary’s statements, I would now emphasize much more that Hollis pays Orwell the deep respect of appraising his

positions with full seriousness. And that decision—to which Christopher Hollis brings literary clarity, political candor, and even moral courage—warrants our respect.

Let me also note that this “study” is not a biography. Rather, it is a critical assessment and biographical portrait, as the subtitle—“The Man and His Works”—reflects. Hollis’s Study appeared just six years after Orwell’s death when Orwell’s reputation was just beginning to skyrocket. The book played a major role in defining Orwell as a man of “common decency,” the signature phrase of his oeuvre.

In hindsight, Hollis’s Study of George Orwell represents the most substantial, lively, and thorough analysis of Orwell’s life and work in the first two post—World War II decades, the best—if highly controversial—book on Orwell (1903—50) among the first five book-length assessments of him. Until George Woodcock’s The Crystal Spirit (1966), written by an anarchist thinker-activist and man of letters who befriended Orwell during the last decade of his life, Hollis’s Study remained the most influential book on Orwell. Today it still stands as a classic of the 1950s, the most comprehensive eyewitness account of Eric Blair (a.k.a. George Orwell) during the Eton and Burma years. In a trim 200 pages, Hollis (1902—77) combined intellectual biography and personal reminiscence of Blair in an engrossing, combative engagement with the man and his works.

The Man

Born just eighteen months before Eric Blair in December 1902, Hollis was one of four sons of an Anglican bishop. He attended Eton on a scholarship. Another scholarship took him to Balliol College at Oxford University where he carved out a distinguished career, including president of the Oxford Union Society. In 1924, he converted to Catholicism and soon became a well-known figure in Catholic intellectual circles. After graduation, Hollis travelled with the Oxford debating team on an international tour that included Australia and New Zealand, providing him the opportunity to stop off and visit Blair in Burma for a week in 1925. During the next decade,

Hollis taught at Stonyhurst in Lancashire, a Jesuit secondary school, and then spent five years teaching and doing economic research at the University of Notre Dame, returning to serve the British war effort when the war broke out in 1939. During World War II, he joined the Royal Air Force as an intelligence officer.

Elected as a Conservative Member of Parliament for Devizes in Wiltshire in 1945—against the liberal-left political tide that swept the Labour Party to power over Winston Churchill and the Conservatives that July—Hollis gained reelection twice before retiring undefeated in 1955. Chairman of the educational publishing house Hollis & Carter and a member of The Tablet’s board of directors for three decades (and frequent contributor to the pages of Britain’s foremost Catholic magazine), Hollis was one of England’s prominent postwar Catholic laymen.

Hollis’s Study of George Orwell, published just after Hollis left Parliament, is probably his best-known work. It gained an enthusiastic reception in English Catholic circles, within which it exerted a significant shaping influence on the Catholic intelligentsia. Hollis’s detailed report of Blair’s schooldays at Eton was received as authoritative, even more so than had been classmate Cyril Connolly’s vignette in Enemies of Promise in the 1930s. Except for Connolly, “No one knows more of [Orwell’s] early years than I,” said Hollis, noting that only he among Orwell’s memoirists had met Blair in Burma and had read Orwell’s work in the order it had appeared, without the distortions of Orwell’s later fame. Until Peter Stansky and William Abrahams’s The Unknown Orwell (1972), their book-length biography of the Blair years, Hollis’s personal account of Blair’s Eton and Burma periods was generally accepted as the final word. In fact, it reads today as a miniature version and rich foretaste of that book—the “Unknown Orwell,” as it were, before The Unknown Orwell.

Both the elective affinities and sharp contrasts between Hollis, the Conservative Catholic apologist, and Blair-Orwell, the adamant atheist and heterodox democratic Socialist (he always upper-cased the noun), are notable. As near-contemporaries, Hollis entered Eton College—the famed public school—in 1914; Blair arrived two years later. Sharing a similar social and

economic background—the rising middle classes of late Victorian and early Edwardian England—both Blair and Hollis came from families of modest means and were “scholarship boys” at prep school. Blair’s father worked in the Indian Civil Service; Hollis’s father was vice-principal of the Wells Theological College and later Bishop of Taunton.

Although both Hollis and Blair underwent the prevailing preparatory school rigors of the English upper classes, they responded in utterly different ways. Blair’s horrific experience at St. Cyprian’s, which he recalled with still-lingering outrage in his posthumously published essay “Such, Such Were the Joys,” scarred him for life. Hollis attended the more fashionable Summer Fields school where he enjoyed the benefactions of his headmaster, Dr. Williams, who guided him to Eton. Both young Etonians read and esteemed G.K. Chesterton, who defended Christian and Catholic orthodoxy aggressively and formally converted to Catholicism in 1922 (and influenced Hollis’s own conversion two years later); Blair-Orwell prized the literary gifts of “G.K.C.” and his patriotism, while lamenting (and lambasting) his religious views.

Hollis’s biographical chapters on Blair at Eton and in Burma in 1925 are the most authoritative in the book. Hollis’s views on Orwell at Eton are opinionated and disputable—and much disputed. He argues that Orwell’s “grievances”—that he was a poor boy among the rich, that he was unpopular and branded “ugly”—were nonsense. Rather, Blair was “a natural solitary” who enjoyed the fact that Eton allowed him to pursue his own interests and read whatever he wished—and otherwise largely left him alone. Even though Hollis seldom crossed paths with Blair at Eton and knew him only slightly there, his Study does not hesitate to draw conclusions about Blair. Hollis notes, for example, that in contrast to his lengthy critique of his prep school and despite his complaints about English public schools, Orwell wrote virtually nothing about his time at Eton. Here again, Hollis believes the reason lies in the simple fact that Blair “was little interfered with” at Eton. As to Orwell’s later evaluation of his Eton years, notes Hollis, when Orwell and his wife Eileen adopted a little boy, they made sure to enroll him there.

Hollis also contests the widespread assumption that Blair applied to enter

the civil service because his mediocre academic record prevented him from attending Oxford or Cambridge. Hollis believes that Orwell rejected Oxbridge in an act of defiance. Hollis also contends that economic issues did not have anything to do with Orwell’s decision because Blair could have (like Hollis) probably won a university scholarship. Blair missed much by spending five important years of his youth in the Indian Imperial Police in Burma instead of at Oxford or Cambridge among his intellectual peers, Hollis asserts, adding that despite passages in his writings criticizing Oxford and Cambridge, Blair-Orwell came to regret and resent his exclusion from those circles. Such speculations are difficult to confirm or refute. But a recently unearthed letter to Jacintha Buddicom, Blair’s childhood friend (and adolescent sweetheart), suggests that Blair may have decided to join the Indian Civil Service after she rejected his proposal of marriage.

So Hollis went up to Oxford while Blair followed in his father’s footsteps and joined the Indian Civil Service as a policeman in Burma. During their two meetings in Burma in 1925, Hollis describes Blair as behaving like the stereotypical sahib and imperialist, exhibiting “no trace of liberal opinions” such as he had paraded at Eton. “At pains to be the imperial policemen,” Hollis thought, loneliness had embittered Blair, who explained to Hollis that “theories of no punishment and not beating were all very well at public schools but they did not work with the Burmese.” Blair voiced a special hatred for the Burmese priests—not for religious reasons, but rather “because of their sniggering insolence.”

Hollis writes that he maintained this view of Blair until he read Orwell’s superb autobiographical short story, “Shooting an Elephant,” years later and discovered how much Blair had hated his role in policing the natives. Is it possible that Blair was pulling Hollis’s leg and merely play-acting the cartoonish sahib? Orwell’s first biographer, Bernard Crick, argues that Blair-Orwell considered Hollis “a glib and priggish liberal, Oxford Union to boot; so he probably gave him the ‘realist’ line” with satiric tongue in cheek.

After Eric Blair started to establish himself in London as a writer and adopted the pen name “George Orwell” in 1933, the two men reconnected. They met occasionally during the last twenty years of Orwell’s life, and Hollis

visited Orwell in the hospital just a few weeks before Orwell’s death from tuberculosis in January 1950. Acquaintances rather than confidants, they shared, in Hollis’s phrase, “years of continuing friendly argument.”

Or perhaps not so friendly, at least to Orwell’s mind. When Orwell was having difficulties securing a publisher for Animal Farm in 1944 because of its political implications—i.e., its satire of wartime ally Russia, its indictment of the Bolshevik Revolution, and its scorn for Joseph Stalin—Orwell’s literary agent Leonard Moore wanted to approach Hollis’s firm, Hollis & Carter. Orwell’s reaction in a letter to Moore (23 March 1944) discloses the ideological gulf that separated these two cordially contentious Old Etonians and suggests Orwell’s ambivalent relationship with Hollis. Orwell told Moore “on no account” to offer the book to Hollis because his firm was pro-Catholic and has “published some of the most poisonous stuff since he set up business. It would do me permanent harm to be published” by him.

Frenemies at fisticuffs? Or was the relationship much warmer on Hollis’s side? Perhaps. Perhaps. Their considerable differences of opinion and divergent religious, social, and political convictions notwithstanding, however, they did agree on one burning question of the day: the travesty of capital punishment. Blair spoke out against this “unspeakable” crime as early as 1931 in his short story, “A Hanging,” while Hollis played a prominent role that led eventually to the abolition of capital punishment (not a popular campaign to head in his party in the 1940s and ’50s) soon after his exit as a Conservative MP.

The Works

A recurrent theme of Hollis’s Study of George Orwell is that, despite his atheism, Orwell possessed a religious sensibility, even a spiritual hunger, a yearning for the kind of meaning that Hollis himself had sought when he became a Catholic. What makes Hollis’s account of Blair-Orwell fair-minded and yet incendiary and controversial is that, despite his own deep Catholic belief, he looks beyond Orwell’s anti-Catholicism and finds what he calls “a naturally Christian soul” whose thought rested on a subconscious Christian foundation.


Left-wing critics have charged Hollis with attempting to “press-gang” Orwell for “the papists.” Hollis’s portrait of Orwell as some kind of crypto-Christian has also outraged other readers. Kingsley Amis observed that Hollis “cannot resist drawing Orwell in his own image.” Indeed, the book at times reads like a dual biography as Hollis carries on an argument with Orwell about religious and political issues, explaining away his atheism and translating their opposing ideological outlooks into agreement. Whatever the excesses of his enthusiastic apologetics and defense of the Church, however, Hollis is always direct and pulls no punches. His influence in the shaping of Orwell’s posthumous reputation—the social-ethical canonization of Orwell as a secular “St. George”—is also undeniable. Proceeding from Orwell’s view that religious belief was without foundation and thus no longer credible in the contemporary, scientific world, yet its collapse left what Orwell called “a gap to be filled,” Hollis noted that Orwell vaguely acknowledged (though never explicitly admitted) that no earthly faith—whether democratic Socialism or any other “ism” or ideology—could ever fill it. Orwell indicated his own lifelong struggle with this yawning “gap” inside him, contended Hollis, when he granted that one of “the major problems of our time is the decay of the belief in personal immortality.”

A Study of George Orwell: The Man and His Works amounts to a running, spirited commentary on Orwell’s writings, including his fiction, documentaries and reportage, and essays and journalism. Hollis’s analysis is sharp and shows an appreciation of the complexity of Orwell’s thought even while Hollis searches relentlessly for the religious dimension in his literary oeuvre. Casting Orwell in his own image, Hollis claims that Orwell resembled the kind of old-fashioned cultural conservative for whom tradition, decency, patriotism, and love of nature were important. Hollis believes Orwell shared his own views opposing nationalists, jingoists, and other Conservatives who championed colonialism and Empire, that is, he despaired of modern “Conservatives because they despaired of Conservatism.”

Hollis also has a good critical eye. He was the first to point out the autobiographical attributes of Orwell’s fictional anti-heroes, especially John Flory in Burmese Days and Gordon Comstock in Keep the Aspidistra Flying, describing the latter as Orwell with all the fun left out. Like Blair-Orwell, the two

protagonists are public school boys thrown into an atmosphere for which they are unprepared.

Hollis’s verdict on Orwell’s nonfiction reportage is mixed. Although it gained Orwell literary prominence for the first time in the mid-1930s, Hollis does not have a high opinion of The Road to Wigan Pier, which addressed the terrible conditions of the miners in the north of England during the worst years of the depression. Hollis found unimpressive Orwell’s denunciation of soulless industrialism, his call for social justice, and even his biting derision of the failures of socialism because Orwell conceives these issues exclusively in sociopolitical terms, failing to grasp them more deeply as questions only “soluble within a religious framework.” Furthermore, given the nature of the modern state, Hollis argues, the destruction of existing class distinctions would lead not to equality but to a more ruthless ruling class.

Even though they stood firmly in opposite political camps on the Spanish Civil War, with Hollis and most English Catholics supporting the fascists under General Franco and Orwell on the Republican side as a militiaman fighting to defend the Loyalist government, Hollis generously praises Homage to Catalonia as Orwell’s most attractive book. Hollis also concedes that Franco’s defeat would have been a blow to Hitler’s prestige and might have changed the course of history. What particularly impressed and gratified Hollis was Orwell’s realization that the Spanish war witnessed the concept of objective truth being lost in the ceaseless steam of lies spread by the both sides in the struggle. Catalonia turned Orwell into an implacable foe of Stalinism and of the English leftists who parroted its line, and the political outlook expressed in Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four is traceable to Orwell’s experiences in Spain.

Orwell’s journalism during World War II is of particular interest to Hollis because of their shared patriotism and sense of “Englishness.” Hollis applauds Orwell’s severe criticism of the British pacifists who opposed the war effort, most especially the naïve, sentimental pacifist who imagines good will always triumph. Orwell’s critique included religious pacifists like Gandhi, a man whom both he and Hollis otherwise admired for his moral courage. Gandhi’s argument that the Jews should have committed collective suicide as

a way of arousing the world against the Nazis was flawed, Orwell and Hollis concurred, because Gandhi’s pacifism could only succeed in liberal societies like Britain, not in Hitler’s totalitarian Germany.

Hollis lauded Orwell’s last two indictments of totalitarianism, the fable Animal Farm and the dystopian Nineteen Eighty-Four. As a stellar work of art—literary genius united with a good cause—Animal Farm combined Lord Acton’s bromide that “power corrupts” with James Burnham’s claim that revolutions lead not to classless societies but instead to new ruling classes.

Orwell’s final, towering masterwork, Nineteen Eighty-Four, was more problematic for Hollis, ultimately too bleak and negative. The tyrannical super-state of Oceania emerged not from the degeneration of Communism but rather as the inevitable outcome of a trend toward totalitarianism after a half-century of war, argued Hollis, insisting yet again that Orwell’s atheism undermined his emotional and spiritual awareness: Orwell saw but could not endorse that the answer to the pessimism and despair of Nineteen Eighty-Four entailed the acceptance of religious belief and the corollary that this life is a preparation for the next. Orwell could not, therefore, resolve a dilemma that he recognized as the paramount challenge for the modern age: how to “restore the religious attitude while accepting death as final.”






Introduction

GEORGE ORWELL expressed a wish that no biography of him should be written and it is proper that such a wish be respected. The public may have the right to intrude up to a point into the lives of those who serve it in public posts, to insist on knowing of a man who has altered and immediately dominated his times what were the private influences that made him as he was. But there is no greater vulgarian than the gossip writer who thinks of every private secret as a marketable article. The burden of justification rests upon anyone, who discovers and reveals secrets contrary to an expressed wish, and a writer in particular is entitled to say to the public, ‘I have sought to influence you by my writings. Judge them, if you will, but what I was—apart from my writings—is my own business.’ There are secrets of the heart which every man has a right to keep to himself and which decent men, as a rule, prefer to keep to themselves. It is no compliment to the world to pay it



The evil and the insolent courtesy

Of offering it my baseness as a gift.



On the other hand we can assess more profitably even the writer who traffics in the most objective of ideas if we know a little of the background from which he came. Orwell with his sometimes carefully absurd definition of the most precise detail of social origin of himself or of his characters—with his meticulous claim that he belonged to ‘the lower-upper-middle class’—was the first to recognize this. ‘I do not think anyone can assess a writer’s motives without knowing something of his early development,’ he wrote, and we find in one or another of his books a fairly full autobiography of a considerable proportion of his life. I should not think it right to probe further into private secrets that he has himself seen fit to reveal, nor do I see how I could expect to succeed even if I tried to do so. My main concern, as it has been the concern of Mr. Brander, Mr. Atkins and others who have written on Orwell before me, is to criticize his writings and

his ideas. Mr. Brander’s and Mr. Atkins’ are admirable books from which I have learnt much, but they only came to know Orwell towards the end of his life and during the war. Orwell and I, on the other hand, had curiously similar origins. We went under the same sort of circumstances to the same sort of private school. We were in College together at Eton, and this similarity of origin gives me perhaps an advantage in judging his accounts of his early years and development over those who learnt of them only from the printed page. Of those who now make a habit of writing, there is, I fancy, no one except Mr. Cyril Connolly who knows from experience more of those early years of Orwell than I.

During the rest of his life, as will be seen from this book, while I make no claim to have enjoyed his intimacy—how many did?—yet by chance we flitted into one another’s lives. After we had left school I remade his acquaintance in Burma in 1925. Then after an interval he got in touch with me again in 1932—the story, not in itself of great interest, will be told in its place—and from time to time with intervals for wars in Spain and Europe, we saw one another until my last visit to him in hospital a few weeks before his death.

All this is only important in that it meant that the years were years of a continuing friendly argument. I can claim up to a point to have known off and on, but continuously, what he was saying and thinking, and this does perhaps put me into a position somewhat different from that of the majority of critics who judge of him only from his writings and who probably—since the sales on publication of the earlier books were so meagre—read the earlier books only after the success of the later and already in the knowledge of the success to which Orwell was destined—a success which he himself did not at all foresee at the time of the earlier writing.

If as a result of all this I had been an obedient convert to every doctrine that Orwell championed, such a book would have been an essay in tedium. If I had rejected and quarrelled with every one of his doctrines, it would have been again as tedious. I should not think it justifiable to write such a book as this save about a man whom I deeply respect—about one to whom I thought it worth while to pay the final tribute of respect which is to explain the reason of difference where one differs. But we had, with a somewhat curious exactness, I fancy, enough in common and enough in difference to make argument between us stimulating. It is my hope that this same degree of difference and similarity may give an interest to this book.







I

Crossgates

ERIC BLAIR, as George Orwell was really called, was born in 1903 at Motihari in Bengal. His father was a minor official in the Customs and Excise. He had two sisters, one five years older and one five years younger than he, but they seem to have played little or no part in his early life. He was sent back to England at a very early age, for, as he tells us, he hardly ever saw his father before he was eight, when his father returned to England on retirement. He remembered him then only ‘as a gruff-voiced elderly man, for ever saying “Don’t”’. Of those early years he wrote, ‘Looking back on my childhood, after the infant years were over, I do not believe I ever felt love for any mature person except my mother, and even her I did not trust, in the sense that shyness made me conceal most of my real feelings from her.’

We have not, then, enough evidence to say whether his elders were to blame for driving him in upon himself or whether he was a natural solitary, defending himself against the world by impenetrable barriers, and his elders wise not to attempt to break those barriers down. Whichever way it was, it is clear that in those early years his nature was taking on itself the pattern by which it was to be marked through life. The Orwellian man, whether we take Orwell’s fragments of autobiography or the main characters in any of his novels, is always a solitary—a member of a society which is uncongenial to him—standing out alone in front of it, as Orwell stood in Shooting an Elephant— refusing obstinately and often unreasonably to make compromises with it as Gordon Comstock refuses in Keep the Aspidistra Flying, and finding his true life in a private life to which others could not penetrate but which they might, and all too frequently did, destroy. This pattern had already taken form in these young years. He was lonely. He could not give himself even to his mother whom he loved. He had, he wrote, ‘the lonely child’s habit of making up stories and holding conversations with imaginary persons’, and, as a result, ‘from a very early age, perhaps the age of five or six, I knew that, when I grew up, I should be a writer’.


There is, I fancy, little that is unusual in that. Certainly during those early years I always lived a second, imaginary life—was a grown-up, a county cricketer, a successful politician, a professional footballer, married and begat children in my mind, looked up in Bradshaw the railway journeys that such an important person would have to make—and the experience of such a second life is, I fancy, most common, if not universal. The question is whether it can survive the busy-ness of school life. When I went to my preparatory school, I discovered that there were so many real people around me that my mind no longer had the leisure to live its second life. For a time I deliberately dropped the second life during term time and took it up again in the holidays. After a while I dropped it altogether. Orwell remained solitary through all his schooldays and indeed in a large measure throughout all his life.



I was very young [he writes in The Road to Wigan Pier], not much more than six, when I first became aware of class-distinctions. Before that age my chief heroes had generally been working-class people because they always seemed to do such interesting things, such as being fishermen and blacksmiths and bricklayers. I remember the farm hands on a farm in Cornwall who used to let me ride on the drill when they were sowing turnips and would sometimes catch the ewes and milk them to give me a drink and the workmen building the new house next door, who let me play with the mortar and from whom I first learnt the word ‘b-’; and the plumber up the road with whose children I used to go out birdnesting. But it was not long before I was forbidden to play with the plumber’s children; they were ‘common’ and I was told to keep away from them.



At the age of eight, in 1911, Orwell went to a preparatory school on the south coast, where he remained until he passed on with a scholarship to Eton in the Lent of 1917. That school under the name of Crossgates he describes in an essay called Such, Such were the Joys, which has never been published in England but which was published in America by Messrs. Harcourt, Brace and Company. A large part of the essay is a familiar catalogue of the faults which we should expect to find imputed to a preparatory school of those last pre-war years by one who did not like it. The boys were freely caned. The food was bad. Snobbery and purse-pride were rampant among boys and masters. There was bullying. An unpleasant incident of sexual immorality was handled by the authorities with ineptitude. The teaching, indifferent

to true education, was concerned only with cramming as many boys as possible into scholarships at public schools.

How far the accusations which Orwell levels against Crossgates and against Mr. and Mrs. Simpson—Sim and Bingo—the Headmaster and the Headmaster’s wife—are true, it is impossible to say. The only other witness who, so far as I am aware, has put on paper his reminiscences of Crossgates at this period was Mr. Cyril Connolly in Enemies of Promise, where it appears under the name of St. Wulfric’s. Mr. Connolly was at the school with Orwell, though slightly his junior. From Mr. Connolly’s pages, written before Such, Such were the Joys, we should get the impression that the school did, indeed, suffer from the faults from which most fashionable private schools suffered at that time, and that Mr. and Mrs. Simpson were indeed snobs, though not snobs of so outstanding a beastliness as we should guess from Orwell. Indeed, where Orwell speaks of Mrs. Simpson as detestably indifferent to any intellectual distinction or to any values except the values of snobbery, Mr. Connolly tells the story how he revisited the school after leaving Eton and before going up to Oxford and how Mrs. Simpson, with some simplicity of mind, told him that ‘a Balliol scholar has the ball at his feet’.

Yet in truth Mr. Connolly and Orwell so differed from one another in nature that the account of the one does little either to confirm or refute that of the other. To Mr. Connolly at St. Wulfric’s, only less than a few years afterwards at Eton, the important relations were the relations with other boys. These are analysed and dissected with a minuteness which the critic might condemn as sentimental. The masters, at St. Wulfric’s and at Eton, are secondary figures. Orwell, on the other hand, gives no indication whether he liked or disliked the boys who appear fitfully in his essay—save only one, Johnny Hall, who used to bully him and whom he presumably disliked. Even Hall is only brought in to illustrate an anecdote. Orwell’s sole concern with the other boys is to record the details of their fate and to argue whether it was just or unjust. His interest is in the Headmaster and his wife, the peculiar nature of his relationship with them and the moral problem which that relationship posed.

Thus again both Mr. Connolly and Orwell objected to being caned when they were at school. Mr. Connolly’s objection to the cane both at St. Wulfric’s and, still more, later at Eton was the not uncommon objection that it hurt. The beatings, he tells us, were ‘torture’. He gives us a picture which I cannot but think somewhat overdrawn of

‘a monster rushing towards us with a cane, his face upside down and distorted’. But Orwell’s objection to corporal punishment had nothing to do with its painfulness. Indeed he is careful to point out of his first beating that it did not hurt at all and, when, because he boasted of this, he was dragged back and beaten a second time with a riding crop till he cried and till the crop was broken over him, even then he insists that it did not actually hurt and that he cried, not out of pain, but out of remorse. There was a trait in Orwell’s character which drove him on to accept unpleasant experiences in order to prove to himself that he ‘could take it’. Nor did he deny that corporal punishment was within its limits effective of its purpose—that his work improved after a beating. He objected to corporal punishment because it was, he said, ‘obscene’. Like Macaulay’s Puritan with bear-baiting, he objected to it, not because it gave pain to the boy, but because it gave pleasure to the master—a very reasonable objection but not at all the point that especially troubled Mr. Connolly’s more fragile bottom.

The peculiarity of Orwell’s position at Crossgates was that he was of much poorer parents than the majority of the other boys, that he was taken cheap by the Headmaster and that this imposed upon him, as he thought at the time, an obligation of gratitude towards the Headmaster and his wife. But their behaviour to him was so detestable—particularly in the continual reminder to him of his dependence—that he could feel no gratitude. The richer boys were odious in their purse-pride and their boasts of servants and motor-cars and Scottish holidays. Later, as he pretended, Orwell came to see that Mr. Simpson had taken him cheap, not at all out of goodness of heart, but simply in order that he might give the school an advertisement by winning a scholarship.

Now of the secret of Mr. Simpson’s motives I have, as I say, no means of judging. But my own experience of preparatory school life was both so strikingly similar to and so strikingly different from that of Orwell that it is worth while setting the two side by side. I, too, was at a fashionable preparatory school. I, too, was of poor parents and only able to go to the school because of the charity of the Headmaster. Doubtless my Headmaster, Dr. Williams of Summer Fields, when he took me, hoped that I would win a scholarship for the school, but it is only fair to him to remember that he took me at the age of nine, just as Mr. Simpson took Orwell at the age of eight. At that age it is still highly uncertain whether boys will turn out to be of scholarship calibre or not. It is therefore only reasonable and charitable to think

that there must have been some other motive than a mere desire for advertisement in the conduct of the two Headmasters.

Yet it is certainly true, if Orwell’s facts are correct, that Mr. Simpson made it much harder to remember these motives than did Dr. Williams. I was not enormously happy at my preparatory school. That stage in life is a stage of which I cannot recollect ever to have heard anybody confess that he enjoyed it inordinately. Summer Fields was a stern school. There, as at Crossgates, the cane was freely in play. Dr. Williams was in many ways a frightening and unbending man. Yet the major accusations which Orwell brings against Mr. Simpson would have been incredible if brought against Dr. Williams by his bitterest enemy. So far from throwing up his charity to me at a moment of rebuke or punishment, he never referred to it, directly or indirectly, all the time that I was at Summer Fields or ever afterwards until his death. Indeed it was only through an incautious remark of my mother a year or two after I had gone to Summer Fields that I learnt that Dr. Williams was the anonymous benefactor who was saving my father from school fees that he would never have been able to pay. As far as I am aware, Dr. Williams never knew that I had been told the secret.

Summer Fields was, as I have said, a fashionable school, and I do not think that Dr. Williams was above rejoicing if he attracted to his school the son of a famous or wealthy parent. But that the son of a wealthy parent, once he had arrived there, would have been less likely to be punished than would have been the son of a poor parent, as, Orwell tells us, was the rule at Crossgates, would have been unthinkable to the world of Summer Fields. Dr. Williams had his critics but I never heard of any critic to accuse him of this fault.

So, too, the snobbery of the boys, though real, was not nearly as gross as that which was alleged by Orwell to have reigned at Crossgates. My father was at the time the vicar of a Leeds slum parish with an income of a little over £400 a year and four children to educate. I had come on from Leeds Grammar School to Summer Fields when Dr. Williams made the transfer possible. I spoke, when I first arrived at Summer Fields, with a broad accent and my manners were uncouth. I was told so once or twice but very soon found little difficulty in adapting myself to the new life and being, I fancy, as popular as I had any business to be. ‘A shabby genteel family’, writes Orwell, ‘is in much the same position as a family of poor whites living in a street where everyone else is a negro.’ It is an extreme exaggeration. It is

true that I can remember at Summer Fields lying about my father’s income—telling another boy on a walk an absurd story about the shooting at home. It is true that of course I never confessed that I had been at a Grammar School and still had an elder brother there. Boys who would not have been shocked at the notion that my father was poorer than theirs would certainly have been shocked at the notion of anyone going to a Grammar School. It is true also that I imagined that I was unique in being the son of a father who did not pay the fees, whereas now it is clear to me that there were a number who, for one reason or another, did not pay. Poverty in fact was a slight embarrassment to me. It did not impose upon me this feeling of outcast from my fellows which Orwell alleges that he learnt to feel at Crossgates. The truth was that at Summer Fields, even more than in later years at Eton, we were too ignorant of the meaning or value of money for parents’ incomes to bulk large in our talk. It was of far less importance to have rich parents than to be good at cricket and it was apparent that athletic ability did not depend on parents’ incomes. That, I think, both is and always has been the general truth about schoolboys. The problem of such a play as the Guinea Pig seems to my experience absurdly exaggerated. If things really were different at Crossgates, the fault must have been entirely with Mr. and Mrs. Simpson and their unbelievably uncouth and caddish habit, as Orwell alleges, of reminding boys to their faces and in public of the riches or poverty of their parents.

As for work, Summer Fields was certainly a school that valued scholarships. It was thought a bad year if Summer Fields boys did not gain more public-school scholarships than any other preparatory school. At Summer Fields, as at Crossgates, we competed for the Harrow History Prize—a somewhat absurd prize awarded for the greatest number of correct one-word answers to historical conundra. At Summer Fields, as at Crossgates, we used memoriae technica to learn the names of the Battles of the Wars of the Roses. Where Orwell was taught the names by the sentences, ‘A black negress was my aunt; there’s her house behind the barn’, I was taught them by ‘All boys not wakeful must attempt to bottle these battles’. Crossgates, it will be seen, threw in two battles beginning with ‘h’ that Summer Fields did not recognize. I think that it would be fair criticism of Summer Fields that there was too much cramming for scholarships, that the scholarship boys received both the blows and the attention and that those not destined for scholarships were somewhat neglected. But,

when Orwell goes on from that to complain that the terror of the scholarship examination hung over him like a cloud for two years before he tried it, he describes an experience that is wholly unfamiliar. It was at least as important to me as it was to him that I should win a scholarship. Had I not done so, my father could not possibly have afforded the fees at a public school and I should presumably have had to go back to Leeds Grammar School. Leeds Grammar School was an excellent school and I should in fact have fared as well there as anywhere else. But, as I saw things at the age of twelve, to return to the Grammar School would have been a fate worse than death. I was by no means an exceptionally brilliant boy. The Eton Scholarship which I eventually won was, like Orwell’s, a humble one. Yet the odd thing was that it never occurred to me that there was any doubt at all that I would get a scholarship. The reasons for that are, I fancy, two. First, Dr. Williams, though no scholar, was an excellent coach. From years of experience he could gauge exactly who would win a scholarship. He knew almost to a certainty, after I had been at his school for a year or so, that I should get a scholarship, although only a low one, and therefore did not need to nag at me. Secondly, at Eton and, I think, at all other schools one had two chances at the scholarship—one at twelve and one at thirteen. Dr. Williams sent us in for ‘a preliminary canter’ at the age of twelve, and therefore those of us who were fortunate were able to sit for, and win, our scholarships at an examination where our fate was not irrevocably at stake. Perhaps, if I had sat and failed at twelve, I might have approached the examination at thirteen with greater anxiety. Orwell—for some reason that is not clear—was not allowed by Mr. Simpson to sit until he was thirteen.

Judging therefore by probabilities and by my own parallel experience, I form the conclusion that Crossgates was indeed a school full of defects, but I also form the conclusion that Orwell was lonely there, not primarily because of the unkindness of boys or masters, not for obscure economic reasons the importance of which he always exaggerated, but because he was a natural solitary. ‘X’, writes Mr. Fyvell—it is thus that he calls the Headmaster’s wife—‘deepened the dualism in Orwell’s character. While he rebelled against her censure, somewhere her voice, upholding the right sort of views, remained. . . . Did he not, as it were, “act out” this part fifteen years later, when he spent a year living with Paris slum dwellers and casual tramps as one of them? Or did he not at least have to go through this experience of

being a social outcast in order to get it out of his system?’ There seems to be altogether too much of Jung in such a view and it ascribed to Mrs. Simpson a wholly excessive importance in his life. What he was acting out in Paris, in so far as he was acting out anything, was surely not Crossgates but Burma.

‘Tall, pale, with his flaccid cheeks, large spatulate fingers and supercilious voice, he was one of those boys who seem born old,’ records Mr. Connolly of Orwell at this stage. Or again: ‘You know, Connolly,’ said Orwell to him, ‘there’s only one remedy for all diseases!’ ‘I felt the usual guilty tremor when sex was mentioned,’ comments Mr. Connolly, ‘and hazarded, “You mean, going to the lavatory?” “No, I mean death,” said Orwell.’ And Orwell made at this time—in the early years of the 1914 war—a remark which appears to me from my memories remarkable from one private schoolboy to another. He said, ‘Of course, you realize, Connolly, that, whoever wins this war, we shall emerge a second-rate nation.’ When he said this he doubtless said it because he had read it somewhere, but to anyone who remembers the manner in which the war was presented to schoolboys it remains an extraordinary remark. The war was at its beginning presented to schoolboys entirely as a gigantic football match. ‘And there are loud cheers whenever anything German goes to the bottom,’ I remember Dr. Williams writing to me to tell me of the news of Summer Fields during my first half at Eton. I remember the astonishment of a whole division at Eton when a master let drop the casual remark, ‘Of course there will be gigantic problems to solve when the war is over.’ We had understood that to win the war was a gigantic problem. But how could there still be a problem when the war was over? When the war was over, what need would there be to do anything except eat unending sock-suppers?

Orwell’s remark, whatever its origin, shows indeed how different he was from other boys. He was different, but he was almost wholly at fault in his diagnosis of the reasons for his difference. For instance he was continually complaining of his ‘ugliness’—or at least about the fact that all his schoolfellows thought him ugly. ‘Until after I had left school for good,’ he writes in Such, Such were the Joys, ‘I continued to believe that I was preternaturally ugly. It was what my schoolfellows told me and I had no other authority to refer to.’ ‘I was somewhat lonely,’ he writes of his schooldays in ‘Why I write’—this was true—‘and I soon developed disagreeable mannerisms which made me unpopular throughout my schooldays’—this was completely untrue.

It was not in the least my memory of him as a schoolboy either that he was ugly, that anybody thought him ugly or that he was unpopular, and I received only the other day a striking confirmation that my memory was just. I happened to give a talk on Orwell on the wireless, and it was listened to by a friend of mine who had been an Oppidan at Eton at the time that Orwell and I were in College. This friend had never connected the Orwell whom he read in later life with the Blair whom he had known at school. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said to me, ‘Blair. I remember him well. A tall, good-looking chap, wasn’t he?’

Yet this essay is mainly valuable because of its philosophic reflections. Orwell records how it never occurred to him at the time to have any feeling of injustice at the punishments that were heaped upon him. When, on coming out of the Headmaster’s study after a beating with a smile on his face, he was overheard to say that it had not hurt, he was sent back to receive a second beating. This seemed to him perfectly reasonable. The gods were jealous gods. The sin that they punished was the sin of hubris, and anyone who was so foolish as to boast that he had outwitted them, had only himself to thank if retribution overtook him.

This seems to me quite true to life. In my own case—and, I fancy, most commonly—this sense of hubris survived until well after preparatory school days. Punishment was something that fell from time to time. Its coming was as capricious as that of the rain. It was as idle to complain of it. I remember in my second year at Eton, when I was thirteen, a member of the Sixth Form summoned down all the boys who lived along a certain gallery known as Lower Passage—about twenty of them I suppose that there were. It had been noticed that a Minimax fire extinguisher had been bashed in. Who had done it? No one was prepared to own up. ‘Very well,’ said the Sixth Former. ‘All Lower Passage—all the twenty—will be beaten.’ It was obviously a monstrous decision. To the best of my belief and memory all the twenty were honestly innocent and honestly ignorant of the culprit. There was no reason why the culprit should have been a resident of Lower Passage at all. He might have been a boy who lived elsewhere. He might well have been one of the servants, dragging luggage about. As we were going down to this beating together, a fellow victim said to me—not unreasonably—‘Isn’t he a beast?’ The remark, I remember, utterly surprised me. It was the first time that it had ever occurred that it was possible to criticize the capriciousness of punishment and that such methods of discipline were not unalterable.


Orwell draws out these reflections simply in the first place to demonstrate his own immaturity. His experience at Crossgates at the time seemed to teach him that he both was wicked and could not help being wicked. He owed a debt of gratitude to Mr. and Mrs. Simpson. He ought, he thought, to have felt gratitude, but he did not feel it—and that was the end of that.

Whether or not Mr. and Mrs. Simpson had by their behaviour forfeited whatever right they had to gratitude is as it may be. That is a matter of the facts. But the fundamental problem is a much more difficult one than Orwell saw at the time that he wrote Such, Such were the Joys—a problem which, he thought at the time of writing, could be disposed of by ridicule, but which remained ever after to bother him as indeed it has bothered every thinker since the time of St. Paul, or indeed even of Job. The fact is, whether we like it or not, whether Orwell liked it or not, that people are born with defects of character or of physique—one of one sort and another of another. He who believes in freedom believes that there are further defects for which a person is responsible—sins where he has chosen evil when he might have chosen good—and it may perhaps be that human authority is justified in punishing sins and is not justified in punishing defects. But, whether defects are or are not punished by human edict, the difficulty still remains. A humane society may perhaps stop Mr. Simpson from beating Orwell, but Mr. Simpson’s folly is not the real point at issue. The real point at issue is that people are sent into this world, saddled with these defects for which they are not responsible—that a little boy, wetting his bed, against his will, does nevertheless feel shame for his action—that Flory in Burmese Days is ashamed of his birthmark though he could not help it. Sympathetic treatment may perhaps lessen his embarrassment, but it will not remove it. We may say that it is unfair or that it is ridiculous. We may defy a God who can ordain such things. But none of these gestures avail anything to alter the fact that that is what happens—that the lots of men are in this sense profoundly unequal. As Orwell was to write afterwards in Animal Farm, ‘All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.’ It is the summary of the whole dilemma of life.






II

Eton

PEOPLE vary greatly from one another in the vividness of their recall of their schooldays, nor can any just generalization be made what sort of people recall most vividly. There is, it is true, the bore who lives in his schooldays because he has never grown out of them and never come to the mentality of an adult. But such a description would be by no means just of all those to whom those early days are vivid. Nor, though it may be a general truth that the mind retains that which it has most enjoyed, is it universally true that those remember their schooldays best who enjoyed them most. The retentive mind of Sir Charles Oman held to the last, as he showed in his Memories of Victorian Oxford, every detail of the ill treatment which he had received at Winchester half a century before, and Bismarck in his retirement lay awake, hating the schoolmaster of his youth. From time to time I meet again over the arches of the years one who was at school with me. Sometimes I find, as Mr. Connolly has shown the world in Enemies of Promise to be the case with him, that every detail of Eton life is vivid to the mind. With others—by no means necessarily the stupid or unobservant—I am almost embarrassed to see how completely the picture and arrangement of the life there have passed from them and how they have forgotten the part that they themselves played in incidents that are still utterly familiar to me.

Mr. Connolly was certainly not one who found nothing to complain of in his Eton life, and a superficial critic might say that he was certainly not one who remembered it because it was pleasant. In the latter judgment the critic would, I think, be wrong. Although Mr. Connolly’s story is in large part the story of a battle, it was a battle which, as he himself would confess, he greatly enjoyed. The life of personal relationships meant much to him. He wrote, ‘Were I to deduce anything from my feelings on leaving Eton, it might be called The Theory of Permanent Adolescence. It is the theory that experiences undergone by boys at the great public schools are so intense as to dominate their lives and to arrest their development.’


To Orwell personal relations of that sort meant little, and therefore it was natural perhaps that his attitude towards it should be polemical, that, excellent as his humour was in general, there should be throughout the whole of Such, Such were the Joys no hint that there was ever any joke in the life of Crossgates. To a strong solitary such as Orwell there was little that school could do to him save not interfere with him. It was therefore perhaps natural that to him—a rare case—his preparatory school remained more vividly in his mind than his public school. It remained more vividly in his mind because he was interfered with more. He wrote little about College at Eton because he was little interfered with there. But it does not follow from that that Eton had little influence on him.
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