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			A New Introduction

			There is an inspiring force inside George Orwell’s writings, refreshed by ordinary life, that looks towards the decency of common men and women. His particular point of view consists of a fascinating description of his time, reflecting upon how the world works as a society that serves the interests of a few people. His style is crystal clear and to the point, with a purpose to reach everyone: ‘one should never write anything that a working man could not understand,’ Orwell said at a dinner party with friends and family in mid-1945.

			His accessible prose is often confused – wrongly – with a simpler technique: smaller, dry and less refined, since he does not use complicated words or rambling sentences. However, what seems unpretentious in form turns out to be a rather complex procedure in content, in which the author dissects all that is around him, with a fierce analytical eye. Orwell’s sophistication lies in making himself understood.

			At all times, it is possible to come across passages from his work that, at first glance, may seem to describe what he is observing or thinking about something, but he does so by criticizing the strings that pull it all together. For example, when watching the industrial landscape through the train’s window, as he arrives in Wigan, he claims: 

			It is a kind of duty to see and smell such places now and again, especially smell them, lest you should forget that they exist; though perhaps it is better not to stay there too long.

			Political Writing into an Art

			While he manages to construct images in detail, Orwell does so with a certain purpose: to ‘make political writing into an art’, as he famously explained in his 1946 essay ‘Why I Write’.

			When we look at his life’s work, the proximity between historical events and their role in literature becomes rather clear. Orwell’s writing is concerned with commentary on literary form and its context. This is something he holds dear – as seen again in ‘Why I Write’: ‘no book is genuinely free from political bias. The opinion that art should have nothing to do with politics is itself a political attitude.’ When it comes to Orwell, no work is free from a political stance – especially those claiming to be far from this perspective. Thus, the reader is offered a deeply analytical and critical gaze at the hard times that England was facing during the 1930s and 1940s.

			The Road Towards the Oppressed

			Published in 1937, The Road to Wigan Pier is divided into two parts. The first describes what happens around him during his journey across the North of England: in a way, the writing here is similar to a travel log. In the second part, we can see the text shifting to an analysis of the English social, political and economic conditions that are drowning in unemployment and hardship.

			This is the fifth work in George Orwell’s rather short nine-book literary career. Thus, we are looking at the midway point of his output, at a time, during the years between the world wars, when England was the main focus of his worries and still gasping for air amid the economic crisis resulting from Britain’s Great Depression. This book, specifically, is a documentary essay on coal miners’ social conditions during the 1930s – a deeply political and, at the same time, extremely beautiful piece of writing.

			Bearing in mind this historical atmosphere, it becomes clear that we are in the middle of a whirlwind ravaging everyday life: the consequences of the biggest economic crisis of capitalism and the decline of the British Empire – after more than a century spent exploiting colonies around the globe. These moments of social disorder, during which The Road to Wigan Pier was written, sowed the seeds of thorny social relations between classes. The system continues to rise from the ashes, crisis after crisis, at the expense of hard-working people’s labour and lives. 

			Thus, it seems that Orwell’s writing sips from the waters tainted by this inequality but, at the same time, he wishes to change the system at its core. He is a product of this harsh condition; however, he wishes to reverse it completely. This book is about the dissatisfaction of a writer who is looking at his fellow men suffering from real-life poverty, and reflecting upon what could be done to put a stop to it.

			Orwell’s Writing Style

			In terms of a literary timeline, it is possible to organize Orwell’s books into three main groups (excluding the hundreds of pieces of non-fiction and articles), based on their themes and writing style. In the first – what could be called the documentary phase – he seems deeply absorbed in and concerned with the observation, description and reporting of life as he saw it in his surroundings. It encompasses Down and Out in Paris and London (1933), Burmese Days (1934), Homage to Catalonia (1938) and, finally, The Road to Wigan Pier (1937).

			The second period continues towards a naturalistic approach – so we can call it the naturalistic phase – where Orwell is concerned with describing reality thoroughly, mixing some grotesque aspects of life with some of its most lyrical and moving observations. This is a great homage to English realist literature from the nineteenth century. These aspects can be seen in books such as A Clergyman’s Daughter (1935), Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936) and Coming up for Air (1939).

			The final stage is what we could name the satirical phase, where it is possible to see clearly what Orwell meant by making ‘political writing into an art’, as mentioned in the essay ‘Why I Write’. At this point, satire plays a major role in criticizing social systems, political power and the ideas of its time. It comes down to Animal Farm (1945) and, of course, Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949).

			The Left Book Club

			The making of The Road to Wigan Pier was not a spontaneous thing. In contrast to the 1938 book Homage to Catalonia – which Orwell wrote after surviving a gunshot to his throat on the front in the Spanish Civil War – observing and reporting back on the poverty around the Wigan region was not Orwell’s choice but rather that of his editor at the time, Victor Gollancz. 

			Gollancz had asked him to travel through the main mining cities that were facing strikes and unemployment, and drowning in inequality. The purpose of this expedition was to report back to the Left Book Club the circumstances of the people living there. (The Left Book Club was a publishing group founded by Victor Gollancz and Stafford Cripps in 1936 that offered a monthly book choice for sale to members only with an intention to educate the British Left.)

			Orwell was aware of the need to walk away from the prejudices that often come from having a middle-class perspective. According to one of his biographers, Bernard Crick, he stayed in the North for two months, from 31 January to 30 March 1936, immersing himself in the life there.   

			As a text commissioned to address social conditions and unemployment in the mining region around Wigan, Barnsley and Sheffield, this writing project is often compared to the one by Friedrich Engels back in the nineteenth century, The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845), which states: ‘The coal-mine is the scene of a multitude of the most terrifying calamities, and these come directly from the selfishness of the bourgeoisie.’  

			Social Storytelling  

			The result of such observations and experiences is an intricate piece of social storytelling. Considering the connection between social issues and narrative, the documentary essay works well as a story, and at the same time evokes a reflection upon our own condition. 

			When Orwell observes the everyday life of mining towns, he draws some parallels with the dominant logic coming from the South, from London. We are carried away by a profound observation of working-class daily life, and the parallels drawn with highbrow culture. Thus, Orwell’s text seeks to provide some explanations on how England could survive this social catastrophe, even before facing the Second World War. 

			Although we are hit with graphic descriptions of what it was like to be poor in a mining industrial city, Orwell’s prose contains above all hope, like a flower sprouting from concrete. This hope emerges, through literature, as a tool that has practical implications. This beam of light will eventually culminate in the famous passage from Nineteen Eighty-Four: ‘If there is any hope, it lies in the proles.’ 

			When Orwell is looking at the miner digging for coal, he is building a writing style that would change twentieth-century literature. By effectively turning political writing into an art, he is making a constant effort to be understood by ordinary people, in a text that is clear and objective but not emptied and simplified. His purpose – to be understood by many – has as its potential result the expansion of the critical understanding of society, especially regarding an awareness of how things actually work.

			Documenting and Describing the North

			Orwell’s literature operates as an instrument, powerful enough to shed a light on the entire chain that sustains the unequal socioeconomic relations. The first step towards breaking the chain is being conscious of how things work, how people live, how it is to survive in the middle of such squalid conditions: ‘It is a sort of world-within-a-world where everyone is equal, a small squalid democracy – perhaps the nearest thing to a democracy that exists in England.’

			This clear and objective prose seems hard to accomplish and it proves to be a meticulous process, since we are dealing with one of the few authors who were able to look at the society around them and understand how the imperial machine that was Britain in the 1930s actually worked. Thus, Orwell’s eyes were always focused on the weakest link, those being exploited: 

			All of us really owe the comparative decency of our lives to poor drudges underground, blackened to the eyes, with their throats full of coal dust, driving their shovels forward with arms and belly muscles of steel.  

			This is a book about coal miners and their life. In order to tell this story and report what he observed, Orwell constructed a plot that revolves around the habits of coal miners, travellers, the unemployed, housemaids, middle-aged men with families to support, and the hundreds of people in line for bread and butter rations. When he is describing the social landscape of the time, there is a clear contrast to Orwell’s own lifestyle, as he mentions when going down the mine in chapter two: 

			the place is like hell, or at any rate like my own mental picture of hell. Most of the things one imagines in hell are there – heat, noise, confusion, darkness, foul air, and, above all, unbearably cramped space.

			Everyday Life in Industrial Cities

			As Orwell goes further on this road, we can observe that sometimes his writing gets very close to his personal point of view, whereas other times it is more distant, analytical. He reports everything that he sees, feels and, particularly, smells (see page 11). His perspective leads us through the dark alleys and humid slums, walking a fine line between fiction and reality.

			This line is constantly drawn through a few anecdotes that Orwell shares about the characters he meets during his journey. One of these first moments is about a peculiar couple, the Brookers. They own the lodging house where Orwell stays for a few days, in Wigan: ‘The meals at the Brookers’ house were uniformly disgusting (...) The smell of the kitchen was dreadful.’ When describing the daily habits of the lodging and its guests, he comments on the repulsive aspect of the food offered by the Brookers, a couple that barely could keep the house together to make room for workers, travellers and Orwell himself. 

			The dirty sour smell seems to contaminate everything it encompasses, especially the food: pale fried egg, pale flabby Lancashire cheese. Courageous were those who dared to explore the jam jar covered in an ‘unspeakable mass of stickiness and dust’. In addition, Mrs Brooker had the habit of wiping her mouth on pieces of newspaper which she then left discarded on the floor, creating an atmosphere permeated by disgust, which contaminates the reader’s impression of the place.

			Those who stayed there didn’t seem to complain – or at least to be bothered, like Orwell was. He keeps evoking scatological images and associating these with lower-class accommodation, a precarious condition to which travellers must submit to shelter at the end of a working day. Despite this squalid situation, he persists and continues his stay at the Brookers’. The determining factor that makes him leave the place for good is when he eventually comes across a ‘full chamber-pot under the breakfast table’ on a cold morning, heading downstairs for breakfast.

			What could explain the use of such an impressive description so early on in the book? One reason could be Orwell’s choice to frustrate the readers’ expectations, offering an account much closer to reality, and based on the working class’s most raw and shocking conditions. 

			Another answer to this question can be found in Orwell’s review of Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer (1934), in which he admires the writer for his brutal insistence on facts, and he seems to be greatly inspired by this procedure. What draws his attention is the attempt to avoid an idealized vision of the poor, distancing himself from a sanitized representation, which tries to avoid some inescapable aspects of poverty. The Road to Wigan Pier tries to create an account that is humanizing, rather than insulting and dehumanizing, making its people the real subject. 

			Narrating the Forgotten

			As Orwell follows his vision, it is possible to observe one major preoccupation throughout the descriptions and images being documented: his unique perspective towards a social class that is not his own. We can reflect on how this is the core that brings The Road to Wigan Pier together: Orwell is constantly observing the world from a middle-class perspective, and at the same time feeling closer to those abandoned by the system: the working-class poor.

			The book is rooted in a sense of duality which plays a major role in Orwell’s identity – in his own life – and has deeply shaped his literary style, with an ideologically accurate point of view. On the one hand, he belongs to a certain economic class, but on the other, his heart is beating alongside those who have nothing to lose. As Orwell himself reflects:

			Economically, I am in the same boat with the miner, the navvy, and the farm-hand; remind me of that and I will fight at their side. But culturally I am different from the miner, the navvy, and the farm-hand: lay the emphasis on that and you may arm me against them.

			Turning to the dispossessed, he highlights what is most crucial for workers suffocated by the coal dust: ‘Napoleon’s maxim “An army marches on its stomach” (…) a human being is primarily a bag for putting food into; the other functions and faculties may be more godlike, but in point of time they come afterwards.’ Before doing any reflective activity, one needs to be fed. And the more coal miners are exploited, the more they are distant from being capable of thinking on their own, unable to look closely at what is happening around them.

			The Girl Unclogging a Pipe

			Reflecting upon such harsh class contrasts, there is an unforgettable passage in the book, where Orwell wanders through the working-class villages, full of sprouting houses, with their windows fogged up and full of dust. He watches from the train window a young woman unclogging a drain, kneeling in a cold alley:

			She had a round pale face, the usual exhausted face of the slum girl who is twenty-five and looks forty, thanks to miscarriages and drudgery; and it wore, for the second in which I saw it, the most desolate, hopeless expression I have ever seen.

			This young woman seems to represent the inequality that can be traced back to the Industrial Revolution, which had first reached the urban centres in the nineteenth century and by then, in 1937, was still sweeping through working-class villages. The kneeling woman trying to unclog the sewer lives as before, frozen in time, next to the dirt of the cobblestones. The Wigan region, as well as other industrial towns, was responsible for the economic development of the country and, at the same time, paid a high price for bearing this burden. The conditions were extremely hard for those supporting the system off the back of their labour and being exploited cruelly. 

			When Orwell stares at her, he seems to be facing society as a whole, on the brink of collapse. The young woman’s face, with the most desolate expression he had ever witnessed, seems to represent the entire social structure to which she is subjected. When observing her condition, he is looking into the eye of the British Empire, stripped of all the opulence. As Friedrich Engels also seemed to have noticed when describing what a preacher saw in the industrial cities, in the book The Condition of the Working Class in England:

			If we really desire to find out the most destitute and deserving (...) we shall become acquainted with a mass of wretchedness and misery such as a nation like our own ought to be ashamed to permit. 

			The Underground and the Surface

			Later in the book, when Orwell eventually went down a mine, he meditated upon his own condition as a writer. There is a clear symmetry throughout the whole book – there are two parts, two regions of the country in deep contrast, two social places: the underground and the surface. On the surface the world of women and children prevails, taking care of domestic affairs, while underground lies a stark world where the masculine force of workers appears.

			 The physical and social distance existing between Orwell and the miners exposes that there is, apparently, nothing in common between them. The surface rules do not apply to the underground. These are two different realities that are codependent – specifically, it is the surface in relation to the underground, filled with precious coal.

			The working condition of those underground does not have an equivalent to that of those on the surface – the rules are different. Walking through the city for a few miles is not the same as crawling for miles in a mine, as Orwell quickly notices:

			Here is this frightful business of crawling to and fro (...) it is not part of the miner’s work at all, it is merely an extra, like the City man’s daily ride in the Tube.

			This breach in what happens below and above ground seems to highlight the abyss between the mining class and the writer, contrasting the daily life of the former as an anthropologist in the depths of the jungle.

			By observing their work routine, Orwell becomes aware of the different roles they occupy in society. And this awareness comes from discovering how difficult it is to extract coal from the ground, which, in turn, involves a perception that not everyone is willing to have. However, making this effort is one of the main obligations of those who work on the surface, as he brilliantly realizes ‘the absolutely necessary counterpart of our world above’. When perceiving the logic of workforce exploitation, there is clearly ‘a division between material and spiritual work’, as famously mentioned by Marx and Engels in the book The German Ideology (first written in 1846). It means, at the very least, that one needs to be aware of the entire production chain operating like a well-oiled machine.

			Coming Back Transformed

			When Orwell comes back from the mine, this unforgettable experience allows him to ponder his life from another perspective, enriched by class consciousness:

			I am not a manual labourer and please God I never shall be one (…) by no conceivable amount of effort or training could I become a coal-miner, the work would kill me in a few weeks.

			When he is with the miners, it becomes clear to both sides that Orwell is not a manual worker like them. And, consequently, thanks to some privileges he enjoyed in the world of culture, Orwell can reveal that he is conscious of the role of the working class in society, as distinct from his role.

			He concludes, mainly, that the more an intellectual is distant from social reality, the more his mistaken notion about labour exploitation increases, leaving him isolated from the lower classes. After all, the miners perished in carrying out this work, just as the intellectual would perish if they had to carry the pickaxe, as evidenced by ‘the fact that in any large industrial town the death rate and infant mortality of the poorest quarters are always about double those of the well-to-do.’ It seems that the more workers are physically exploited, the worse their living conditions. The capitalist society consumes every ounce of sanity and strength from its servants.

			Thus, submerging himself to the ‘lowest’ levels of the social system, to experience the life of the oppressed is, above all, a choice that reflects an ideological attitude. In the same way that other writers have approached the matter of social injustice, Orwell keeps this tradition so that the main point in The Road to Wigan Pier seeks to unveil a theory, in which the material truth can be exposed. Also, Orwell notices that behind this exploitation there seems to be no rational justification, other than an accumulation of more profit, as Max Horkheimer claimed in ‘Beginnings of the Bourgeois Philosophy of History’ in 1930: ‘history’s route lies across the sorrow and misery of individuals. There is a series of explanatory connections between these two facts, but no justificatory meaning.’ 

			The Decency of Socialism

			The Road to Wigan Pier is filled with compelling and moving descriptions of misery and urban life at the beginning of the twentieth century, resembling the procedure of a realist nineteenth-century Dickens novel. In a way, those images lay the foundation for the reflection in the second part, with a theoretical style, talking about complicated political concepts such as social class, the role of the intellectual and socialism. Orwell ponders that ‘the interests of all exploited people are the same’ and that ‘Socialism is compatible with common decency’ (see page 27). 

			Orwell sees himself as a socialist, always walking alongside the oppressed, as he clearly states in ‘Why I Write’: ‘Every line of serious work that I have written since 1936 has been written, directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and for democratic socialism, as I understand it.’ He seems to go beyond writing genres, not drawing a distinction between documentary and literary journalism. As far as literary practice is concerned, his writings from the 1930s are a mixture of lived experiences that meet ‘human decency’, even in the most challenging conditions. 

			Therefore, we can notice the path traced by his point of view as a route, in which literature starts to change society. It begins with choosing a perspective, usually in defence of those placed on the edges of the system. Then, Orwell goes deep into the most mundane aspects of the working class: the food they ate, the dry bread with the greasy butter, the housing, the damp and urine-smelling boarding houses, the paths taken to work, the slow pace of life of those awaiting financial support from the government, the compromised health of workers who breathed coal dust for 16 hours a day, the way their curved backs were forced to bend in suffocating mining tunnels, their language traits, their outlook on life, their deepest fears.

			With all these aspects as a backdrop, Orwell describes and at the same time reveals the inequality endured by these people, generation after generation. By displacing a few key pieces in the jigsaw puzzle put together by a system that operates around exploitation, he shows his deep knowledge of the social matter he investigates.

			Leaving Old Norms Behind

			After looking closely at the contrasts between classes and suffering that the miners were facing, we can detect the power of political writing as a work of art: constant social criticism. Orwell brings up the ongoing privilege of those who hide under institutional cloaks and opulence: the intellectuals in the South who knew nothing about such harsh conditions going on, unchecked, in the North. 

			When Orwell talks about Wigan, he is opening the cracks of a structure that is collapsing. And then he flashes us a bright beam of light. Even amid the mouldy odour from the cluttered old reading rooms in the decadent aristocratic homes and small literary clubs, the safe spaces for the privileged ones who exploit and desperately seek profit for themselves, there is the possibility of designing a different path. Orwell’s perspective moves towards an emancipated society, capable of leaving the old norms behind.

			Here he is taking a dangerous gamble, showing us all the deep dark secrets that keep the solid English facade standing. By looking at the edges, Orwell is actually shedding light on the centre, the South:

			I should say that in the industrial towns, where there is still a certain amount of communal life (…) it is much harder than it would be in London [to evade the means test for the dole]. (…) Nevertheless, in spite of the frightful extent of unemployment, it is a fact that poverty – extreme poverty – is less in evidence in the industrial North than it is in London. 

			At the same time, it seems that the only way out of the suffering, poverty and inequality lies on the margins, not at the core, as he precisely points out. For the socialist Orwell, the way out is getting rid of privilege, so essential to a system rooted in bourgeois rules. 

			It is precisely on the edges that most of the population is living, thirsty for a fairer, decent way of life: 

			All that is needed is to hammer two facts home into the public consciousness. One, that the interests of all exploited people are the same; the other, that Socialism is compatible with common decency.

			It may be a hopeful horizon, to bring up the common interests of all those who are exploited and, perhaps, trace an alternative route – a new way of living in society.

			Nothing Left to Lose

			Orwell’s main achievement from his journey through the North is gaining consciousness about the role of the intellectual. For him, it becomes rather clear that those who work with pen and paper need to take a stand: 

			The fence on which the literary gent sits, once as comfortable as the plush cushion of a cathedral stall, is now pinching his bottom intolerably; more and more he shows a disposition to drop off on one side or the other.

			He is looking at himself and many other writers like him, facing the exact moment when this wave of consciousness eventually breaks the wall of privilege separating them from the working class: 

			It is interesting to notice how many of our leading writers, who twelve years ago were art for art’s saking for all they were worth and would have considered it too vulgar for words even to vote at a general election, are now taking a definite political standpoint. 

			When devastated by an economic crisis and, consequently, by the awareness of their place in society as a whole, intellectuals are forced to take sides.

			As long as clear, objective and accessible language is not used in all discussions, the theory will remain distant from the working class. An abyss is placed between the rich and the poor, and for Orwell, language can be the bridge capable of uniting content and form. Being straightforward and, at the same time, bringing consciousness and political awareness. 

			Thus, a language problem is posed: the jargon-covered pamphlet style does not seem capable of producing effective results. The clash between dominators and dominated, as announced by Orwell himself – ‘the clash (...) which can only meet in war’ – would culminate in a troubled conflict. We have a battle on the field. And this battle is between the exploiters and the exploited. 

			However, there is an ideological illusion that causes enemies to be determined through language, instead of the position they occupy within the socioeconomic relations in a capitalist society, as Orwell reminds us precisely: ‘They must not be allowed to think that the battle is between those who pronounce their aitches and those who don’t.’ 

			When we reflect on the contrast between the writer and the working class presented in The Road to Wigan Pier, it becomes clear that this is not a clash that distinguishes members of a social class through their accent. It is an antagonism between, on the one hand, those who rule the world and, on the other hand, those who can only survive by selling their labour. 

			Meanwhile, the middle class and the working class remain separated also because of the lack of critical awareness among intellectuals, who, in turn, decide to maintain their privileges and keep workers away from a transformative dialogue. In addition to social and economic choices, making privilege last above all implies the use they make of language, according to their interests. This is an extremely important topic for Orwell, which he develops thoroughly in the famous essay ‘Politics and the English Language’ (1946): ‘language is (...) an instrument which we shape for our own purposes’.’  

			In a certain sense, Orwell took a gamble when writing The Road to Wigan Pier, guessing that the intellectual elite would only come out of its apathy when put in contact with reality itself, which constantly displays contradictions. Even if they did not physically go to Wigan to see for themselves, the storyline constructed through the book would powerfully draw their attention to the horrors suffered by the working class, which those on the side of ‘progress’ had turned a blind eye to. From the awareness and use of language in favour of social emancipation, a hopeful horizon emerges amid the dark fog of inequality. Thanks to George Orwell, we now realize that we can finally break free from our chains, as he finishes the book brilliantly by stating that ‘we have nothing to lose but our aitches’.

			Débora Tavares

		

	
		
			Further Reading

			Crick, Bernard, George Orwell: A Life (Penguin, 1980)

			Davison, Peter, George Orwell Diaries (Harvill Secker, 2009)

			Ingle, Stephen, The Social and Political Thought of George Orwell (Routledge, 2006)

			Meyers, Jeffrey, George Orwell, the Critical Heritage (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1995 [1975])

			Meyers, Jeffrey, A Reader’s Guide to George Orwell (Thames and Hudson, 1978)

			Newsinger, John, Orwell’s Politics (Macmillan Press Ltd, 1999)

			Norris, Cristopher (ed.), Inside the Myth – Orwell: Views from the Left (Lawrence and Wishart Limited, 1984)

			Orwell, George, The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell – Volume I An Age Like This (1920–1940), Edited by Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (Martin Secker & Warburg, 1968)

			Rodden, John, The Cambridge Companion to George Orwell (Cambridge University Press, 2007)

			Saunders, Loraine, The Unsung Artistry of George Orwell (Ashgate Publishing, 2008)

			Schweizer, Bernard, Radicals on the Road: The politics of English Travel Writing in the 1930s (University of Virginia Press, 2001)

			Stewart, Anthony, George Orwell, Doubleness, and the Value of Decency (Routledge, 2010 [2003])

			Voorhees, Richard, The Paradox of George Orwell (Purdue University Press, 1961)

			Williams, Raymond, George Orwell (The Viking Press, 1971)

			Woloch, Alex, Or Orwell – Writing and Democratic Socialism (Harvard University Press, 2016)

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			The first sound in the mornings was the clumping of the mill-girls’ clogs down the cobbled street. Earlier than that, I suppose, there were factory whistles which I was never awake to hear. 

			There were generally four of us in the bedroom, and a beastly place it was, with that defiled impermanent look of rooms that are not serving their rightful purpose. Years earlier the house had been an ordinary dwelling-house, and when the Brookers had taken it and fitted it out as a tripe-shop and lodging-house, they had inherited some of the more useless pieces of furniture and had never had the energy to remove them. We were therefore sleeping in what was still recognizably a drawing-room. Hanging from the ceiling there was a heavy glass chandelier on which the dust was so thick that it was like fur. And covering most of one wall there was a huge hideous piece of junk, something between a sideboard and a hall-stand, with lots of carving and little drawers and strips of looking-glass, and there was a once-gaudy carpet ringed by the slop-pails of years, and two gilt chairs with burst seats, and one of those old-fashioned horsehair armchairs which you slide off when you try to sit on them. The room had been turned into a bedroom by thrusting four squalid beds in among this other wreckage. 

			My bed was in the right-hand corner on the side nearest the door. There was another bed across the foot of it and jammed hard against it (it had to be in that position to allow the door to open) so that I had to sleep with my legs doubled up; if I straightened them out I kicked the occupant of the other bed in the small of the back. He was an elderly man named Mr Reilly, a mechanic of sorts and employed ‘on top’ at one of the coal pits. Luckily he had to go to work at five in the morning, so I could uncoil my legs and have a couple of hours’ proper sleep after he was gone. In the bed opposite there was a Scotch miner who had been injured in a pit accident (a huge chunk of stone pinned him to the ground and it was a couple of hours before they could lever it off), and had received five hundred pounds compensation. He was a big handsome man of forty, with grizzled hair and a clipped moustache, more like a sergeant-major than a miner, and he would lie in bed till late in the day, smoking a short pipe. The other bed was occupied by a succession of commercial travellers, newspaper-canvassers, and hire-purchase touts who generally stayed for a couple of nights. It was a double bed and much the best in the room. I had slept in it myself my first night there, but had been manoeuvred out of it to make room for another lodger. I believe all newcomers spent their first night in the double bed, which was used, so to speak, as bait. All the windows were kept tight shut, with a red sandbag jammed in the bottom, and in the morning the room stank like a ferret’s cage. You did not notice it when you got up, but if you went out of the room and came back, the smell hit you in the face with a smack. 

			I never discovered how many bedrooms the house contained, but strange to say there was a bathroom, dating from before the Brookers’ time. Downstairs there was the usual kitchen living-room with its huge open range burning night and day. It was lighted only by a skylight, for on one side of it was the shop and on the other the larder, which opened into some dark subterranean place where the tripe was stored. Partly blocking the door of the larder there was a shapeless sofa upon which Mrs Brooker, our landlady, lay permanently ill, festooned in grimy blankets. She had a big, pale yellow, anxious face. No one knew for certain what was the matter with her; I suspect that her only real trouble was over-eating. In front of the fire there was almost always a line of damp washing, and in the middle of the room was the big kitchen table at which the family and all the lodgers ate. I never saw this table completely uncovered, but I saw its various wrappings at different times. At the bottom there was a layer of old newspaper stained by Worcester Sauce; above that a sheet of sticky white oil-cloth; above that a green serge cloth; above that a coarse linen cloth, never changed and seldom taken off. Generally the crumbs from breakfast were still on the table at supper. I used to get to know individual crumbs by sight and watch their progress up and down the table from day to day. 

			The shop was a narrow, cold sort of room. On the outside of the window a few white letters, relics of ancient chocolate advertisements, were scattered like stars. Inside there was a slab upon which lay the great white folds of tripe, and the grey flocculent stuff known as ‘black tripe’, and the ghostly translucent feet of pigs, ready boiled. It was the ordinary ‘tripe and pea’ shop, and not much else was stocked except bread, cigarettes, and tinned stuff. ‘Teas’ were advertised in the window, but if a customer demanded a cup of tea he was usually put off with excuses. Mr Brooker, though out of work for two years, was a miner by trade, but he and his wife had been keeping shops of various kinds as a side-line all their lives. At one time they had had a pub, but they had lost their licence for allowing gambling on the premises. I doubt whether any of their businesses had ever paid; they were the kind of people who run a business chiefly in order to have something to grumble about. Mr Brooker was a dark, small-boned, sour, Irish-looking man, and astonishingly dirty. I don’t think I ever once saw his hands clean. As Mrs Brooker was now an invalid he prepared most of the food, and like all people with permanently dirty hands he had a peculiarly intimate, lingering manner of handling things. If he gave you a slice of bread-and-butter there was always a black thumb-print on it. Even in the early morning when he descended into the mysterious den behind Mrs Brooker’s sofa and fished out the tripe, his hands were already black. I heard dreadful stories from the other lodgers about the place where the tripe was kept. Blackbeetles were said to swarm there. I do not know how often fresh consignments of tripe were ordered, but it was at long intervals, for Mrs Brooker used to date events by it. ‘Let me see now, I’ve had in three lots of froze (frozen tripe) since that happened,’ etc. We lodgers were never given tripe to eat. At the time I imagined that this was because tripe was too expensive; I have since thought that it was merely because we knew too much about it. The Brookers never ate tripe themselves, I noticed. 

			The only permanent lodgers were the Scotch miner, Mr Reilly, two old-age pensioners, and an unemployed man on the P.A.C. named Joe – he was the kind of person who has no surname. The Scotch miner was a bore when you got to know him. Like so many unemployed men he spent too much time reading newspapers, and if you did not head him off he would discourse for hours about such things as the Yellow Peril, trunk murders, astrology, and the conflict between religion and science. The old-age pensioners had, as usual, been driven from their homes by the Means Test. They handed their weekly ten shillings over to the Brookers and in return got the kind of accommodation you would expect for ten shillings; that is, a bed in the attic and meals chiefly of bread-and-butter. One of them was of ‘superior’ type and was dying of some malignant disease – cancer, I believe. He only got out of bed on the days when he went to draw his pension. The other, called by everyone Old Jack, was an ex-miner aged seventy-eight who had worked well over fifty years in the pits. He was alert and intelligent, but curiously enough he seemed only to remember his boyhood experiences and to have forgotten all about the modern mining machinery and improvements. He used to tell me tales of fights with savage horses in the narrow galleries underground. When he heard that I was arranging to go down several coal mines he was contemptuous and declared that a man of my size (six feet two and a half) would never manage the ‘travelling’; it was no use telling him that the ‘travelling’ was better than it used to be. But he was friendly to everyone and used to give us all a fine shout of ‘Good night, boys!’ as he crawled up the stairs to his bed somewhere under the rafters. What I most admired about Old Jack was that he never cadged; he was generally out-of tobacco towards the end of the week, but he always refused to smoke anyone else’s. The Brookers had insured the lives of both old-age pensioners with one of the tanner-a-week companies. It was said that they were overheard anxiously asking the insurance-tout ‘how long people lives when they’ve got cancer’. 

			Joe, like the Scotchman, was a great reader of newspapers and spent almost his entire day in the public library. He was the typical unmarried unemployed man, a derelict-looking, frankly ragged creature with a round, almost childish face on which there was a naively naughty expression. He looked more like a neglected little boy than a grown-up man. I suppose it is the complete lack of responsibility that makes so many of these men look younger than their ages. From Joe’s appearance I took him to be about twenty-eight, and was amazed to learn that he was forty-three. He had a love of resounding phrases and was very proud of the astuteness with which he had avoided getting married. He often said to me, ‘Matrimonial chains is a big item,’ evidently feeling this to be a very subtle and portentous remark. His total income was fifteen shillings a week, and he paid out six or seven to the Brookers for his bed. I sometimes used to see him making himself a cup of tea over the kitchen fire, but for the rest he got his meals somewhere out of doors; it was mostly slices of bread-and-marg and packets of fish and chips, I suppose. 

			Besides these there was a floating clientele of commercial travellers of the poorer sort, travelling actors – always common in the North because most of the larger pubs hire variety artists at the week-ends – and newspaper-canvassers. The newspaper-canvassers were a type I had never met before. Their job seemed to me so hopeless, so appalling that I wondered how anyone could put up with such a thing when prison was a possible alternative. They were employed mostly by weekly or Sunday papers, and they were sent from town to town, provided with maps and given a list of streets which they had to ‘work’ each day. If they failed to secure a minimum of twenty orders a day, they got the sack. So long as they kept up their twenty orders a day they received a small salary – two pounds a week, I think; on any order over the twenty they drew a tiny commission. The thing is not so impossible as it sounds, because in working-class districts every family takes in a twopenny weekly paper and changes it every few weeks; but I doubt whether anyone keeps a job of that kind long. The newspapers engage poor desperate wretches, out-of-work clerks and commercial travellers and the like, who for a while make frantic efforts and keep their sales up to the minimum; then as the deadly work wears them down they are sacked and fresh men are taken on. I got to know two who were employed by one of the more notorious weeklies. Both of them were middle-aged men with families to support, and one of them was a grandfather. They were on their feet ten hours a day, ‘working’ their appointed streets, and then busy late into the night filling in blank forms for some swindle their paper was running – one of those schemes by which you are ‘given’ a set of crockery if you take out a six weeks’ subscription and send a two-shilling postal order as well. The fat one, the grandfather, used to fall asleep with his head on a pile of forms. Neither of them could afford the pound a week which the Brookers charged for full board. They used to pay a small sum for their beds and make shamefaced meals in a corner of the kitchen off bacon and bread-and-margarine which they stored in their suit-cases. 

			The Brookers had large numbers of sons and daughters, most of whom had long since fled from home. Some were in Canada ‘at Canada’, as Mrs Brooker used to put it. There was only one son living near by, a large pig-like young man employed in a garage, who frequently came to the house for his meals. His wife was there all day with the two children, and most of the cooking and laundering was done by her and by Emmie, the fiancee of another son who was in London. Emmie was a fair-haired, sharp-nosed, unhappy-looking girl who worked at one of the mills for some starvation wage, but nevertheless spent all her evenings in bondage at the Brookers’ house. I gathered that the marriage was constantly being postponed and would probably never take place, but Mrs Brooker had already appropriated Emmie as a daughter-in-law, and nagged her in that peculiar watchful, loving way that invalids have. The rest of the housework was done, or not done, by Mr Brooker. Mrs Brooker seldom rose from her sofa in the kitchen (she spent the night there as well as the day) and was too ill to do anything except eat stupendous meals. It was Mr Brooker who attended to the shop, gave the lodgers their food, and ‘did out’ the bedrooms. He was always moving with incredible slowness from one hated job to another. Often the beds were still unmade at six in the evening, and at any hour of the day you were liable to meet Mr Brooker on the stairs, carrying a full chamber-pot which he gripped with his thumb well over the rim. In the mornings he sat by the fire with a tub of filthy water, peeling potatoes at the speed of a slow-motion picture. I never saw anyone who could peel potatoes with quite such an air of brooding resentment. You could see the hatred of this ‘bloody woman’s work’, as he called it, fermenting inside him, a kind of bitter juice. He was one of those people who can chew their grievances like a cud. 

			Of course, as I was indoors a good deal, I heard all about the Brookers’ woes, and how everyone swindled them and was ungrateful to them, and how the shop did not pay and the lodging-house hardly paid. By local standards they were not so badly off, for, in some way I did not understand, Mr Brooker was dodging the Means Test and drawing an allowance from the P.A.C., but their chief pleasure was talking about their grievances to anyone who would listen. Mrs Brooker used to lament by the hour, lying on her sofa, a soft mound of fat and self-pity, saying the same things over and over again.’ We don’t seem to get no customers nowadays. I don’t know ‘ow it is. The tripe’s just a-laying there day after day – such beautiful tripe it is, too! It does seem ‘ard, don’t it now?’ etc., etc., etc. All Mrs Brookers’ laments ended with’ It does seem ‘ard, don’t it now?’ like the refrain of a ballade. Certainly it was true that the shop did not pay. The whole place had the unmistakable dusty, flyblown air of a business that is going down. But it would have been quite useless to explain to them why nobody came to the shop, even if one had had the face to do it; neither was capable of understanding that last year’s dead bluebottles supine in the shop window are not good for trade. 

			But the thing that really tormented them was the thought of those two old-age pensioners living in their house, usurping floor-space, devouring food, and paying only ten shillings a week. I doubt whether they were really losing money over the old-age pensioners, though certainly the profit on ten shillings a week must have been very small. But in their eyes the two old men were a kind of dreadful parasite who had fastened on them and were living on their charity. Old Jack they could just tolerate, because he kept out-of-doors most of the day, but they really hated the bedridden one, Hooker by name. Mr Brooker had a queer way of pronouncing his name, without the H and with a long U – ’Uker’. What tales I heard about old Hooker and his fractiousness, the nuisance of making his bed, the way he ‘wouldn’t eat’ this and ‘wouldn’t eat’ that, his endless ingratitude and, above all, the selfish obstinacy with which he refused to die! The Brookers were quite openly pining for him to die. When that happened they could at least draw the insurance money. They seemed to feel him there, eating their substance day after day, as though he had been a living worm in their bowels. Sometimes Mr Brooker would look up from his potato-peeling, catch my eye, and jerk his head with a look of inexpressible bitterness towards the ceiling, towards old Hooker’s room. ‘It’s a b-, ain’t it?’ he would say. There was no need to say more; I had heard all about old Hooker’s ways already. But the Brookers had grievances of one kind and another against all their lodgers, myself included, no doubt. Joe, being on the P.A.C., was practically in the same category as the old-age pensioners. The Scotchman paid a pound a week, but he was indoors most of the day and they ‘didn’t like him always hanging round the place’, as they put it. The newspaper-canvassers were out all day, but the Brookers bore them a grudge for bringing in their own food, and even Mr Reilly, their best lodger, was in disgrace because Mrs Brooker said that he woke her up when he came downstairs in the mornings. They couldn’t, they complained perpetually, get the kind of lodgers they wanted – good-class ‘commercial gentlemen’ who paid full board and were out all day. Their ideal lodger would have been somebody who paid thirty shillings a week and never came indoors except to sleep. I have noticed that people who let lodgings nearly always hate their lodgers. They want their money but they look on them as intruders and have a curiously watchful, jealous attitude which at bottom is a determination not to let the lodger make himself too much at home. It is an inevitable result of the bad system by which the lodger has to live in somebody else’s house without being one of the family. 

			The meals at the Brookers’ house were uniformly disgusting. For breakfast you got two rashers of bacon and a pale fried egg, and bread-and-butter which had often been cut overnight and always had thumb-marks on it. However tactfully I tried, I could never induce Mr Brooker to let me cut my own bread-and-butter; he would hand it to me slice by slice, each slice gripped firmly under that broad black thumbs. For dinner there were generally those threepenny steak puddings which are sold ready-made in tins – these were part of the stock of the shop, I think – and boiled potatoes and rice pudding. For tea there was more bread-and-butter and frayed-looking sweet cakes which were probably bought as ‘stales’ from the baker. For supper there was the pale flabby Lancashire cheese and biscuits. The Brookers never called these biscuits biscuits. They always referred to them reverently as ‘cream crackers’ – ‘Have another cream cracker, Mr Reilly. You’ll like a cream cracker with your cheese’ – thus glozing over the fact that there was only cheese for supper. Several bottles of Worcester Sauce and a half-full jar of marmalade lived permanently on the table. It was usual to souse everything, even a piece of cheese, with Worcester Sauce, but I never saw anyone brave the marmalade jar, which was an unspeakable mass of stickiness and dust. Mrs Brooker had her meals separately but also took snacks from any meal that happened to be going, and manoeuvred with great skill for what she called ‘the bottom of the pot’, meaning the strongest cup of tea. She had a habit of constantly wiping her mouth on one of her blankets. Towards the end of my stay she took to tearing off strips of newspaper for this purpose, and in the morning the floor was often littered with crumpled-up balls of slimy paper which lay there for hours. The smell of the kitchen was dreadful, but, as with that of the bedroom, you ceased to notice it after a while. 

			It struck me that this place must be fairly normal as lodging-houses in the industrial areas go, for on the whole the lodgers did not complain. The only one who ever did so to my knowledge was a little black-haired, sharp-nosed Cockney, a traveller for a cigarette firm. He had never been in the North before, and I think that till recently he had been in better employ and was used to staying in commercial hotels. This was his first glimpse of really low-class lodgings, the kind of place in which the poor tribe of touts and canvassers have to shelter upon their endless journeys. In the morning as we were dressing (he had slept in the double bed, of course) I saw him look round the desolate room with a sort of wondering aversion. He caught my eye and suddenly divined that I was a fellow-Southerner. ‘The filthy bloody bastards!’ he said feelingly. After that he packed his suit-case, went downstairs and, with great strength of mind, told the Brookers that this was not the kind of house he was accustomed to and that he was leaving immediately. The Brookers could never understand why. They were astonished and hurt. The ingratitude of it! Leaving them like that for no reason after a single night! Afterwards they discussed it over and over again, in all its bearings. It was added to their store of grievances. 

			On the day when there was a full chamber-pot under the breakfast table I decided to leave. The place was beginning to depress me. It was not only the dirt, the smells, and the vile food, but the feeling of stagnant meaningless decay, of having got down into some subterranean place where people go creeping round and round, just like blackbeetles, in an endless muddle of slovened jobs and mean grievances. The most dreadful thing about people like the Brookers is the way they say the same things over and over again. It gives you the feeling that they are not real people at all, but a kind of ghost for ever rehearsing the same futile rigmarole. In the end Mrs Brooker’s self-pitying talk – always the same complaints, over and over, and always ending with the tremulous whine of ‘It does seem ‘ard, don’t it now?’ – revolted me even more than her habit of wiping her mouth with bits of newspaper. But it is no use saying that people like the Brookers are just disgusting and trying to put them out of mind. For they exist in tens and hundreds of thousands; they are one of the characteristic by-products of the modern world. You cannot disregard them if you accept the civilization that produced them. For this is part at least of what industrialism has done for us. Columbus sailed the Atlantic, the first steam engines tottered into motion, the British squares stood firm under the French guns at Waterloo, the one-eyed scoundrels of the nineteenth century praised God and filled their pockets; and this is where it all led – to labyrinthine slums and dark back kitchens with sickly, ageing people creeping round and round them like blackbeetles. It is a kind of duty to see and smell such places now and again, especially smell them, lest you should forget that they exist; though perhaps it is better not to stay there too long. 

			The train bore me away, through the monstrous scenery of slag-heaps, chimneys, piled scrap-iron, foul canals, paths of cindery mud criss-crossed by the prints of clogs. This was March, but the weather had been horribly cold and everywhere there were mounds of blackened snow. As we moved slowly through the outskirts of the town we passed row after row of little grey slum houses running at right angles to the-embankment. At the back of one of the houses a young woman was kneeling on the stones, poking a stick up the leaden waste-pipe which ran from the sink inside and which I suppose was blocked. I had time to see everything about her – her sacking apron, her clumsy clogs, her arms reddened by the cold. She looked up as the train passed, and I was almost near enough to catch her eye. She had a round pale face, the usual exhausted face of the slum girl who is twenty-five and looks forty, thanks to miscarriages and drudgery; and it wore, for the second in which I saw it, the most desolate, hopeless expression I have ever seen. It struck me then that we are mistaken when we say that ‘It isn’t the same for them as it would be for us,’ and that people bred in the slums can imagine nothing but the slums. For what I saw in her face was not the ignorant suffering of an animal. She knew well enough what was happening to her – understood as well as I did how dreadful a destiny it was to be kneeling there in the bitter cold, on the slimy stones of a slum backyard, poking a stick up a foul drain-pipe. 
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