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     In the Beginning

    


   


   

    

     

      H

     aving a child is problematic, wrote Leonard Woolf when in his eighties, and childless. It concerns the “new human being” as much as its parents, since this new human being is born without having given its consent. One should think twice, “from the point of view of the hypothetical child.” He himself was born, without his consent, on 25 November 1880. There he is, Leonard Sidney Woolf, in the Census returns for 1881, a five-month-old baby.


    Everyone, holding a baby, has to wonder what life holds in store for him. No one could have foreseen what would happen to this one. He grew up to become a core member of a group of intimate and talented friends who continue to inspire interest and analysis a century later. In his early twenties, as a colonial servant, he administered ten thousand square miles of village and jungle. He became an anti-imperialist, a Marxist “of a sort” and a socialist, and was an éminence grise of the early Labour Party in Britain as it became a party of government. His adult life spanned the two world wars; his writings informed the charter of the League of Nations and, as polemical journalist, as editor and author, his lifelong mission was to prevent the barbarism and insanity of future war through international cooperation and collective security.


    His anguished intelligence saw all too clearly both the failure of this great project, and what he saw as the failure of the Left in Britain. He had his own demons to fight in public and in private life, being a man of extremes and contradictions: ferocious and tender, violent and self-restrained, opinionated and nonjudgmental. Belief in reason pulled him one way, irrational passion another. He was disconcerting, inner-directed, attractive, always an outsider. The constants in his character were honesty, persistence and energy. He played all games, competitively. He was a dedicated gardener. He had an affinity with animals. Nonstop work—at his writing, at his political activities, in the garden—came naturally to him.


    He liked women, and women liked him. (“I have always been greatly attracted to the undiluted female mind, as well as to the female body.”) With his wife, he founded the Hogarth Press. He had no idea when he married Virginia Stephen how her mental instability would determine and distort his own trajectory, nor that she would become one of the most famous English authors of the twentieth century. He knew how to love, and she was the love of his life. After her suicide came change and a new attachment. In his last decade, five volumes of autobiography won him respect and recognition. He left not only distinguished books on international relations, but also satirical squibs, a great mass of literary and political journalism, a play, poetry, short stories, and two novels.


    Eclipsed in the literary canon, and in the public imagination, by the illustriousness of Virginia Woolf—his family name, when standing alone, commonly signifying her, not him—he is a dark star. “You cannot escape Fate,” he wrote at the end of his life, “and Fate, I have always felt, is not in the future, but in the past.”1


     


    The five-month-old Leonard, dark-haired and blue-eyed, had an elder sister, Bella Sidney, aged four; and a brother, Arnold Herbert Sidney, always called Herbert, aged nearly two. Bella, Herbert and Leonard were joined in the nursery at 101 Lexham Gardens, Kensington, by Harold Sidney, Edgar Sidney, Clara Henriette, Flora, Cecil Nathan Sidney and Philip Sidney. The nine little Woolfs were born within twelve years, the youngest arriving in 1889. There had been yet one more baby, who died in infancy.


    Even a rapid overview of Leonard’s forebears recalls the remorselessly genealogical chapters of the Book of Genesis.
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    Leonard’s mother, Marie de Jongh, was married at seventeen to Albert Zacharias Goldstücker, a City merchant. Marie’s brother Benjamin de Jongh, a stock-jobber (a stock exchange member who buys and sells shares on his own account), married Clara Woolf. When Marie Goldstücker was widowed, aged twenty-two, an executor of her late husband’s will was a brother of her sister-in-law Clara: Sidney Woolf, a recently qualified young barrister. He was Leonard’s future father.


    Sidney Woolf was living then with two recent widows, his mother and his elder sister Sophia.2 When Sophia remarried, her new husband was another of Marie’s brothers, Anselm de Jongh. In 1875, the following year, Marie Goldstücker and Sidney Woolf were married; she was still in her twenties, and he five years older.


     


    Thus the Woolfs and the de Jonghs were intricately connected. Leonard saw a lot of his maternal grandparents. They too lived in Kensington, at 7 Addison Gardens, and the little Woolfs were taken over to tea once a week. Leonard thought that his de Jongh grandparents “lived in the cleanest house and they were the cleanest people I have ever seen anywhere.”


    Grandfather Nathan de Jongh, a diamond merchant, lived until 1897, when he was knocked down by a horse-drawn omnibus. Leonard was then well into his teens; and his Grandmother de Jongh survived until 1902, when he was at Cambridge. The de Jonghs seemed to Leonard to be “rather soft” people. Grandfather de Jongh was tall, gentle, quiet, with a long white beard. In the house he wore a brightly colored smoking-cap, and was never seen without a cigar and a book. Outside he wore the same kind of clothes as “all the other gentlemen in Addison Gardens,” but he nevertheless looked to Leonard as if he had stepped out of a typical picture of “caftaned, bearded Jews in a ghetto, straight-backed, dignified, sad, resigned, expecting and getting over two millennia nothing but misery…”3


    Leonard remembered his de Jongh grandmother sitting in a high-backed ebony chair in her lace-curtained front window and always knitting, extremely fast. She wore a black lace cap over her white hair, “and beneath it was the round, pink face of an incredibly old Dutch doll.” She brought the cap with her in a special basket when she came to visit at Lexham Gardens, for putting on after she removed her hat.


    Leonard, describing these grandparents in what was to become Sowing, had originally written that the cap she wore was of white lace. His elder sister Bella, correcting his draft, insisted it was black. By publishing his autobiography, Leonard laid down and preempted the family myths. His brothers and sisters regularly and irritably corrected the record. Children born into the same family remember different things, and the same things differently.


    Leonard thought Grandmother de Jongh never read a book or “suffered from an abstract idea” in her life, but he attributed to her special qualities. There are some people, he wrote, “usually dogs or old women—extremely simple and unintellectual, who instinctively know how to deal with life and with persons, and who display an extraordinary and admirable resistance to the cruelties of man, the malevolence of Providence, and the miseries of existence.”


    Grandfather Nathan and Grandmother Henriette de Jongh came to London from Amsterdam in the 1860s. Henriette’s maiden name was Van Coeverden (“not Katz. Her sister married a Katz,” wrote Bella, testily amending Leonard’s draft). They had ten children. The eldest daughter, Flora, married Arnold Abrahamson, who lived in Denmark; Leonard had a slew of Scandinavian cousins.


    The publication of Leonard’s first volume of autobiography in 1960 elicited a small flood of memories and additional information. A Dutchman wrote about the origin of the name Van Coeverden: Coevordon (spelled sic) is a small town in the east of the Netherlands, “where there lived for centuries a good kind of Jews, small itinerant traders and small shopkeepers. But of course most of them are gassed now.”


    Before they moved to Addison Gardens, the de Jongh grandparents lived at Woburn Lodge, a Regency dwelling like a small country house, off Tavistock Square in Bloomsbury. The house survived until the days when Leonard himself lived in the square. The de Jonghs, in London, must always have been comfortably off.


     


    The Woolfs came up the hard way. Leonard’s father, Sidney, was the second youngest of the ten children of Benjamin Woolf and his wife Isabella (née Phillips), both born in London in the first decade of the nineteenth century. Leonard’s sister Bella understood that the family had started out in Spitalfields in London’s East End, a tight little district of streets, alleys and courts, where the majority of London’s poor Jews lodged, earning their livings in small workshops and warehouses, and marrying one another’s cousins and in-laws. Nearby is the oldest surviving synagogue in London, Bevis Marks, established in 1701 by the Sephardic community who had come from Spain and Portugal in Cromwell’s time and still tended to see themselves as the elite.


    It is impossible to establish family trees for families like Leonard’s, long-established in Britain, though there are many Woolfs, spelled sic, on record. Official registration of Jewish births, marriages and deaths only started in 1837. Some retained Hebrew names, and some were born and died with no public record of their existence. It is estimated that there were around 10,000 Jews in Britain in the 1760s, mostly in London, with a steady influx of those fleeing the persecutions in Europe. By the time Leonard’s Woolf grandparents were born, the community had increased threefold. The Jews themselves were alarmed by the impact of the increase. The authorities of the Great Synagogue stopped giving relief to Jewish immigrants who had left their countries “without good cause,” and the British government offered free repatriation.


    No one in Leonard’s generation knew where the Woolfs came to England from, or when, though it was probably during this late eighteenth-century influx from Europe. These newly arrived Ashkenazim (from Germany, Holland and Poland) mostly worked in the informal economy of the old-clothes trade, and as peddlers. The Woolfs too worked in the clothing trade—the earliest on record are Benjamin Woolf, a tailor and draper in Soho from 1819, and David Woolf, a clothes dealer in the East End at the same period. Others, including many Benjamin Woolfs, were furniture brokers, or crockery dealers, or cheesemongers. Zadok Woolf, son of a Benjamin,4 chose Samuel Phillips as a witness to his wedding in 1838. This, since witnesses were by custom either relatives or in-laws, suggests a family relationship between Grandfather Benjamin Woolf and Grandmother Isabella, née Phillips.
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    It was not until 1830 that Jews were allowed to operate regular businesses. Grandfather Benjamin Woolf moved out of the East End, and acquired a shop at 45 Old Bond Street. He later had a “waterproof” business in Piccadilly, and by 1835 was living in the apartment above his tailoring premises at 87 The Quadrant, Regent Street, a high-class shopping street.


    Sheltered by colonnades, the Quadrant extended on both sides of Regent Street between Piccadilly and Oxford Street.5 The Woolfs, on the west side, had a chandelier-maker as one neighbor, and a tobacconist as the other. Benjamin and Isabella’s first two sons—Israel John and Maurice—died in infancy. Benjamin subsequently begat Samuel, Bloom, Sophia, David, Daniel, Sidney (Leonard’s father) and Clara. Also Henry, who was either an afterthought or a by-blow (a child born out of wedlock); he appears in no family record other than in Benjamin’s will. Isabella’s unmarried elder sister, Esther Phillips, lived with them. It must have been a terrible squash in the rooms over the shop.


    Leonard’s father, Sidney, was born on 16 June 1844. He was registered as Solomon Rees Sydney, but called himself Sidney, spelled sic—the name that he tacked on to the names of most of his own children, including Leonard’s.


    By 1861 the family were no longer living over the shop but were installed with three servants at 14 Bedford Square, Bloomsbury, and Benjamin was describing himself as “Outfitter,” a description soon to be replaced by “Gentleman” in official documents. In the mid-1860s the Woolf family moved to 5 Clifton Gardens, Maida Vale, with four servants, and co-religionists with comfortably large families on both sides.6


    Large oil portraits of these Woolf grandparents, who died before he was born, hung in the dining room of Leonard’s childhood home. He remembered that of his grandfather as depicting “a large, stern, black-haired, and black-whiskered rabbinical Jew in a frock coat, his left hand pompously tucked into his waistcoat.” Grandmother Isabella in contrast looked “pretty, roundcheeked, mild, and forgiving.”


    The Woolfs were tough. The legend in the family was that Grandfather Benjamin Woolf’s mother, Leonard’s great-grandmother—not that she was born a Woolf, we don’t know who she was—“used to walk to synagogue with hard peas in her boots in the evening of every Day of Atonement, and she stood upright on the peas in her place in the synagogue for twenty-four hours without sitting down until sunset of the following day, fasting of course the whole time.” Leonard confessed to a sneaking sympathy with her. He had, he said, no sense of sin, but approved of doing things thoroughly.


    At least three of Benjamin and Isabella’s children, including Sidney, continued the shift into the middle class. Samuel ran his own tailoring business at the 45 Old Bond Street premises and then moved to Birmingham. Bloom married a stockbroker, Levi Cohen. Daniel married Sarah Myers and had two daughters and a son; but after Sarah died, Daniel got into financial trouble, emigrated with his son to the United States, broke off relations with his parents, and established a new family.7


    Leonard’s uncles Samuel and David Woolf were not fortunate either. Samuel’s Birmingham business failed. He took his family to Nuremberg and became German. His widow Sarah (Davis) was interned during the Great War “as she did not become a German” though her children did; her eldest son died in the Great War fighting for Germany. David, a solicitor, died young. His widow Louisa (Sarah’s sister), left with four daughters, and pretty golden hair “out of a bottle,” antagonized the Woolfs by taking as her second husband a Gentile stockbroker, Arthur Tritton.


    In Leonard’s childhood home there were stacks of gloomy sepia photographs of all these uncles and aunts, printed on stiff cards. Leonard and his brothers and sisters used to play whist with them, the ugliest face taking the trick.


     


    Sidney, Leonard’s clever father, was educated at University College School, which he left at sixteen. He qualified as a solicitor at the age of twenty, and four years later left the City practice he shared with his brother David and studied in the Middle Temple for the Bar, to which he was called in 1873. “Mr Woolf had not long to walk through the valley of brieflessness, but it was only by the most regular attendance in the Temple, by working as hard during the Long Vacation as during term-time, by bestowing unwearied industry upon his cases…that he acquired, some few years after his call, a practice that caused his name to be well-known in the profession.”8 Thus Sidney, by determination, application, and with no social advantages, became successful.


    He had the luck, only three years after he was called to the Bar, to be involved in a notorious trial. There was a mutiny aboard an English vessel, the Lennie, which was manned by a Greek crew. The mutineers murdered the captain and all his officers, and ordered the Belgian steward to sail toward Greece. Instead, he steered toward France. There the ringleaders disembarked, sporting their dead officers’ uniforms, while the gallant Belgian boarded a British ship lying close by, and effected the arrest of the crew. The ringleaders were tried at the Old Bailey. Sidney Woolf undertook the defense of three Greeks, and got two of them off. The case was widely reported and brought his name before the public.


    In 1890, when he was forty-five, Sidney Woolf became a Q.C.9 Grandfather Benjamin Woolf “educated his sons out of their class,” wrote Leonard, though none of them did as well as Sidney. One at least—whom Leonard did not name, but it was probably Daniel—was “an extremely brilliant and amusing scoundrel.”


     


    Grandfather Benjamin Woolf was a religious Jew, but a progressive one. As the prosperous members of the community moved out of the East End, new synagogues were established. Benjamin Woolf and his sons had seats in the Western Synagogue, a liberal congregation even before the Reform movement of 1840. In 1851, when Benjamin Woolf was elected a warden, and the synagogue was re-consecrated after renovations, the event was sufficiently newsworthy to be featured in the Illustrated London News. Benjamin held office for many years, and was zealous in his support of the Jewish Free School and of Jewish charities. When he died in 1870, he was praised in the congregation as “a charitable man of upright character.”


    Sidney Woolf, Leonard’s father, is the only one of Benjamin’s sons mentioned in the records as playing a part in the Western Synagogue’s management. The Reform movement caused bitter schisms in the community, even as it sought to bridge the gulf between the Ashkenazi and Sephardic traditions. The Reform Synagogue was consecrated in 1842, after many disputes, as the “West London Synagogue for British Jews”—an appellation illustrative of the members’ desire to affiliate themselves with the national mainstream. It moved in 1870 to a custom-built edifice at 34 Upper Berkeley Street, in smart Mayfair. Attendance at Upper Berkeley Street was not only a religious but a social and political statement. The service was simplified, the music was good, and the leading families, both Sephardic and Ashkenazi, had seats there.


     


    The first three-quarters of the nineteenth century were a propitious time for British Jews, though the improvements—contested at every point—only serve, in retrospect, to highlight the previous disadvantages, and the exclusion from national life which was the price of toleration. One by one, most of the “disabilities”—the blocks to trading, professional status and participation in public life—were removed by law. In 1827 University College, London, opened as the first English university to admit students regardless of race or religion. In 1833 the first Jew was called to the Bar. In 1837, Benjamin Disraeli entered Parliament, eligible because he had been baptized a Christian; in 1868 he became Prime Minister. Baron Lionel de Rothschild was the first Jew to take a seat in the House of Commons without taking the statutory oath “on the true faith of a Christian,” in 1858. By that time there were around 35,000 Jews in Britain, the majority of them second generation and English-born.10


    There was a Jewish middle class, much intermarried, in the professions and in business. This is where the Woolfs and de Jonghs fitted in. There was also a wealthy Jewish upper class, which included Rothschilds, Montefiores, Goldsmids, Mocattas: the internationally connected network of Anglo-Jewry known as “the Cousinhood.” Leonard’s family was to make a connection with the Cousinhood when his Aunt Bloom’s granddaughter Dorothy (Dollie) Pinto11 married James de Rothschild.


    Being a “British Jew” was important to the middle classes. Eminent Jews, in the pages of the Jewish Chronicle, were praised as great Englishmen, and the doings of the Royal Family were featured with loyal enthusiasm.12 But assimilation was out of order. Grandfather Benjamin’s will was uncompromising. He left to his youngest daughter Clara £1,000 for her marriage, plus £200 for a wedding outfit, provided she married “a person of the Jewish faith.” (Clara took no risks. It was in the year after her father’s death that she married Benjamin de Jongh.) Benjamin also set up strict conditions for access to the inheritance of two of his sons, Henry and—in a codicil—Daniel. Sidney, unmarried at the time, was not mentioned in the will at all, probably because he gave no cause for concern.


    Sidney, Leonard’s father, remained in the fold through his marriage to Marie (de Jongh) Goldstücker. But after his father died, he transferred his allegiance to the fashionable Reform Synagogue at Upper Berkeley Street. The de Jongh influence may have been a factor; Sidney’s sister Clara and Benjamin de Jongh had been married at the Upper Berkeley Street synagogue. Sidney’s membership was more than nominal; he became a warden—a lay official assisting the rabbi with administration—in 1880, the year Leonard was born. The social and professional confidence of British Jews was at its zenith.


     


    Then the demographics changed. In 1881 there was an outbreak of persecution of Jews in Russia and Eastern Europe, which continued until the fall of the last czar. In one generation, a quarter of a million Jews fled or were displaced.


    In London alone, between 1883 and 1905—when the first Aliens Immigration Act stemmed the free flow—the Jewish population increased to around 150,000. Colonizing and expanding the traditional East End districts, earning their livings as old-clothes dealers and tailors like the immigrants of a century before, they had the critical mass to sustain their way of life and their common language, Yiddish. George Eliot’s novel Daniel Deronda, informed by her romantic perception of Oriental Jews and the aspirations of Zionism, was published in 1876. It was the exodus of Jews from Russia and other points east which gave weight to those nascent aspirations. “If the Jews of Russia had not existed, neither the case for, nor the possibility of realising, Zionism could have arisen in any serious form.”13 Many established middle-class Jews were not happy about the conspicuous influx of “foreign Jews,” and made haste to become naturalized British, as Leonard’s aging de Jongh grandparents did in 1889.


    A novel called Reuben Sachs by a spirited young woman, Amy Levy, published in London in 1888,14 describes a family in Maida Vale very like the Woolfs. The novel stressed how eager middle-class Jewish people were to “claim the successful among their number,” and the “scant love” they had for the unfortunate ones. The “modern” members of this fictional family, like Leonard’s family, attended the synagogue in Upper Berkeley Street. “In the Community, with its innumerable trivial class differences, its sets within sets, its fine-drawn distinctions of caste, utterly incomprehensible to an outsider,” the Sachs family “held a good, but not the best, position.” The women shop at Whiteley’s department store in Queensway, a socially neutral zone where “Bayswater nodded to Maida Vale, and South Kensington took Bayswater by the hand…”


     


    Lexham Gardens, the home of Sidney and Marie Woolf, was not in the smart part of Kensington. That was nearer Knightsbridge, in the eighteenth-century streets and squares opposite Kensington Palace and Kensington Gardens—with more recent and grandiose houses in streets close by such as Hyde Park Gate, where Leslie Stephen, man of letters and founding editor of The Dictionary of National Biography, was living at number 22. The two young daughters of his second marriage were named Vanessa and Virginia. Sidney Lee, a Jewish professor of English at East London College15 and Leslie Stephen’s collaborator and successor on the monumental DNB, lived near the Woolfs in Lexham Gardens. (The geographical distance between Hyde Park Gate and Lexham Gardens is about a kilometer.) Leonard as a child thought Lee was “a bit stuffy.” Next door to the Woolfs at number 103 Lexham Gardens lived Sir John Strachey, finance minister to successive viceroys of India. Sir John was the uncle of a boy eight months younger than Leonard named Lytton Strachey, living with his large family not far away in Lancaster Gate, north of Kensington Gardens. Leonard’s Uncle David and Aunt Louisa had lived in Lancaster Gate, but the Woolfs did not know the Stracheys, any more than they knew the Stephens. Their social circles did not intersect.


    Lexham Gardens is off Earl’s Court Road, which is off the far end of Kensington High Street. It is the last turning before Earl’s Court Road crosses busy Cromwell Road and plunges south into the less genteel animation of Earl’s Court itself. Leonard was born at 72 West Cromwell Road, just around the corner. Lexham Gardens and the surrounding streets were still being built; his parents were buying into a brand-new development.


    Their new house, 101 Lexham Gardens, was on the south side, a big stucco terraced house with steps up to a pillared front door, near the corner with Earl’s Court Road. It was made even bigger by a flat-roofed, single-story addition which the Woolfs built on to the back of the house, used for children’s parties and dancing classes.


    Children’s parties and dancing classes were the kind of thing that Marie Woolf liked. She was an energetic and hospitable mother. After the dancing classes, with all the mothers looking on, everyone was ushered by Mrs. Woolf into the big dining room “for a wonderful tea of cakes and all good things,” remembered into extreme old age by a little girl named Hilda. Mrs. Woolf, short and plump, was the sort of woman who is adored. Even the most distant or difficult of the relations wanted to keep in touch with her. Leonard’s cousin Sybil, daughter of Uncle David and Aunt Louisa Woolf, wrote to tell Leonard: “I was very fond of your Mother…She was such a Personality.” When Sibyl’s widowed mother married Arthur Tritton and cut herself off from the family, “all us girls kept up with your Mother which [sic] we were all very fond of.”


     


    Leonard’s best and fullest account of the Lexham Gardens household is not in his autobiography, but in Principia Politica (1953). He presented it as an example of a typical, well-to-do, late Victorian way of life, underpinned by an unquestioned social hierarchy and set of values.


    The household, when he was nine or ten, consisted of his parents, the nine children, a governess (Miss Amy), a nurse and under-nurse, a footman, a cook with attendant scullery maid, a parlormaid, two or three housemaids, a dog, a cat, several canaries, two white rats, and a fluctuating population of piebald mice. The coachman, and a horse and two carriages—a brougham and a victoria—were housed in the mews around the corner. Mr. Woolf was driven to the temple every morning and collected in the evening, and Mrs. Woolf was taken shopping and for drives in Hyde Park. A tutor came in to instruct the little boys. Three times a week Fraülein Berger came to teach them French and German; a German countess taught Bella to play the piano. “I have a dim recollection of some of us being taught ‘elocution,’” and for a period the boys had carpentry classes on a bench set up in the basement. There was a man to clean the boots. Mr. Tomkins came every morning to shave Mr. Woolf in his dressing room. Mr. Davies came every Friday to wind and regulate the clocks. Since in Principia Politica Leonard was describing a typical well-to-do English household, he did not include the fact that the Woolf children were also, rather ineffectively, taught Hebrew.


    If he had analyzed the situation, Leonard would have said that he, like his father, was “a gentleman,” and “that there were a large number of people, including servants and unemployed and plumbers and carpenters, who were not. Gentlemen were superior…”


    Mr. Woolf was a gentleman in character; he lived in the style of a gentleman; he had the professional status of a gentleman. In the microcosm of 101 Lexham Gardens it was not admitted to consciousness that the phrase “a Jewish gentleman” was, like the phrase “an Oriental gentleman,” for many conservative English gentlemen at best ironic, and at worst an oxymoron. For sure, the Woolfs had been English—always, in any case, a mongrel race—for more than a hundred years. But their acceptability was hardly tested. Though Leonard’s parents were acquainted with many Gentiles, they had few close friends among them.


    In Reuben Sachs the grown-ups do not disapprove of their young-adult sons mixing with Gentiles. (Girls were less adventurous and more protected.) They never imagine it might lead to the disaster of their “marrying out.” What the novel demonstrates is the new self-consciousness, anxiety and self-questioning of young Jewish men as they moved halfway out of the cocoon of the community. Leonard was only eight when this novel was published. He and his brothers and sisters, as young adults, were to move out of the cocoon definitively, and get some benefits—even as they felt, and denied or ignored, the chill.


     


    Leonard, in a later account of the household in Sowing, did not endorse the rigid hierarchical structure that underpinned 101 Lexham Gardens: “it is because I condemn its economic basis and its economic effect upon other classes that I have been a socialist for most of my life.” He perceived the “snugness and smugness, snobbery, its complacent exploitation of economic, sexual and racial classes.” Nevertheless, “the actual relations between the human beings living in these large households…were, on the whole, in my remembrance extraordinarily human and humane.”


    This is borne out by the evidence. Leonard, who kept everything, preserved “The Leonard Paper,” a family newspaper he produced at the age of eight. Here is the issue for 4 August 1889:


    MAMA


    At the begining of the day Mrs. Woolf had a bad head ack.


    Sad dis-appointment


    In the Woolfs den


    A gentleman was expected to dinner but did not come.


    He was writing letters, in capitals, when he was four or five, to his brothers and sisters and parents when they were away. He signs himself sometimes “Lennie,” sometimes “Leonard,” and is always demonstratively and confidently affectionate: “My darling Papa,” “My darling Parents,” “My darling Mother,” and ending with “lots of love and kisses,” “many many kisses,” “xxxxxxx.” Maybe the children were not all as blithe as Leonard. His elder brother Herbert wrote to his parents, when he was six: “I am a good boy and don’t want any cold water.” Harold too was always assuring them that he was “a good boy.”


    Leonard never referred to his goodness or badness. He said he had an acute sense of disgrace, but no sense of sin. He credited his father’s personal ethos for this. Sidney Woolf told his children that a complete rule of conduct for a man’s life had been laid down definitively by the prophet Micah: “What doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?”16


     


    Leonard had a strong sense of evil, and black epiphanies. The first was when he rushed excitedly out into the small back garden on the family’s return from a summer holiday. He loved the garden, and had his own small patch of sooty border, to sow and grow flowers.


    The autumnal garden was bounded by walls draped in grimy ivy, and the ivy was covered in spiders’ webs. In the center of each web was a spider. The little boy looked at the spiders, smelled the sour earth and the ivy, “and suddenly my whole mind and body seemed to be overwhelmed in melancholy.” He was experiencing for the first time “cosmic unhappiness,” without knowing what it was.


    He knew disgust and terror too, evoked by glimpses of the chaos, violence and poverty beyond the security of the home world: the ragged, cursing, drunken man who tried to “help” with the family’s luggage, before being frog-marched away by a policeman; or, on a walk with his nurse, seeing a “raging and raving woman” being dragged along by policemen, her hat rolling into the gutter; the shrieks of a demented woman passing along the Cromwell Road behind their house in the night, heard from his bed. Stories of Jack the Ripper, and of a little old woman in black who on foggy nights stabbed Kensington gentlemen with a long knife, penetrated the children’s world.


     


    The parents wrote home every day when they were away, and sent flowers and sweets, and left little notes and gifts for the nurse to put under the children’s pillows. Leonard told “My darling Papa” in May 1890, when he was nine, the news of the day: a cat got into the garden under the wire; an overloaded four-wheeler lost its load turning into Kensington High Street, “a very funny sight”; and a butterfly settled on the grass in the garden and was pounced on by a sparrow “who took it away leaving one wing on the grass.” There are frequent assurances that “all the birds and animals are all right.”


    That summer the children went on holiday to Whitby in Yorkshire with their mother and Miss Amy, their governess, staying at West Cliff Villa. Papa was not there because he was ill. Papa was often ill, which was why he and Mother went away to south coast resorts so frequently.


    In Whitby, Leonard had another experience of despair. Just after their arrival he was supremely happy, watching two large newts basking in the sun on the rampart above the sparkling sea. Suddenly afraid, he looked up and saw a big black cloud blotting out the sun. It was in itself frightening; and it elicited again “that sense of profound, passive, cosmic despair, the melancholy of a human being, eager for happiness and beauty, powerless in the face of a hostile universe.”


    There is a bunch of his letters from March 1891, when the parents, with Bella, were in Torquay. While they were away, the de Jongh grandparents took the remaining children to synagogue, where there was, according to ten-year-old Leonard, “a beautiful sermon.” Aunt Bloom came round, and brought “a nice cake for tea.” Leonard enclosed a piece of Easter egg in one of his letters. “I hope it won’t get squashed by the time it gets to you.” They were going to the Bethnal Green Museum with their tutor, Mr. Floyd. They had been to the Indian Museum with Miss Berger. And, over and over: “I hope Papa is better.”


    The children’s nurse was Mary Vickary,17 from a farm family in Somerset, and she was central to Leonard’s security and comfort. She brought up all nine children. (There was always a young nursemaid to help her, and a temporary “monthly nurse” to care for the newborns.) She had little education, but lots of imagination. She was a Christiana—strict Baptist—and Leonard shared her entranced reading about the iniquities of the great world in the Baptist Times. Similar thrills were provided by her other reading matter, which was, quite fortuitously, de Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium Eater, which she read aloud with difficulty and some mispronunciations in her warm West Country accent. Leonard wrote in old age: “I can still feel myself physically enfolded in the warmth and safety of the great nursery on the third floor of the house in Lexham Gardens, the fire blazing behind the tall guard, the kettle singing away, and nurse, with her straight black hair parted in the center, and her smooth, oval peasant face, reading The Baptist Times or the visions of the opium eater.”


    Leonard read extracts from Sowing on BBC radio in the year before publication, which Bella heard. “By the way there were many inaccuracies in that broadcast such as the date of our Father’s birth.” She thought most of it was excellent: “I only cavil at your saying Nurse had a ‘peasant face.’ You have forgotten her. She had a very aquiline profile—very beautiful in her day.”


    Leonard did not change the passage about Nurse Vickary in his book, and no matter how faulty his grasp of historical truth, the emotional truth remains. The curtains would be drawn across the nursery windows, and all they heard was the clip-clop of horses drawing vehicles in the street outside. “The nursery remains for me the Platonic idea laid up in heaven of security and peace and civilisation.” The nursery world represented the antithesis of the spiders in the garden, the raving, degraded street women, and the ominous mob of the unemployed whom he saw shambling along muddy Kensington High Street in the November fog to a rally in Trafalgar Square, when he was seven. “Those long lines of marching men, drab and dingy but lowering and grim…came into my life from another, unknown world…”18 The nurses hurried the Woolf children away home. There was a note of anxiety in the talk of his parents and their friends.


     


    Leaving the nursery—still occupied by Harold, Edgar, Clara, Flora, Cecil and Philip—Leonard moved into the schoolroom. The first teaching he ever had, at the age of five, was in the kindergarten of the small private girls’ school which Bella attended in Trebovir Road, south of the Cromwell Road in a “wasteland of Victorian middle-class dreariness.” The headmistress, Mrs. Cole, was a short dumpy woman in a black bonnet, possessed of terrific energy. All he learned there was to take an interest in small girls. In class, under the table, he held the hand of a yellow-haired one, and in the hall he kissed a black-haired one. The kiss caused “an open scandal” and Leonard was removed. He resumed lessons at home, with his elder brother Herbert and the tutor, Mr. Floyd.


    Mr. Floyd was so weird-looking that street-boys used to hoot at him when Herbert and Leonard met him at Kensington High Street underground station after breakfast each weekday morning. Leonard’s tame canary, Johnnie, liked to perch on Mr. Floyd’s head during lessons; Mr. Floyd wiped away Johnnie’s messes with blotting paper. Mr. Floyd believed in a spell of silence before beginning on the Latin and arithmetic, and wrote “TACE” (Latin for “Be silent”) in a tiny notebook of Leonard’s. He also wrote “something in Hebrew, which is odd, because I am sure he was not a Jew.” That teasing “something in Hebrew” which Leonard could never read meant “A fool cannot understand this.”19


     


    Like most Jewish families, the Woolfs and the de Jonghs had relations scattered over the world. There were de Jongh cousins in Costa Rica, who came to stay when Leonard was about ten, and whose father subsequently sent each of the Woolf children a gold sovereign at Christmas. (The Woolfs celebrated both Jewish and Christian festivals, without prejudice.) A cousin, Florence Abrahamson of the Scandinavian branch, reminisced about what a relief it had been, when staying with the de Jongh grandparents, “to escape from the tedium of Addison Gardens into the cheery, cosy atmosphere of Lexham Gardens. Of course, I loved your mother, but I was afraid of your father.” Hilda, the little girl who enjoyed the teas, remembered Bella taking her upstairs to “a large and very dark library” to meet Mr. Woolf. “He was sitting in a large armchair and looked ill and tired, but he patted me on the head and hoped that I had done well in the dancing lessons.”


    During the week, 101 Lexham Gardens was a matriarchal universe. Marie Woolf liked jokes and she was nice-looking, “we all liked to see her let down her hair, for it reached well below her knees and was extraordinarily thick.” The best time of day for the children was between tea and Father’s return from the Temple, when they played with her in the library.


    They saw little of their father. It was fun to be with him, because it was a rare treat, and because he was an exciting father, quick-minded and full of energy. Leonard treasured the memory of the time when he, alone of the family, stayed up in London for a night when the rest had started out for the annual summer holiday. He was six, and felt “terribly proud and important” driving to the Temple with his father, and sitting near him in court while a case was being tried. The opposing counsels—with Leonard—went off and lunched together at the Rainbow Tavern, and Leonard was astonished to find them the best of friends when they had been arguing so heatedly in court. That evening, he dined alone with his father, having received a playfully formal invitation: “Mr. Sidney Woolf requests the pleasure of Master Leonard Sidney Woolf’s company to dinner this evening, at 7.30.” For the first time he felt close to his father “in a grown-up way.”


    Leonard inherited his slight physique and modest stature from his father, and was not a robust child. He had scarlet fever and pneumonia when he was three; the queen’s doctor, Sir William Jenner, was called in. (As a reward for taking his medicine, Leonard was offered by Sir William anything he would like. “I should like to pull your nose,” said Leonard.) What he lacked in height and weight, he made up for in determination. On his seventh or eighth birthday he was given a tricycle. He, Herbert and their father, all of them on tricycles, one large and two small, set out on a ride together to Richmond Park. It was a long way for a small boy, and Leonard’s tricycle had something wrong with it. He had to work doubly hard just to get the wheels to go around at all. Instead of fun, it was agony. He said no word of complaint to his father, but was so distressed and exhausted when they got home that he collapsed in the hall and had to be put straight to bed.


    “I presume that like every other male, I was in love with my mother and hated my father”—but he found no residual trace in himself either of the “in love” feeling for his mother, nor of hate for his father. “I admired him greatly and certainly thought I was fond of him, and I think that he was both fond and proud of me, because as a small boy I was intelligent, reserved, and had a violent temper, and so in fact resembled him.”


    Leonard all his life suffered from a tremor in his hands, which grew more pronounced when he was nervous. It may have been a type of inherited early-onset dystonia (classified today as DYTI), which mainly, but not only, affects Ashkenazi Jews. He said that his father had it: “I remember how, as a small child, I noticed that, when he sat in the library reading The Times after breakfast, the paper and his hands perpetually trembled a little.” The curious thing is that the generation after Leonard’s remembered their Grandmother Woolf as having the tremor, and spraying tea all over the tray as she filled the teacups.


    Either both Leonard’s parents had the tremor, or his mother developed one in the process of aging, or Leonard preferred to inherit his tremor from his father, feeling as he did so much more his father’s son than his mother’s. A letter from Mr. Woolf to “My darling little Leonard,” when Leonard was seven, suggests great mutual affection: “I was delighted with your letter and sketch of the dovecote, and thank you very much for them also for the pansy.” Mr. Woolf was in Hove to watch a county cricket match, and told Leonard how he had seen the great W. G. Grace go out “with the large score of 215 [runs]”; “I send you today’s Card which may please you. Give my best love to your darling Mother, Herbert, and your dear little brothers and sisters, and accept a hearty embrace from, Your fond father Sidney Woolf.”


    Mr. Woolf was tolerant intellectually, but temperamentally irascible, and enraged by stupidity. On Sundays, the atmosphere shifted from matriarchal to patriarchal. Sunday lunch, in true British fashion, was a ritual event. By the late 1880s all the children except the three youngest sat around the table. A cousin named Bennie, who lived alone, had a standing invitation. “The Jew,” to quote Reuben Sachs, “is morbidly sensitive as regards the social standing of the compatriot whom he admits to his hospitality.” It was not Bennie’s social status that was the problem so much as his self-presentation, and his stupidity. Leonard recalled him, three-quarters of a century later, with an undiminished vehemence which reflected his father’s: “He was almost, to look at, the comic Jew of the caricature, and he was that curious, but not very uncommon, phenomenon, the silly Jew who seems deliberately to exaggerate and exploit his silliness. He was the Jew so accurately described by one of the Marx brothers: ‘He looks like a fool and talks like a fool, but don’t let him deceive you—he is a fool.’”20


    Bennie never failed to produce, and to insist upon sustaining, some inane generalization which drove his Uncle Sidney completely wild and brought a torrent of vocal exasperation down on his innocent head. “I can still see the scene, all of us children sitting round the Sunday lunch table, the great sirloin appearing from under the enormous silver cover, my father with his serious, sensitive face with his carving knife poised over the sirloin as he quoted the prophet Micah, and the rather surprised and sheepish face of my cousin Bennie who was not wont to walk or talk humbly with his God or anyone else.”21


     


    The picture of Leonard’s first eleven years is of a rich, argumentative, noisy, loving, fully occupied and happy childhood, packed with lessons, pets, walks, visits, excursions, parties, and regular summer holidays, enlivened by constant contact with the extended family.


    Leonard already had a deep feeling for birds, beasts and flowers. He had an acute and complex perception of the opposite sex—whether as comfort, or as allure, or as nightmare. His sense of security was shaken by glimpses of the ugliness, violence and poverty outside the home world. He was to hate and fear drunkenness all his life, and the threat posed by any gross disturbance, disorder and loss of control. He was a sensitive boy, “eager for happiness and beauty,” assailed by moments of black melancholy and terror. The significant bad moments he records all have to do with the blighting of expectations: running out into the home garden after absence; the first moments of a longed-for seaside holiday; the new tricycle.


     


    The family’s expectations were blighted definitively. Sidney Woolf had always overworked, and had poor health. In its issue of 29 January 1892, The Law Gazette published, with a full-page photograph, a flattering biographical sketch of ‘Mr. Sidney Woolf, Q.C.” in their series “Our Portrait Gallery,” with the evident purpose of highlighting his next career move. He was a candidate for the post of Recorder of London,22 and the anonymous author of the article included a quotation from his address to the aldermen: “I have not, up to the present time, sought a seat in Parliament, but if, in your opinion, the interests of the Corporation are best served by the Recorder being a member of the House of Commons, I should be willing, when an opportunity offers, to seek election to that position.”


    Sidney Woolf never became Recorder of London or a Member of Parliament. He must have known how ill he was. He signed his will on 10 January 1892, shortly before the appearance of the article in The Law Gazette. On 12 March 1892 he died, at home. He was forty-seven. The death certificate gave as the cause of death “Tubercular disease of both Lungs chronic 2 years. Sudden infiltration of tubercles in both Lungs with great Dyspnoea [breathlessness] & extreme heart weakness 6 days.” He was buried in what Leonard called the “grim and grimy” cemetery in the Balls Pond Road, which served the Berkeley Street synagogue, and the quotation from the prophet Micah was engraved on his tombstone: “What doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?”


    Sidney Woolf earned around £5,000 a year at the Bar, and his income died with him. The gross value of his estate was £6,120. 16s. 1d. The house in Lexham Gardens was held on a lease, not owned. For Leonard, who was eleven, and for his whole family, the world changed overnight.
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     arie Woolf’s first husband, Albert Goldstücker, had left her provided for, but when she married Sidney Woolf her inheritance had reverted to her nephew and niece Charlotte and Martin Abrahamson, who “did what few people do,” as Bella later said, and renounced the capital and its income in her favor. Mrs. Woolf hung on at Lexham Gardens for two years, then moved with her children—and a cook, parlormaid and housemaid—south of the Thames and farther west, to the outer suburbs: 9 Colinette Road, off the Upper Richmond Road in Putney. She named the house Lexham, after their lost home, and it was always Lexham, with no mention of “9,” on their headed writing paper.1

     


    Lexham was smaller than their old home, but capacious—a gravel sweep, a pointed porch, three floors over a basement. All the houses on Colinette Road, built in the 1870s, are detached, with little variation between them except that they were built alternately in red and in yellow brick. The Woolfs’ was a yellow one. Marie Woolf found a new best friend at number 3, in Emma Ross, a fellow widow with three daughters.


    Putney had a celebrity resident. Leonard was having his hair cut in the barber’s shop down by the station when in at the door came “a tiny little man in a black cape and a black sombrero-like hat, below which hung lank curls.” There was “fear and pain” in his pale blue eyes as he rushed straight out again. The barber told Leonard this was “Mr. Swinburne, the writer,” who lived around the corner at The Pines on Putney Hill, with his friend and keeper Theodore Watts-Dunton. Later Leonard and his friends, in their Cambridge days, were to glut themselves on Swinburne’s luscious poetical productions, and declaim them at midnight as they strolled back to their rooms across Trinity Great Court:


    

     Thou hast conquered, O pale Galilean; the world has grown grey from thy breath;/We have drunk on things Lethean, and fed on the fullness of death.


    


    Herbert had started at Arlington House, a boarding preparatory school in Kemptown, a suburb of Brighton, the year before Mr. Woolf died. Robert Burman, the headmaster, insisted that Herbert should stay on, and that Leonard should join him, at reduced fees. He was equally generous in taking on Harold, Edgar, Cecil and Philip in their turn.


    For Leonard, the most important person at Arlington House was the games master Mr. Woolley. “His attitude to cricket was that of an artist to his art.” Leonard learned the importance of style. He remained small for his age, and slight, and highly competitive. He played, during his long life, virtually every kind of game from contact sports to checkers, and was incapable of taking even the silliest game lightly. At Arlington House he was saved, by his quick temper and by being good at games, from unpopularity as a “swot”; for to be intelligent and to take lessons seriously was considered despicable.


    He was told the facts of sex by a boy who had probably “the dirtiest mind in an extraordinarily dirty-minded school.” When Leonard’s elder brother Herbert became captain of the school he refused to allow practices which had previously been tolerated. Leonard, who succeeded Herbert as school captain, followed his example and, “as we were both strict disciplinarians,” when he left in 1894 “the atmosphere had changed from that of a sordid brothel to that more appropriate to fifty fairly happy small boys under the age of fifteen.”


    Leonard was “half-awake” at this school, his mind insufficiently engaged, as if he were existing in some dreamy, underwater state, always feeling he was about to wake up. He associated this sensation, in Growing, with his entranced reading of Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea by the light of gas jets in the warm school library on Sunday afternoons. He did not discuss in Sowing the extent to which he was grieving for his father. Nowhere, in all his voluminous archive, is there any reference to how much he suffered from this loss. There was more dysfunction in the Woolf family than was apparent in their early childhood, and it is probable that depression was a component of their father’s ill health. There was depression in the de Jongh family too. Leonard’s “half-awake” state had a depressive component.


     


    It is impossible to overstress the importance of bicycles. Leonard’s boyhood coincided with the last years of an idyllic period, after the development of the rail network, before the coming of the motorcar, when suburban roads were quiet and safe, when suburban sprawl did not reach out so far, and the silent countryside was accessible from the cities. Bicycles provided a freedom unknown to all previous and subsequent generations of adolescents. Before they left Lexham Gardens, Herbert had his first two-wheeler—which Leonard, on his first attempt to ride, comprehensively smashed up. Later they became experts, saving up to buy the desired models. “I got exquisite pleasure from a cycle with handlebars like ram’s horns and yellow rims to the wheels.”2 Leonard won a scholarship to St. Paul’s School, and bicycled the three miles from Putney in term-time.


    St. Paul’s School is what in England is called for historical reasons a public school—which means a private, fee-paying school. Its significant history dates from 1509. Samuel Pepys was a pupil, as were the first Duke of Marlborough (as John Churchill), and the astronomer Edmund Halley. The school became one of the “great schools” of England, in the same category as Eton, Winchester, Harrow and Westminster, when in 1884 it moved from the purlieus of St. Paul’s Cathedral to a building designed by Alfred Waterhouse, architect of the Natural History Museum, on a sixteen-acre site on Hammersmith Road.


    Under the High Master, Frederick William Walker, who masterminded this change from charitable City institution to major public school, numbers grew rapidly, turning out a supply of young gentlemen with the confidence and leadership qualities to take high positions in the Church, the Army, Government and Empire. In Walker’s day—and Walker was still High Master when Leonard was there—St. Paul’s also began to admit non-Christians, the majority of whom were Jews.


    Just as in families, boys at the same school at the same time remember different things, and the same things differently. It is not from Leonard’s autobiography that one learns that the school uniform—an Eton jacket for the younger boys; and a Sunday top hat, a straw hat for summer, and a school cap; a bowler hat instead of the cap, once you turned sixteen—was bought from Barker’s department store on Kensington High Street; nor that this gear was laughed at by common boys on the streets; nor that you wore a silver fish on your watch-chain if you were a Foundation Scholar, as Leonard was; nor that the school was divided up into “clubs,” unimaginatively named A, B, C, D, E and F. Leonard did not even bother to record which he belonged to. One learns these things and more from the novelist Compton Mackenzie, who started at St. Paul’s in the same year as Leonard. Like Leonard, he was to write a multi-volume autobiography. In his second volume3—or “octave,” as he called it, because there were eight—he gave his account of the school.


    The publisher Victor Gollancz was also at St. Paul’s, a decade later. From him one learns more than one needs to know about the sordid, stinking lavatories. Gollancz also recorded that when morning and evening prayers were held, the Jewish boys met in the art room for their own prayers, and that there were games on Saturday mornings in which Gollancz, coming from an Orthodox family, could not take part.4 Leonard, coming from the Reform tradition, did not have this problem.


     


    Leonard, recalling St. Paul’s, wrote almost entirely about his educational experience, “Spartan in its intellectual toughness and severity.” In their first term, scholarship boys were called “the Special,” properly the “Class under Special Tuition.” Leonard and the other twenty-eight boys in the Special studied Greek and Latin composition, both prose and poetry. “We did absolutely nothing else.” The ancient languages became part of the “permanent furniture” of Leonard’s mind. The Special worked in the Hall, under Mr. Pantin, author of an Introduction to Latin Elegiacs, “a kindly but melancholy master” (with a perpetual cold in the head, according to Compton Mackenzie).


    Mr. Walker the High Master, the “Old Man,” would erupt into the Hall and flop down on a bench beside one of the boys to inspect his work, growling and grumbling as he assessed his intellectual capacity and the likelihood of his winning a scholarship, or at least an exhibition, to Balliol College, Oxford, or Trinity College, Cambridge. This is how he judged the success of his school; and it was successful.


    Leonard described the Old Man as short and solid, “with a red face, rather bloodshot eyes, a straggly beard, a very wide mouth showing black teeth.” His voice was a raucous bellow. Compton Mackenzie’s description was similar: the Old Man was “the personification of majesty, dominion, ferocity and awe. He seemed [to a small boy] huge of build, with a long grey beard to which adhered stale morsels of food and the acrid scent of strong cigars.” He glared, and he was deaf.


    One day he plonked himself down on the bench in the Hall beside Leonard and looked at him “with a terrifying leer which revealed a satyr’s mouth full of black and decaying teeth.” He corrected Leonard’s work and then roared at him, in high good humor: “Boy, your mother has been to see me. Your mother did not like me.” Mrs. Woolf, true to form, had called on the High Master to discuss her son’s brilliant future. She was hectored for ten minutes to the effect that her son had been badly taught, and it was doubtful whether anything could be done with him. “But Mr. Walker, what can I do?” “Do, Mrs. Woolf? Do? You have done enough.” And he opened the door for Mrs. Woolf to leave.


     


    After the intensive term in the Special, scholarship boys were drafted back into the mainstream. Leonard took mathematics, French, Divinity and English, though nothing was considered really important except Latin and Greek. Leonard’s translations of English poetry into Latin or Greek, or both, were often marked “Good,” or “Very good,” with some sharp comments: “Do try to put in more words. You cut it down so.” “Wants more style and vigour.” “The writing too small and cramped.” But, of a translation of Byron’s “She walks in beauty like the night…”: “Your verses are distinctly good, they run well, and read like poetry and [like] Latin. Your chief fault is a tendency to obscurity.”


    In his class list at the end of summer 1895 he was ranked just above the halfway mark. A year later, he was third out of eighteen; in 1898, second out of eleven. In his last summer, he had sunk to tenth out of fourteen.


    When Leonard was sixteen, he came under the influence of a sympathetic teacher, A. M. Cook. Compton Mackenzie portrayed him as “Mr. Cray” in the first volume (1913) of his successful novel Sinister Street: he had his “favorites and sycophants,” to whom he was “benignity incarnate, purring over his cubs and looking not unlike a mangy old lioness.” He and Leonard used to walk around together, discussing books and life, during the fifteen-minute morning break. Mr. Cook talked to Leonard as an equal, and encouraged him to read. Leonard kept a notebook with lists of Mr. Cook’s recommended authors—Borrow, Montaigne, Sterne—and a few significant quotations: one from Ibsen’s Ghosts, for example, about “dead ideas, and lifeless old beliefs” which have no vitality “but cling to us all the same.” And from Tolstoy’s Resurrection: “The animalism of the brute nature in man is disgusting,” but when the animalism “hides under a cloak of poetry and aesthetic feeling and demands our worship—then we are swallowed up by it completely and worship animalism, no longer distinguishing good from evil, then it is awful.”5


    Mr. Cook gave him a prize of Bacon’s Essays bound in pale blue leather tooled with gold, with an inscription to “L. S. Woolf, first in written work.” Another quotation in the notebook is from Meredith’s The Tragic Comedians: “You meet now and then men who have the woman in them without being womanized; they are the pick of men.” Mr. Cook was like that, and if there was a tinge of homoeroticism it did Leonard no harm. Leonard was sexually ignorant. No one, since the “dirty-minded” little boy at Arlington House, had ever told him anything, and “no relation or teacher, indeed no adult, ever mentioned the subject of sex to me.” Victorian middle-class boys like himself were “just left to drift,” while, as he grew older, he was continually “harassed, persecuted and plagued, sometimes one might even say tormented and tortured, by the nagging of sexual curiosity and desire.”


    An essay Leonard wrote for Mr. Cook was titled “Individuality”: “If there be no individuality there can be no great man (for after all a great man is only one who gives his individuality full rein, who allows himself to be different from his fellowmen).” Leonard felt himself to be different from his schoolfellows, and wanted to be. Long afterward, he wrote in After the Deluge (1931) that boys at school were compelled to be “animated with the right feeling of esprit de corps, a feeling which belongs to the psychology of the herd…In such a system there is no place or tolerance for individuality or the consciousness of individuality.”


    He wrote a lively essay on “Political Agitation” which was marked alpha, and his “Monarchy” won the school’s Truro Essay Prize6 in 1898 (£20—a fortune—and a gold medal, which he later sold for £15). His conclusion about monarchy was that Britain should dispense with it when, and only when, the population was “raised high enough” not to need magical thinking and a model “bathed in mystery.” It sounds as if Mr. Cook had set him to read critically Walter Bagehot’s The English Constitution (1867), in which it is stated: “Our royalty is to be reverenced…Its mystery is its life. We must not let in daylight upon magic.”


    Compton Mackenzie recalled walking with Leonard across the schoolyard on a summer day. “Leonard Woolf by now must have been fully sixteen; yet he was still in an Eton jacket and looked not a day more than fourteen.” Mackenzie could not remember what they talked about, “but I have a clear memory of an emotion of gratitude to know that there were other people near my own age who felt strongly critical of conventional opinion and were able to express that criticism with such lucid eloquence.” Leonard’s only recorded memory of encountering Mackenzie at school is, however, quite other—in a football scrum, on a wet November afternoon.


     


    In the summer holidays of their teenage years, Leonard and Herbert took off on long “bicycle tours” all over the country, once taking their bikes by sea all the way to the Shetlands off the north coast of Scotland. It says a lot for Mrs. Woolf’s liberal views or, more likely, for her depressed state, that they were allowed to go. Beneath the liveliness of the large family, there was what Leonard described as a sense of “fundamental insecurity,” reinforced by outside events. His sisters’ headmistress at the Earl’s Court school, Mrs. Cole, became obsessed by the Armenian massacres, and “descended like a whirlwind of black silk ribbons,” fund-raising for the survivors.7 The terrible stories and Mrs. Cole’s passionate outrage had a profound effect on Leonard. “I could almost see the helpless Armenians being bayoneted by the Turkish soldiers and the women and children fleeing and floundering among the snowdrifts.”


    He connected these horrors with the trauma of being told to drown five newborn puppies, at about the same age. When he plunged the first tiny blind creature into the bucket of water, it began “to fight desperately for its life, struggling, beating the water with its paws.” He suddenly realized that it was an individual, an “I,” and that it was fighting for its life just as he would, were he drowning. “It was,” he wrote at the very end of his long life, “a horrible, an uncivilized thing to drown that ‘I’ in a bucket of water.”8 By the age of fifteen or sixteen he had “a fatalistic acceptance of instability and the impermanence of happiness.” Though he felt that some things mattered profoundly, he felt equally profoundly “in the depths of my being, that in the last resort nothing matters.” This was his strategy for avoiding unbearable pain.


    The three eldest children became, after their father’s death, “prematurely serious and grown-up” as Leonard described it. Bella, though still in her teens, was earning money for the family by writing children’s stories for Little Folks magazine, and for the “Young Israel” page of the Jewish Chronicle. Herbert, as the eldest son, could be self-important in a way that annoyed Leonard. In a later and unhappy time, Bella wrote to Leonard: “I being so near [Herbert] in age, remember of course how he shouldered responsibility from such an early age and was such a tower of strength to Lady and me in those very difficult years after Papa died.”


    “Lady” was the children’s pet name for their mother. Mrs. Woolf was adored, and exacted adoration. They called her “Lady” all their grown-up lives. All the children except Leonard, that is. He alone never called her “Lady.” He called her Mother.


    During his adolescence, Leonard began to be irritated by Mother. She coped with many difficulties, and “managed” by upholding what the logical, truth-seeking Leonard saw as a fantasy. He thought she loved him the least of her children, because he was unsympathetic to her fantasy. “She lived in a dream world which centred on herself and her nine children. It was the best of all possible worlds, a fairyland of nine perfect children worshipping a mother to whom they owed everything, loving one another, and revering the memory of their deceased father.” If anything happened to destabilize this picture, she became agitated.


    An example of this was when the boys were discussing at dinner a report from the Boer War about a soldier in the Royal Horse Artillery who saw his brother lying wounded on the ground. It was contrary to orders to stop or swerve, so he shut his eyes and drove his gun-carriage over his brother. Herbert said he was wrong, Leonard said he was right. In the course of the heated argument Leonard, improvising vividly about what he would feel and do in such a situation, found himself “unfortunately driving a gun over the body of my brother Herbert.” Mother and Bella burst into floods of tears. It was nearly midnight before calm was restored, principally because Herbert kept bringing the matter up again with more argument. This persistence was a Woolf characteristic. Like poor cousin Bennie at Sunday lunch driving his Uncle Sidney wild by pressing on with his illogical nonsense, they just could not let things go.


    The gun-carriage story is like another which, years later, Leonard told E. M. Forster, who told his own biographer.9 He had been out riding with a man he disliked when their horses bolted out of control toward a gap in a hedge only big enough for one to pass through. Leonard decided that “I’m more worth keeping alive than he,” and prepared to charge at the other man, risking killing him. Fortunately the man fell off his horse in time. Then—and this was the most characteristic touch, thought Forster—Leonard proceeded to tell the man exactly what his reasoning had been. He wished, he told Forster, that it could happen again, only with someone worth sacrificing his life to.


    Leonard’s revolt against his mother’s unreason focused on more than her dream world. “I was conscious already at the age of 17,” he wrote in Principia Politica, “of a particular difference of outlook between me and my mother.” She regarded certain things and behaviors as absolutes, “natural,” when they were purely conventional: that men, for example, should behave in one way and women in another, that only certain professions were possible for middle-class young men, that you should dress in a certain way when you went out to pay calls and that you should pay calls on a Sunday afternoon. Leonard was citing his mother as an example of someone trapped in the “communal psychology” of her time and class. (One might ask, how could she possibly have been otherwise?)


     


    When Leonard got into the top classical grade at St. Paul’s, it was back to doing nothing except Latin and Greek apart from Ancient History and Divinity. He was overwhelmed by what he called “the greatest masterpiece of historical literature,” the famous speech of Pericles in Book II of Thucydides’History of the Peloponnesian War, “a superb statement of Athenian patriotism and of the social ideals and social practices in Periclean Athens.” Pericles’ speech became the equivalent, for Leonard, of his father’s quotation from the Book of Micah. He knew it was “one of the most hackneyed passages in all world literature”10 and that “all its associations are wearisome and sordid; dog-eared books, stained desks, the ugly class-room smelling of boys and ink, the bored voice of the master, the slow tick of the malignant clock.” Yet he never read it without an “uplifting of the heart…” This happens to be from Principia Politica. But over and over, in his historical and political writing, Leonard was to evoke Periclean Athens in the fifth century B.C, and Pericles’ speech in particular, as stating “once and for all, the creed of the civilised man in the language of bare beauty peculiar to the Greeks.” The Athens of Pericles was not as just nor as rational as Leonard saw it, but he invested it with all the values that meant most to him. “Civilization for Pericles consists mainly in social organization and social objectives of which the most important are mental or spiritual, not material things, and social relations.”11 The opposite of civilization, and everything that he feared and dreaded, was “barbarism.”


    During his last year he was one of the promising boys to be tutored in the Walkers’ own house by the Walkers’ son Dick, a distinguished Balliol scholar, who was grooming him for the university scholarship examinations. Also in his last year, he was formally elected to the school debating society, the Union. Leonard spoke up in the debates: in favor of “foreign immigration”; against “the progress of civilization” when it raised one class at the expense of others; and against the proposal that cheap magazines had a pernicious moral effect. A more exciting society to which he was elected in his last year was the Junior Debating Society, founded by the trio of G. K. Chesterton,12 E. C. Bentley13 and Lucian Oldershaw.14 Cecil Chesterton, G. K.’s younger brother, was in Leonard’s year and also belonged, but “Junior” was a misnomer: the founders, now embarked upon their professional lives, sometimes attended, and on these occasions Leonard heard politics being discussed in an adult way. Leonard thought it “amusing,” in view of the Chestertons’ subsequent anti-Semitism, forcibly expressed in print, that three out of the four boys elected during his time “to this very exclusive society” were Jewish.


     


    Leonard’s small pocket diary for his last year at school, 1898, records nothing about the debating societies. It records three occasions when he went to synagogue. He wrote in Sowing that when he was fourteen he announced to his mother that he no longer believed and would never go to synagogue again. This caused a family sensation which blew over—as, clearly, did his adamant views on the subject, for the time being.


    On his last school report the Old Man wrote: “Clever and should do well.” The address the High Master gave at that year’s prize giving in July was revealing of his vision. It had been a good year—twenty scholarships to Oxford and Cambridge. Hard work, pronounced the Old Man, does no one any harm, and “even the excessive strain of the struggle for the scholarships and prizes is not without its adequate compensations. It enforces self-control and self-denial, which are among the foremost of manly virtues.”


    Leonard would appropriate the manly virtues of self-control and self-denial all too well, and somewhat to his own disadvantage.


     


    One would suppose, from reading Sowing, that Leonard was the only one of his family to have gone to St. Paul’s. His account breathes singularity and isolation. His elder brother Herbert was educated elsewhere, as was Harold; but Edgar joined Leonard at St. Paul’s in 1897, and the two youngest, Cecil and Philip, followed on after Leonard left. Edgar had experience of a different, benign Old Man. Edgar was the brother who liked Leonard least. His letters to Leonard in adult life were like lumps of masonry hurled from an adjacent building. His gloss on Leonard’s account of the Old Man was relatively temperate. He said that Leonard was “quite wrong” about him. The “point of him” was that he knew every boy in the school, and was always on the lookout for talent in any direction—“arranging Chinese lessons for one, Egyptology for another, Hebrew for another.” Edgar stayed with the Walker family on holiday in Scotland, where “meals were hilarious…full of wit and repartee.” Leonard knew nothing of this side of Mr. Walker, who responded to Edgar’s more patent vulnerability.


     


    At St. Paul’s, Leonard developed what he called his “carapace” to present to the “outside and usually hostile world.” Most human beings have something of the sort, though Leonard did know some who seemed “wonderfully direct, simple, spiritually unveiled.” It made them seem almost like simpletons; they were “the sillies” whom Tolstoy thought “the best people in the world.”15 There was nothing, he believed, maybe with regret, of “the silly” about himself. The daughter of one of his Cambridge contemporaries, however, suggested that the “best and most central function” of his carapace may have been precisely to protect and preserve his valuable “silliness,” so rightly “beloved in you by others.” Leonard “survived his carapace” and not vice versa, “as tragically happens to most people.”16


    Leonard in his autobiography described at length his development of a carapace, but omitted to say why it was so essential for him to have one. He was good at his work, he was good at games. Perhaps he was sensitive about his small stature, his late physical development, the tremor in his hands?


    Compton Mackenzie, late in their lives, told Leonard he was one of the characters in his novel The East Wind of Love (1937), set in 1900 in a school based on St. Paul’s. The hero is John Pendarves Ogilvie, “a slim youth of seventeen with wavy nutbrown hair and a fresh complexion.” He is friendly with the prodigiously clever, Jewish, Emil Stern, “a solitary boy without ever being in the least lonely.” Stern is described in Mackenzie’s novel exactly as the schoolboy Leonard was later described in Mackenzie’s autobiography—with some suggestively lyrical additions: “He was not developed enough physically to be called a handsome boy, though to proclaim him pretty would be an insult to that finely carved pale face more Greek than Semitic, to those heavy-lidded large lustrous eyes and scarlet up-curving bow of a mouth…A Gentile half as attractive as Stern would have won the glances of every ambitious amorist in the school; but being a Jew he was disregarded.” Nor, because he is a Jew, does Stern in his last term become Captain of the School.


    Ogilvie and Stern are intimate friends until Ogilvie finds himself teased for being besotted by a Jew, and drops him, to Stern’s deep hurt and despair: “Never to the end of my days shall I feel the least sensitiveness over the attitude of the world to the Jew, for all that could be suffered from such sensitiveness I have suffered already…” Stern determines to live from then on without passion. “I want to see a world ruled by reason not by emotion as it is at present.”


    Many of the fictional young Stern’s opinions are startlingly like the adult Leonard’s. “Imperialism is more dangerous to the world than nationalism,” says Stern. “Imperialism can only mean war, and war on a large scale.” Stern says that anti-Semitism is “an antipathy based on a jealous fear of [the Jews’] superior level of intelligence and of their more realistic commercial sense. To that may be added the distrust of a race which seems parasitic because it lacks a country of its own”; and the doubt their achievements raised in the minds of those who want to believe “that all Asiatics and Africans are naturally inferior.”


    If Compton Mackenzie had not read Leonard’s books, either he had the uncanny intuition possessed by some novelists, or Leonard the boy was father to Leonard the man in an unusually coherent way. Emil Stern’s mother, in The East Wind of Love, says that her son was often difficult, “but his devotion is limitless.” That too was deeply true of Leonard.
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    One thing Compton Mackenzie did know about was the persecution of the Jewish boys at St. Paul’s. “It was my delight to put drawing pins with the sharp end up on the seats of Semitic school-desks. It was my delight to stick the lids of those desks with gelatine lozenges and watch the way the lid would come up with unexpected force and strike a Semitic chin. It was my delight to be a unit in two lines of exuberant young Nordic companions lined up on either side of a corridor in St. Paul’s School, and when some timid, book-laden young Jew passed along…to push him from side to side all the length of those grinning rows of boys until his books were scattered on the floor…”


    There was more and worse. This kind of bullying is confirmed by G. K. Chesterton’s account of how, at St. Paul’s, he rescued from a gang of tormentors “a strange swarthy little creature with a hooked nose” who was being “lightly tossed from one boy to another amid wild stares of wide-eyed scientific curiosity and questions like, ‘What is it?’ and ‘Is it alive?’” This is from Chesterton’s autobiography of 1936, whereas Mackenzie’s catalogue of cruelty comes from an unpublished article, also written in the 1930s. Mackenzie wrote it as an act of contrition. “Looking back at that silly anti-Semitism manifested with all the crudity of savage boyhood, I recognise that the fundamental cause of it was resentment at the way our Jewish schoolfellows used to sacrifice everything to reaching the top of the class.”17


    That is inadequate, for the same reason that Stern’s explanation of anti-Semitism in Mackenzie’s novel is inadequate. In all social classes in England, some degree of unthinking anti-Semitism was as normal as class-consciousness, acquired by osmosis from parental attitudes and values: another and different example of the “communal psychology” which so infuriated Leonard about his mother.


    Leonard might well have illustrated “communal psychology” in terms of anti-Semitism. But he could not, would not, do that, just as he could not, would not, make any link between the construction of his carapace and the reason why he needed one—his Jewishness. Once you have an effective carapace, nothing matters and, just as importantly, nothing must ever, ever, be seen to matter. Which is how his youngest brother Philip was able to write to him, after reading the autobiographical passages in Principia Politica, that the only criticism he would make was that Leonard “gave no weight to the effect of our being Jewish, which I believe is all-important.”


    Leonard insisted to the end of his life that when he was a boy, he “never realized I was any different from anyone else for years. I mean, nobody has ever said, ‘You dirty Jew,’ or anything like that. I think I once heard somebody say that at school and that was the first time I realized that it wasn’t merely that my religion was Jewish and somebody else’s was Mohammedan.”18 Yet, as he wrote in Sowing: “I suspect that the male carapace is usually grown to conceal cowardice. Certainly…the character which I invented to face the world with originated, to a large extent, in fear, in mental, moral, or physical cowardice.” (He had every reason to be fearful at St. Paul’s.) His carapace provided “the safety of a permanent alibi.” Nothing matters.


     


    Leonard went alone to Cambridge to sit the scholarship examination for Trinity College in March 1899. He should have gone up with other candidates from school the previous autumn, but had been ill. He did not get a scholarship, but an exhibition and a minor award which, together, would give him £75 a year.


    “I must have spent at least 10,000 hours of my short life sitting in some classroom,” many of them in dense boredom. “My intelligence must have been considerable to have survived this process of desiccation and attrition.”19 Such arrogance is the flip side of a fear of inferiority. It is also as if he felt his intelligence was something separate from himself, like a very good bicycle.


    He was a month short of his nineteenth birthday when he went up to Cambridge, and to his rooms at the top of a staircase in New Court in Trinity College, in October 1899.
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      “W

     hen for the first time as an undergraduate I walked through the Trinity Great Gate on my way to the rooms at the top of a staircase in New Court which was to be my lair for two years, I trod cautiously, with circumspection,” his carapace concealing his “uneasiness, lack of confidence, fear,” of which the tremor in his hands was “in part,” he conceded in this context, both the symptom and the cause.1

     


    Reading the college notices outside the Hall, he got talking with another first-year man. They walked away together and up to Leonard’s rooms. Saxon Sydney-Turner, an ex-scholar of Westminster School and the son of a doctor, was short and thin, with a pale face and pale hair. He was brilliant in a crossword puzzle—solving kind of way. “He had an immense knowledge of literature,” wrote Leonard, but he read books “rather in the spirit in which a man collects stamps.” He rarely committed himself to any definite opinion. In company, he was either completely silent or, in bursts, immensely voluble.


    It is sometimes difficult, hearing someone’s great friend described, to understand quite what the attraction is.


    Leonard and Saxon quickly got to know three other undergraduates who had come up at the same time—Lytton Strachey, Thoby Stephen and Clive Bell—this last somewhat fortuitously, because he lived on the same staircase as Saxon. These five formed an intimate alliance, particularly the trio of Leonard, Lytton and Saxon, “the trinity of Trinity.”


    They did not call each other by their first names. It was not the custom. To signify familiar friendship they used nicknames or abbreviations. Saxon Sydney-Turner was just Turner, though sometimes “His Majesty,” and visits from him “royal visits”; and, occasionally, he was “Anne.” Lytton was “the Strache” and Thoby Stephen was “the Goth,” on account of his physique—six feet two inches tall, broad and already a little heavy, with a handsome head. Leonard was “the Rabbi,” or just Woolf. Toward the end of their time at Cambridge, Leonard graduated to signing himself “Your L.”


    Thoby Stephen, the Goth, had great sweetness of nature. His mind, although “sound” as Leonard put it, was not brilliant or original, and he was not so stable or robust as he seemed. His mother had died when he was in his mid-teens, and a year before he came up to Trinity, his older stepsister, Stella, who had taken over the maternal role in the family, also died. His Trinity friends loved Thoby for his “grandeur,” his “magnificence.” This referred to his nature and character, not his intellect or his social poise. He liked, as did Leonard, doing things in the open air; it was with the Goth that Leonard went walking and bird-watching in the countryside around Cambridge, once arming themselves with a rocket so as to have the thrill of putting up a huge flock of starlings—“thousands upon thousands” of them, which roosted every evening in a clump of hawthorn trees.


    Clive Bell had curly red-blond hair, a cherubic face and a cheery manner. He was a “hearty,” from a well-off country family serenely unconcerned with books or ideas, like the Wilcox family in E. M. Forster’s Howards End. But even though when he came up to Cambridge he was “not yet an intellectual” as Leonard put it, he had a lively curiosity and developed an enthusiasm for literature and argument and, later, a passion for art.


    Lytton Strachey was an aesthete, and his appearance was singular. He draped his long, limp body and long, thin extremities in eccentric and picturesque garments. He was nearsighted, and never really well. “I never remember to have seen him run,” wrote Leonard. He was the eleventh of the thirteen children of Sir Richard Strachey, an ex—colonial administrator, and was cossetted by his vital and dominant mother and his strong-minded elder sisters. An odd, sensitive boy, Lytton was already “a very strange character,” as Leonard put it, when he came up to Trinity to read history.


    His voice was as singular as his appearance. It was a family voice, the “Strachey voice,” with exaggerated emphasis on unexpected words, and the pitch continuously swooping up and down. The voice and the manner were catching; most people who saw much of him, wrote Leonard, acquired the Strachey voice and never completely lost it. Lytton made Leonard laugh. Leonard made jokes and puns, but he was not effortlessly, maliciously funny like Lytton. Part of Lytton’s trick, or manner, which all the friends adopted, was to talk about deeply serious matters with outrageous flippancy, and about trivial matters with elaborate gravity. They analyzed one another’s characters ruthlessly, and despised all the conventions.


     


    Lytton was unwell, with palpitations, on their first summer vacation, and had to miss the Michaelmas (autumn) term of 1900. Leonard, on the other hand, was full of irritable energy, writing to him in September 1900: “I suddenly conceived an ardent desire to get away from civilization—so packed up Tristram Shandy and a bicycle and started for Shetland…I am seriously thinking of settling down here for good—as a village schoolmaster or something of that kind.” His dream of a retreat from the world of competition and worldly ambition was changing, but recurrent.


    During the Christmas vacation of 1900, at Lexham, Leonard drafted a “syllabus” or proposal for a work about mysticism to be edited by himself in collaboration with Saxon. He made “a list of Mystics,” which he sent on to Saxon. “I think we ought to hold a general meeting of the contributors next term to discuss the whole work,” he wrote. “Send me any suggestions or ommissions (?spelling). I should be quite willing to resign German mysticism into other hands. I have been reading Novalis and the bible in Portuguese. The latter is harder I find than the former.” Saxon was to write “a mystical Opera” for the same series, and Lytton would be a contributor.


    The idea was to investigate the usefulness of “the medium of the soul, as part and parcel of the Infinite, for addressing philosophical questions about the First Cause.” Topics to be covered included Platonism, the German, Irish, French, American and Egyptian traditions of mysticism, and the relation of literature, music and art to mysticism. Organized religion was rejected. Many long convivial evenings at Trinity, in Leonard’s rooms, were spent on this ambitious project, in the dual spirit of jokiness and intensity; and Leonard took a great many notes. They had no experience of popular culture, or none that they respected; books and ideas were their play as well as their work.


     


    During Easter vacation 1901, Leonard sat up late in his room at Lexham, smoking his pipe—they all smoked pipes, and they all carried walking sticks—over a dying fire, with his wire-haired fox terrier Charles beside him, and read and wrote letters until the dawn came up. He missed his friends. He was obsessed by the Book of Job. He identified strongly with Job. One of the amusements of Leonard, Lytton and Saxon during the previous term had been to compile a list of the great books of all time, ranking them in classes as if they were candidates for the Cambridge Tripos, and awarding Fellowships to a select few. Leonard wanted to elect the Book of Job. “The more I read it the more certain I feel that it is above the first class, that it is absolute perfection and can only rank with Plato and Shakespeare. I may be wrong and probably am—perhaps there really is Eastern blood in my veins which answers the cry of an ancestor—how splendid if one discovered that one was descended from Job!” He had, he said, been “kicking against the pricks” all day and longing to do something outrageous. The worst of it was “that one never does.”2
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    Back in Cambridge before the start of the summer term, he sent a poem to Saxon, headed “2.30 a.m.,” expressive of boredom and disillusion:


    

     I’ve done with all philosophies


     That tell how God this world has fled


     And bowed to Mephistopheles.


     I heard thy songs, Parmenides


     With wings of song envelopped,—


     I’ve done with all philosophies.


     Some glorious unrealities


     Despairingly were Truth I said,


     And bowed to Mephistopheles.


     Then, Plato, often spurning these


     I bound thy bough about my head—


     I’ve done with all philosophies.


     On intricate inanities


     Of quibbling Germans I have fed,


     And bowed to Mephistopheles.


     But now with these I finished


     And burned my books and gone to bed


     And bowed to Mephistopheles.


     I’ve done with all philosophies.


    


    He sent the poem to his elder sister Bella. She wrote a warm, consoling letter to “My dearest Len,” encouraging him to seek satisfaction in the everyday. Bella was now twenty-four, and handsome (though she had a cast in one eye), sympathetic and sociable. Leonard invited his friends home to Lexham, to meet the family; he went to Hove, near Brighton, to see Saxon and his parents, and became a familiar visitor at the Stracheys’ house in Lancaster Gate. He was fond of Lytton’s mother: “She liked playing billiards with me.” He would also visit the Stracheys en masse—five sons, five daughters, and some spouses—in the country houses they rented in the summer, all sitting around the table arguing “at the tops of their Stracheyan voices with Stracheyan vehemence.”3


     


    His friendship with Saxon was quieter. They discussed cricket, plays, and Wagner—Saxon’s passion—but mostly work (comparing translations of knotty passages of Aristotle), and the reading program for the mysticism project. “I see that you have seriously set yourself to Italian,” Leonard wrote in August 1901. He himself had been making “an entry into Spanish.” “I always feel in a kind of twilight here [at Lexham], just on the borderland of night. I dabble with work in the morning, take a dog—or relations (!)—for a walk, trot people [i.e., his mother and sisters] round to other people or places.”4


     


    Before returning to Trinity for the Michaelmas term of 1901, he went to Cornwall with his brother Edgar and a bag of books, walking fifteen miles a day and sleeping eleven hours a night. Again, he rehearsed his fantasy of an alternative life: “It would be the solution of so many problems to fly it all and become a day labourer and earn one’s bread in the sweat of one’s brow.” This found no echo in Lytton, who was on a family holiday near Lyndhurst in the New Forest, and seeing the Goth; the Stephen family had rented a holiday house nearby. “2 sisters very pretty,” Lytton reported to Leonard—who also visited the Stracheys at Lyndhurst, but missed seeing the Goth’s very pretty sisters, Vanessa and Virginia.


     


    Lytton had moved seamlessly from schoolboy crushes into romantic attachments to fellow undergraduates, even though in these early years there was “a good deal more talk than action,” as his biographer put it.5 Some fellow students were appalled by his indecent conversation, his flamboyant campness, his jeering contempt for religion.


    Leonard lost a friend because of Lytton. Arthur S. Gaye, whom they had involved in the mysticism discussions, wrote to Leonard that “your adored Strachey” was one of those who were “in their several ways the most offensive people I have ever met, and if I had continued to meet them daily, I would not be answerable for what I might do…The kind of conversation and habits, which I had with you, had a kind of fascination for me.” It was for his own moral health that Gaye declined to come to Leonard’s rooms anymore. He was offended by “the tone of Strachey, and even you,” especially on matters of religion.


    Others found “the tone” less threatening. Leopold Douglas Campbell, for example, whom Gaye named as one of the offenders, was actually studying for the Anglican priesthood. Leopold, the son of a general, came from a rich Scottish family. “I liked him and he liked me,” Leonard wrote in Sowing, “although—or perhaps to some extent because—we had so very little in common.” It was reported to Leonard that someone said he was “sponging” on the wealthy Leopold. Leonard was so angry that he went up to the someone’s rooms and challenged him. There was a fearful scene, and some muttered apologies. Leonard lost his advantage, on taking his leave, by falling down the stairs.


     


    From Michaelmas 1901, Leonard and Saxon shared a double set of rooms, M3 Old Court: two bedrooms and a shared sitting room. Even though their college bedmaker, Mrs. Carter, serviced their rooms and laid and lit their coal fire, this was not gracious living. The friends had a code phrase, “filth-packet.” A filth-packet was either a person or the state of dirt and disorder which he created. Saxon was a filth-packet specialist and his bedroom was a tip. Leonard’s specialty was for losing things—books, addresses, his college gown, his walking stick, bits of clothing.


    They hardly went out into the town except to buy books. Trinity made and contained their lives. College societies took up their evenings. When there were no society meetings they went to each other’s rooms after dinner in Hall, sometimes keeping fellow students awake by playing rowdy games of catch with candlesticks, or ball games better suited to outdoors; sometimes sitting around the fire in silence punctuated by intense conversation, or playing serial games of chess and checkers, with Leonard religiously—it is the only word—keeping and preserving the scores.


    Clive Bell, in his memoirs,6 claimed to be the founder, in their second term at Trinity, of the Midnight Society, which consisted of himself, Leonard, Saxon, Lytton, and A. J. Robertson, the son of a clergyman. Leonard, however said that “we” founded it, and that Clive became a member. Whatever the truth of that, it was through the Midnight Society that they came to appreciate Clive. The Midnight met on Saturdays in Clive’s rooms. It had to be at midnight because another society, called the X, to which Leonard, Lytton, Saxon, and Clive also belonged, met at 8:30.


    At the Midnight Society’s meetings they read aloud from English poetry and plays. According to Clive, Leonard Woolf was “the most passionate and poetical” reader. Thoby Stephen was invited to join them. “Thoby Stephen and I,” Clive remembered, “were deemed worldly because we smoked cigars and talked about hunting. Lytton, however, liked us all the better for that.” Lytton, who read memorably as Cleopatra, was susceptible to manly men.


    At the X Society meetings, they read and discussed literature in modern languages other than English, and the minutes were written in rhyming verse. There was also the Sunday Essay Society, with a membership which included Leonard, Thoby, Lytton, George Macaulay Trevelyan, and the philosophy don J. E. McTaggart. Its purpose was “the discussion of subjects connected with religion.” McTaggart himself entertained on Thursday evenings, in his rooms in Great Court, a select group which, again, included Lytton, Leonard and Saxon. McTaggart was atheistical and republican. He always seemed pleased to see them, and then would lie on his sofa looking at the ceiling, in total silence. When he did speak, it was generally to make a remark which definitively closed off further discussion. Leonard liked him a lot.


     


    Leonard had been grounded and drilled so thoroughly in the classics at St. Paul’s that much of the Cambridge syllabus was a repetition of material he had already covered. He just cruised. There is no reference in his autobiography or letters to any of his supervisors, nor to his attending any lectures or supervisions (tutorials). The memoirs and biographies of his contemporaries are unanimous that the close friendships which developed between some dons and undergraduates were not based on formal teaching; and that the clever undergraduates learned more from each other than they did from the dons, reading one another’s essays and commenting on them.


    Several thirty-five-page general essays which Leonard wrote at Trinity have survived. One is a dialogue between Francis Bacon and Dr. Johnson about the value of a classical education, Bacon arguing that the Science Tripos had more value for mankind as a whole. Another, “A Fallacy of History,” was skeptical about a “science” of politics. All the examples and illustrations in his essays come from Greek and Roman history and literature. When he first came to Cambridge, it was virtually all he knew.


    Leonard was, as he acknowledged, “a really first-class classical scholar” when he arrived in Cambridge, and nothing like so good when, in June 1902 at the end of his second year, he sat the examinations for the Classical Tripos, Part I. A man normally only went on to do Part II if it was thought that he had a chance of being awarded a fellowship. Leonard got a First Class in the Tripos, but in the third division. He was not surprised. Before the exams, he confessed to Saxon that he was doing “scarcely any work now…I am now quite used to the looming Second Class.” The Master of Trinity, Dr. Montagu Butler, encouraged him to stay on and do Part II anyway. Lytton, who had only gotten a Second Class in his History Tripos, did better in an internal Trinity examination and won a scholarship to continue, and do Part II of the History Tripos.7


     


    The group was coalescing with Lytton and Leonard at its core. Leonard was deeply attached to Lytton, unruffled by his foibles, understanding about his ill-health, nerviness and susceptibility, and appreciative of his wit and originality. For Lytton, Leonard was the perfect friend and foil: sufficiently “manly,” unshockable, open-minded, quick off the mark and clever enough to send the verbal balls back over the net with added spin, an ideal confidant and guardian angel. Lytton did not always think to set limits on his malice or his fantastical obscenities and, like a child, needed Leonard to tell him when to stop. Leonard would have liked to break out more than he did; Lytton was iconoclastic enough for the two of them. Leonard was dazzled but not intimidated by Lytton. What Leonard lacked in comedic genius, he made up for with his passion for argument and his granite vehemence. Being Jewish made Leonard interestingly exotic. Lytton was exotic by nature. They did not bore each other.


    Leonard and Lytton teased Saxon and sometimes made him their butt. They respected him intellectually, but were frustrated by his reserve, which, after a loquacious first term, closed him down like a fog. Yet he supplied some essential element. One could not call it ballast.


     


    Take just one long vacation, the summer of 1902. They were inexhaustibly interested in themselves and each other. Leonard wrote to Lytton from Lexham on 23 June: “I had an amazing conversation with the Goth and Bell about You ALL. They discussed who were and who were not—you personally, they were unanimous, ARE. The Goth was a little shamefaced as to the eyes during it.”


    “You ARE”—what? You just are. You exist, as lesser mortals do not. A Jamesian, Platonic, elliptical locution for the “real thing,” the way they aspired to be. They had a vocabulary of superlatives: “supreme,” “immense,” “sublime,” “superb,” “the ultimate,” “high up in the snows.” But just to say that someone “is” (or “is not”) was sufficient.


    Leonard, stuck at Lexham, saw a doctor at his family’s insistence for his “delirium-trementic hand.” The doctor, hearing that Leonard was studying Greek philosophy, gave him a lecture on the Greeks as “filthy paederasts” and some “probably useless concoctions” for his hands. He was growing a mustache and reading the works of Byron for a university essay prize. “My god I’ve never read such trash as those Giaours and Corsairs. I had never read them before and assumed they were nauseous, but I never imagined such feeble banalité as they contain.” He was also working at Aristotle’s Ethics and reading Huysman’s A Rebours—“diseased magnificence. The words simply dazzle me.”8


    But it was to Saxon, the doctor’s son, to whom he wrote that summer to ask if he knew of a cure for hay fever, from which one of his younger sisters was suffering. It was Saxon whom he told that his family was having “a very bad time” because his brother Harold had a worrying “naevoid place” on his upper lip which continually broke out bleeding, while Lytton in his letters was expatiating on Byron’s likely sodomitic practices, and on how he, Lytton, just couldn’t feel anything for the beautiful young women among whom he found himself in the Mediterranean. Ought he not to fall in love with one of them?


    No, Leonard told Lytton, it wasn’t possible for him. Not with a woman.


     


    Leonard began to define himself by discovering his differences from Lytton. Leonard himself did not fall in love with women either, except for a moment, when he glimpsed a lovely face “in a carriage or bus or gutter.” He had the ability, he said, but it didn’t happen. Unlike Lytton, he was by no means repelled “by what is beneath the girdle in love, although certainly it is not everything.” What repelled Leonard was the frequent discovery that there was nothing above the girdle, and he was left with “the bare feelings of sexuality, and very often not even those.” Lytton was writing homoerotic, coprophiliac verse and circulating it. Leonard took issue with him: “You are too obsessed or becoming obsessed by buttocks and genitals…I think the buttock-genital-obsession as bad as the fig leaf-trouser-obsession, or rather not as bad because in this case the obsession only is bad while trousers and fig leaves are bad per se.”


    His self-protective doctrine that “nothing matters” fit comfortably with Lytton’s skeptical view of life. But Leonard did want to feel that something could matter. They talked about sex all the time, chiefly in terms of disgust and degradation. Leonard was a virgin. Attracted to women, he was nevertheless affected by the intense relationships of his all-male Trinity world, and by the transgressive glamour of Lytton’s lusts. He had abandoned his ancestral religion, but could not abandon the quest for transcendence. The longing for something or someone great to devote himself to alternated with moments of bleak nihilism.


    All his life Leonard was to include Christ, with Socrates and Shakespeare, in his lists of great people who changed the world. He never forgot that Christ was a Jew like himself. Perhaps, he thought in 1902, he could become a Christian. But when it came to it, he could not. In the last weeks of the long vacation he confessed to Saxon: “I did become a Christian for a few days and damnably unpleasant it was. Byron had something to do with it and I suppose the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.”


    It was not quite over. A few days later, to Lytton: “I wish you would not spread a report that I am now a Christian, as however true—and I have bought a rosary—I only lived on the reputation of not being one.” He knew Lytton would enjoy the thought of the rosary, if nothing else.


     


    The Goth’s tall, gangling younger brother Adrian came up to Trinity in October 1902, as did Leonard’s brother Edgar. Although Edgar, Leonard and Saxon exchanged competitive versions of Greek iambics at the beginning of the term, Edgar did not impinge greatly on Leonard’s Cambridge life, which now became momentous.


    The ultimate in Cambridge societies was the Society, properly the Cambridge Conversazione Society, known also as the Apostles, because the number of full members was limited to twelve. It was a debating society, not tied to a particular college or colleges, though in practice, in Leonard’s day, Apostles were recruited chiefly from Trinity and King’s. Lytton was elected to the Society in February 1902. Jack ( J. T.) Sheppard from King’s—small, white-blond—was elected at the same time, and was for a couple of years the chief object of Lytton’s romantic yearnings.9


    Founded in 1820, the Society was meant to be a secret, and the general run of undergraduates never even heard of it. The strength and interest of the Society was that older Apostles, whether dons or those who had left Cambridge for the wider world, continued to attend meetings and read papers—if only from time to time—thus enabling them to remain in touch with the clever young, and enabling the clever young to know older “brothers” of distinction and experience. Everyone, whatever his age or distinction, was on an equal footing, and addressed by his surname with no respectful prefix.


    Election was for life, with annual dinners held in London. The Society was and is self-perpetuating. The “brothers” scouted for new recruits, “embryos,” whose qualities of mind and body—the latter important, once Lytton’s influence became paramount—were scrutinized and discussed. A rejected embryo was “an abortion.” If an embryo was deemed “apostolic,” he was elected; his first meeting was the “birth,” when he had to agree to uphold the Society’s rules and traditions or risk incurring frightful curses. The Society’s rituals were silly in the way that masonic or cult rituals are silly, their continuance and significance determined by tradition, exclusivity and, in this instance, a solemn taste for the ridiculous.


    The Society met in a member’s room on Saturday evenings, and a brother—called for the occasion the Moderator—read a paper, standing “on the hearthrug.” Freedom of speech was absolute. Taboos were there to be broken. Afterwards there was a discussion, and a vote taken—not on the paper itself, but on some whimsical or subtextual essence suggested by the discussion: what question was really being asked? Coffee was drunk and “whales”—anchovies on toast, later sardines—consumed. The minutes and other records were kept in a cedarwood box called the Ark. Apostles of all vintages were expected to attend every Saturday if they were in Cambridge (sometimes only four or five members were present, and rarely more than ten). They could be released from this obligation by arrangement, in which case they became honorary members; they formally “took wings” and became “an angel.”


    Lytton became secretary to the Society in October 1902, and immediately Leonard and Saxon were elected. The vote taken on the occasion of their “birth” was typical in its obliquity, both philosophical and personal: “Wolf or Shepherd?” (Woolf voted for Wolf and Sheppard for Shepherd.) Clive Bell was never considered to be apostolic, and Lytton and Leonard agonized over whether the Goth was, or was not. They were afraid he might be bored, and show it. Leonard was in favor of electing him; it didn’t happen.


    Even before Lytton’s election, the atmosphere of the Society had become mildly homoerotic, and the discussions, whatever the ostensible topic, were as much concerned with each other’s foibles, private jokes, private language, and personal dilemmas as with objective intellectual argument. In March 1900 the philosopher and mathematician Bertrand Russell, as moderator, had asked “Should we like to elect women?” He himself had voted “No,” adding “But I should like to like to.”10 A regular attender, as an “angel,” was Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, known as Goldie, an influential and public-spirited don at King’s who lectured in history and politics and was instrumental in setting up the new Economics Tripos. About eighteen years older than Leonard and his friends, Lowes Dickinson was in private a timid boot-fetishist, and given to long serious attachments to men who could never love him back.


    Goldie Lowes Dickinson had been an intimate friend of the artist Roger Fry when Fry was in his last year at King’s, and he loved E. M. Forster, who was also an Apostle. Lytton nicknamed Forster “the Taupe”—the mole—not only because he looked like one, but because he seemed to tunnel his way through life invisibly, popping up unexpectedly. Older members—“angels”—who often attended included Bertrand Russell; the poet Robert Calverley Trevelyan—“Bob Trevy” to his familiar friends, who included Leonard; Bob Trevy’s younger brother, the historian George Macaulay Trevelyan, a Fellow of Trinity and, unusually for this group, fiercely political; G. H. Hardy, the cricketing mathematician; and Desmond MacCarthy.


    Everybody liked Desmond, who was working as a journalist in London. An old Etonian, clever and athletic, he seemed to have the world at his feet, and planned to write novels. He was a great friend of Clive Bell’s, like himself an enjoyer with an easy-going temperament, and he was close to G. E. Moore, with whom he had read philosophy as an undergraduate.


     


    George Edward Moore, the philosopher, had been an Apostle since 1894; his introduction had transformed the Society. Bertrand Russell wrote to his fiancée Alys Pearsall Smith: “We all felt electrified by him, and as if we had slumbered hitherto and never realized what fearless intellect pure and unadulterated really means. If he does not die or go mad I cannot doubt that he will somehow mark himself out as a man of stupendous genius.”11 Moore had a Trinity Prize Fellowship, and in 1902 was giving lectures. He was twenty-nine, sexually innocent, and pure in heart.


    Leonard and Lytton were spellbound by Moore. They mythologized him, fascinated as much by his character and personality as by his intellect, and endlessly curious about him. He was not witty, he had no small talk; he was shy and, like McTaggart (also an Apostle), given to long, unnerving periods of silence. “He had a passion for truth, but only for important truths.” Moore’s theory and practice was that until one had something true to say on any subject, one should say nothing. These silences covered deep feeling. Muddled thinking caused him acute distress. “There was some kind of divine absurdity in Moore.”12


    When Leonard first knew him, “his face was beautiful, almost ethereal,” with a wonderful smile. He had the single-minded simplicity of the “sillies” described by Tolstoy in his autobiography. When he laughed, for example at one of Desmond MacCarthy’s fantastic stories, he shook from head to foot in uncontrollable paroxysms. His passion was released in his piano playing and singing, especially of German lieder. The spell he cast was not because he had such a good voice, or was such a good pianist, but because of the subtlety and intensity of his feeling for the music. Under Moore’s influence, the Society’s debates focused on states of mind, on what one ought to do, ought to feel, ought to find important; and always, on what question was really being asked, and always, “What exactly do you mean?”


     


    At the end of the Michaelmas term 1902 Lytton and Leonard went to King’s to call on a freshman named John Maynard Keynes, with a view to assessing his apostolic potential. He was initiated into the Society in February 1903. Maynard was an old Etonian, and his family home was in Cambridge, a comfortable, modern house on Harvey Road to which Maynard’s friends were often invited on weekends: “mildly amusing and mildly dull” occasions, in Leonard’s view.


    Maynard Keynes, in satirical Memoir Club mode,13 was to evoke a memory of Saxon and Leonard sitting one each side of the fire in basket chairs in their unlit sitting room, only stopping sucking on their pipes “to murmur that all good states of mind were extremely painful and to imply that all painful states of mind were extremely good.” Strachey would agree, “though his sorrow was more fitful than their settled gloom.” At Society meetings, Keynes recalled, each “brother” argued characteristically: “Woolf was fairly good at indicating a negative, but he was better at producing the effect that it was useless to argue with him than at crushing you”—which Lytton and Moore well knew how to do. And then they would all laugh and “we enjoyed supreme self-confidence, superiority and contempt towards all the rest of the unconverted world.”14


    The personal dynamics of this very small group were inextricable from the Saturday debates. Leonard went so far as to say that the Society became “the focus of my existence.” What affected him so powerfully was not only the intimacy of the group but Moore’s relentless pursuit of truth, which chimed with his own nature. Leonard’s insistence on saying only what he believed to be true, and his abstention from all sentimental half-truths, gush and flummery, became lifelong characteristics. It could sometimes make him seem harsh, even though it was based not on coldness, but on passion.
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