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Foreword


In my later childhood, I developed an imaginative but slightly anxious disposition, along with an interest in UFOs, ghosts, and cryptozoology. I would glimpse an oddly flashing light in the sky and take it as the scout craft of an invasion descending from above; I remembered odd dreams from my early childhood that seemed terrifyingly real; I had the vertiginous sensation of slipping into an alternate universe, almost identical but for some peculiar quality of the light. It was in the midst of one of these little paranoias, probably related to dreams, time, or déjà vu, that my mother recommended her grandfather J.B. Priestley’s book, Man and Time, to assuage my anxiety. I flicked through the introduction and found a picture of J.B. dressed as Old Father Time, scythe in one hand and pipe in the other, white-robed and decked with timepieces, with a look on his face that was wry, yet benign. The significance of the picture never dawned on me until very recently: here we have my great-grandfather in the role of Chronos, the god of Time. As ancestor-spirits go, it’s hard to get much better.


I was born 3 years after Jack died, but his presence was very strong in my household. His statue looks over my brother and I in a photo taken in Bradford in 1994, the year of the statue’s unveiling; my brother looking sombre in his long dark coat, I looking less reverential, wearing a ridiculous asymmetrical smirk copied off my shamanic totem of that period, Sonic the Hedgehog (I was about 6 years old, my brother was around 11 or 12). Most of the J.B.-related events I remember were in Yorkshire, which caused a momentary crisis of geo-psychic orienteering at a plaque unveiling in Highgate, where it seemed to an eight-year-old me as though we’d hopped on a bus from East Finchley and got out in a disarmingly salubrious district of Bradford. I’m told that, from photos of the infant Jack, we looked rather similar as babies, but babies tend to look rather similar to each other anyway; what I have certainly inherited from my great-grandfather is the sort of face that seems to have its own will, and as a consequence, makes expressions that are constantly being misread. “Time and again,” he writes in Delight, “my real feelings have been misinterpreted. I may not have been enjoying myself, but at least I have not been suffering as intensely as the rest of the company imagined.” So, the conversation turns to King Charles spaniels, and I am surprised to hear that my face registers a tone of such disgust that my companions declare my dislike of these poor spaniels to be self-evident – to all except me, it seems, who has never once entertained a single negative thought towards any spaniel, whether in the singular or the collective. I have learned to accept these social hiccups with weary resignation, as too strenuous a denial would seem defensive, and nobody wants to be the lady that doth protesteth too much.


As I grew older, I developed the ungracious habit of name-dropping my esteemed ancestor on highly tenuous grounds (I hope I’m a little more discerning now). His time-contorting narratives fascinated me, and seemed to be echoed in some of my favourite works of film and literature; for instance, 2001’s Donnie Darko, which profoundly affected me at the age of 15, or Kurt Vonnegut’s wonderful novel Slaughterhouse 5. However, when it came to my university studies, J.B. almost seemed too close to be a topic of research interest; I would head for Borges, the Kabbalah, Slavonic science-fiction, Sufi poetry, the Modernists, or William Burroughs, but the idea of actually exploring my great-grandfather’s work didn’t really occur to me, until the October of 2015, when I attended an event at Queen Mary University in East London.


Anthony Peake and Dr kitt price (who writes the Introduction to this book) were giving talks on Priestley’s interest in time and precognition. I had seen Anthony before, at the National Theatre in the summer of 2009. Anthony had been invited to speak to the audience before a performance of my great-grandfather’s play, Time and the Conways, at the Lyttelton Theatre. After his presentation at Queen Mary, I went over to thank him for the talk, whereupon he seemed to recognise me from somewhere; it turned out he had seen my talk at Breaking Convention, an inter-disciplinary conference on psychedelic studies, in the summer of 2015. It was an uncanny feeling, a bit like running into a friend from another continent in the tiny village of one’s birth. It was this meeting that inspired me to shift the topic of my studies towards Priestley, and I am in the process of drafting a thesis proposal, under the guidance of Dr price, on my great-grandfather’s work.


Anthony is something of a polymath, whose work touches on quantum physics, psychology, parapsychology, philosophy, literature, and many other fields; his detailed and exhaustive approach to the topics of his research is very much present in Time and the Rose Garden, which uncovers work never before studied, such as the (at the time of writing) unpublished play Time Was, Time Is, and consolidates material from across Priestley’s body of work relevant to his interest in the nature of time, the survival of consciousness after death, and related topics. Those attracted to Peake’s ‘Itladian’ hypotheses, but unfamiliar with Priestley, will find much that resonates with them, while scholars and enthusiasts of J.B. will find a meticulous summary of Priestley’s engagement with these subjects. A book like this is sorely needed, as Priestley has long been misunderstood as a dated writer of Edwardian manners and social comedy, especially from the post-war period up to the ‘80s and 90s; with a revival of interest and revaluation of Priestley in full swing, Peake has delivered a most timely piece of research.




Luke Goaman-Dodson








Introduction


J.B. Priestley’s book Man and Time features a full-page photograph of the author, left hand clasping the bowl of a pipe whose stem rests between his teeth, right hand leaning on a billiards table awash with hundreds of letters. Priestley gazes through his spectacles at this vast correspondence, sent in response to his appearance on the BBC Television programme Monitor on 17 March, 1963. Viewers had been invited to write in with three types of experience: “dreaming the future”; “the future affecting, or maybe effecting, the present”; and “any experience that leads one to a feeling about time which is different from the common sense or conventional one”.1 The BBC audience welcomed this opportunity to relay their anomalous temporal experiences, entrusting Priestley with their disorientation and appealing to him for explanations. A much-loved broadcaster and playwright, he represented hope that a new set of beliefs and values might emerge in the wide spaces still uncharted by scientific and religious authorities.


The lack of an adequate repository for precognitive experience was keenly felt throughout the twentieth century. The Society for Psychical Research and its sister society in America began the collecting of experiences from the public in the 1880s, but their focus was generally on telepathy, mediumship, hauntings and hallucinations. Dreams and prevision were harder to verify. The rise of Freudian psychoanalysis brought renewed attention to dreams, and while Freud’s commitment to wish-fulfilment meant that he dismissed prophecy out of hand, the dream as a psychological research object gained a new status. Psychic researchers came under additional pressure to pay proper attention to dreams with the publication of An Experiment with Time by British aeronautical engineer J.W. Dunne in 1927. This book, which has remained almost continuously in print for the past ninety years in successive editions, and was translated into Spanish, Dutch, Italian, Swedish, Danish, and French, included simple instructions for checking one’s own dreams for glimpses of the future. Thousands of people kept Dunne-style dream journals, and Priestley suspected that without this advice, “at least a third of the best precognitive dreams I have been sent would never have come my way.”2


Yet until Priestley’s Monitor appearance, no organized national endeavour to harvest the fruits of these journals was made. An attempted collaboration between Dunne and the SPR in 1932, using Oxford University students as subjects for a precognitive dream experiment, ended in dispute between Dunne and the SPR and the publication of a null result. Dunne himself was increasingly preoccupied with elaborating the physical and theological implications of his own time theory. In 1934 the SPR President, Dame Edith Lyttelton, appealed for cases of prevision on BBC radio, and the resulting book Some Cases of Prediction represents the height of the British SPR’s accommodation of ordinary, everyday precognitive experience.3 It is a modest volume, comprising sixteen good cases of precognition, preceded by sixteen cases of apparent prevision that are explainable as either coincidence or telepathy. Psychic research has never produced an equivalent for precognition of the 702 cases of telepathy presented in Phantasms of the Living,4 though some notable collections of precognitive experience have been assembled by researchers outside the UK, including Charles Richet’s study of dreams relating to World War I, and the extensive case reviews begun by Louisa Rhine and continued by Sally Rhine Feather in Durham, North Carolina.


Reviewing a total of 349 cases of precognition collected by the SPR during its first fifty years of operation, Herbert Saltmarsh set out the criteria for an ideal case in 1934: (1) a record of the precognition before its fulfilment; (2) sufficient matching detail between the precognition and its fulfilment to rule out chance coincidence;(3) narrow limits of time or place for simple precognitions; (4) the precognition must be beyond the scope of an extended power of inference (to rule out hyperesthesia and subliminal knowledge); (5) auto-suggestion could not have brought about the fulfilment; (6) telepathy from another person could not have delivered the foreseen information; (7) a limited window of time between the precognition and its fulfilment.5 “Needless to say,” Saltmarsh reported, “I have not yet found one.”6 In order to fulfil these criteria, we would each have to have all our dreams notarized upon waking each morning, and would also need to scrupulously record all our waking activities, calling witnesses to affirm the details of any events matching our dreams, and producing further evidence against the telepathic and auto-suggestive explanations. This conjures up a dystopian mode of surveillance that might be comic if it were not so close to twenty-first century lived reality. As Jonathan Nolan, the creator of Person of Interest, has said in reference to the CBS show’s fictive precognitive surveillance systems, this “started out science fiction, and then by season three was basically a documentary.” Presumably life under such conditions is having a significant impact on the content of our dreams.


It is a sign of the SPR’s generosity, and the value of its archives, that the larger part of the letters sent to Priestley in 1963 are held in the Society’s historical collection at Cambridge University, for his approach to evidence was at odds with established SPR verification procedures. “I offer no careful analysis, no exact figures,” Priestley stated in Man and Time, conceding that: “If without such treatment they cannot be accepted as evidence, then we shall have to do without evidence.” (Page 192) Priestley’s aims differed from those of the SPR, and this is vital to our assessment of the letters’ value today. “I am not engaged in psychological or psychical research,” he noted, “and it seems to me that for a personal essay of this kind, letters addressed to me while I am writing it are of more value than letters addressed to other people and then boiled down into evidence.”7 It matters, then, that viewers addressed their narratives to Priestley: a man who had broadcast regularly in the interests of British morale during the Second World War; who had brought Jung’s ideas to the British public; and whose plays and fictions had determinedly explored the need for alternatives to feeling “absolutely clamped into this one way passing of time.”8


For many, the invitation to submit their dreams and other experiences of being outside linear time was an opportunity to connect with a trusted interlocutor whose works and media presence were interwoven with their own biography. “I’ve always had a special feeling for your work,” wrote one correspondent, “as if you were one of the family, like Gracie Fields or the Hallé orchestra, bless you all.”9 Few if any of the letters may fulfil the Saltmarsh criteria for an ideal case of precognition, but it is thanks to this sense of a familial relationship that we have such a rich store of evidence for the work that people did, in their daily lives, in struggling to make sense of anomalous temporal experiences.


On behalf of his “time-haunted” fellows, Priestley wrastled the endlessly proliferating dimensions of modern physical and transcendental theory into three practical aspects of our relationships with time. We are born, grow old, and die in the Time One of material history. In dreams we enter the more contemplative arena of Time Two, where multiple possible futures exist, waiting to be brought about by our actions in Time One. There need be nothing mystical nor mathematically obscure about Time Two: “It is this intellectually infuriating future, rather like an omelet just before it is ready to be lifted out, that we hold in our minds when we are actually planning our lives and not picking and choosing among Time theories,” he reminds us in Man and Time. But beyond planning and dreaming, there was another, more elusive relationship to time that was seen at work in moments of creative imagination, when we are somehow involved in both contemplation and action. Priestley tentatively named this Time Three, while confessing that he could not explain how it worked. Somehow, he had managed to write “the technically complicated Act Two of Time and the Conways seemingly without effort and at a headlong pace.”10 The experience, rather than its precise relationship to any number of dimensions, was what mattered. Priestley placed the living of life before its theorization and also before any forms of escape.


Anthony Peake is ideally placed to set the experiences of Priestley’s correspondents before us as we approach the half centenary of that Monitor broadcast, having for many years listened himself to the accounts of those who have had near death experiences, out of body experiences, and precognitive dreams. A repository, like Priestley himself, of the anomalous, the disturbing, the comforting and the inexplicable, Peake is a trustworthy guide to the patterns that emerge when such experiences are reviewed in the mass, as well as to the idiosyncrasies of individual cases, and their sometimes surprising affinities with broader cultural narratives.




Dr kitt price


Senior Lecturer in Modern and Contemporary Literature,


Queen Mary, University of London








Preface: JB & ME


My relationship with Priestley is like one of his Time Plays.


It starts around 1959. I was a boarder at Clifton College. I was sixteen. Every Friday night there was a play reading group. One Friday we read an amazing play that fitted in with my intuitive feelings. It was called Time and the Conways, I had no idea who wrote it.


Jump about twelve years to the early seventies and André Previn, whose wife Mia Farrow I had just directed in another extraordinary time play, J.M. Barrie’s Mary Rose, asked me to direct a musical of The Good Companions by J.B. Priestley that he wanted to compose with the legendary lyricist Johnny Mercer. I knew nothing of J.B. Priestley except that he was a solid Yorkshireman, who was the radio voice of Britain during the war and who wrote a famous comedy When We Are Married. I read The Good Companions. It is a wonderful picaresque journey that, while it entertains, has a profound undertow. It is a Jungian tale of individuation. I agreed to direct the musical.


Naturally I started to read Priestley extensively. In an extraordinary time jump I came across Time and the Conways again. I knew it was a masterpiece. I applied for the rights to direct it for the Royal Exchange Theatre only to be told that Priestley had refused to authorize a major production since the London premier in the 1930s.


Amazingly, the Gods were still with me, and a few weeks later the Agent phoned to say Priestley had phoned to change his mind.


I was invited to Kissing Tree House near Stratford where he lived with his wife, the redoubtable Jacquetta Hawkes. We became friends. He was, to me, one of the wisest and most stimulating people I have ever met.


In 1974 he gave me a new play called Time Was, Time Is. I regarded it as the ultimate time play, as it moved between the years 1914 and 1974. I had two reservations. I didn’t think the politics were especially relevant and the ‘modern’ 1974 dialogue didn’t seem modern enough. It never went into production.


Jump another forty years and I am sent a play by the Canadian Playwright Brad Fraser, a play called Time is Time. I emailed him to say my hair stood on end when I saw the title because Priestley had written a play called Time Was, Time Is forty years ago. Brad replied that he had seen my (second) production of Time and the Conways and that had inspired his new play. I thought nothing further of it.


I had, very soon after, to wade through my pile of old papers to find my cut version of Hamlet that I had directed with Robert Lindsay many years before. After about an hour I found it. As I pulled it out, out came with it Time Was, Time Is by J.B. Priestley! I had no idea I had it. It felt that JB had said, “Here I am, read it!” I did and it was brilliant. The politics of a country on the brink of war was horribly relevant in 1974, and was now a period piece of its own. I hope that this remarkable play will be staged in 2017.


Finally, I was contacted by Anthony Peake who wanted to talk to me about the play as he was writing this biography about Priestley. We had a wonderful Skype conversation, which has resulted in us becoming friends. I am delighted that, with this reminiscence, I can make a small contribution to his important goal to make the public aware of just what a major artist and thinker J.B. Priestley was.




Braham Murray OBE








Chapter One



Priestley The Boy, The Soldier and The Student




We might be close to one of the great revelations that suddenly enlarge and enrich our vision of life. We are, due one. And I believed that this revelation might explode once and for all the bewildering problem of Time.


– J.B. Priestley





John (Jack) Boynton Priestley was born in Bradford, Yorkshire, in 1894. His father, Jonathan, was a schoolmaster who suggested that, on leaving school at sixteen, his ambitious son should pursue a career in the wool trade, an area of business for which Yorkshire was a world leader. In 1910 Jack, as he was known at the time and continued to be known throughout his life, started his working life at Messrs. Helm & Co based in the Swan Arcade, an imposing four-storey building of wrought iron and glass. But this was not the career Jack wished for himself. For him his future lay in words, not in worsted. He sent out various articles to local publications and was taken on in an unpaid position writing articles for a radical, left wing periodical, the Bradford Pioneer. This was in keeping with his own political beliefs, inherited from his father. His articles, actually short essays, were acutely observational and written in a style suggesting far greater age and personal maturity.


This maturity was evidenced in his reading at that time. In his 1964 book Man and Time, Jack describes how one of the most influential discoveries of his life was his encounter with Indian metaphysics fifty years before. This takes us to the period of 1912 to 1914. He describes how the Vedantic concept of Atman fascinated him. This is the idea that at a much deeper level of consciousness we can discover the “essential self” and that this essential self, Atman, is simply part of a single unitary essence which is known as Brahman. Remember, Priestley was only in his late teens at this time and yet he was already fascinated by the idea that we are all simply emanations of a singular consciousness. In Man and Time, he reflected on this:




I can remember the exultation I felt, being in my late teens, when if we have any sympathy at all with speculative thought we long to encounter bold and gigantic metaphysical conclusions.11





It is important here to discuss exactly what Vedanta is. Vedanta is the esoteric aspect of Hinduism. But just as Gnosticism with regards to Christianity, Kabbalah in relation to Judaism and Sufism within Islam, each is an exclusive philosophy which presents a far deeper understanding of the universe than the ‘religion’ presented to the masses that follow the belief system as an accepted truth without thought or reflection. Vedanta is a non-dual philosophy. This means that within this system there is one, single ‘essence’ within the universe. This is in contrast with ‘Dualism’ which proposes that the universe consists of two very different essences: mind and matter. Of course, modern materialist-reductionist science argues that matter is all there is and that mind, or spirit, is non-quantifiable and non-measurable and therefore does not exist. Within Vedanta this non-dualism is known as Advaita. The unity consciousness that encompasses both matter and spirit is described by the term Brahman. It is this which intrigued the young Jack Priestley. As we shall discover, many times in his writings, novels and plays, he acknowledges that we are all one consciousness experiencing the physical universe subjectively. But what is the physical universe, the world of solid matter that presents itself to our senses? According to the teachings of Vedanta this seemingly tangible reality that exists outside of us is, in fact, a hallucination. Vedanta calls this Maya. The ego, the individual human consciousness, is also an illusion that exists within Maya. Vedanta suggests that we that are trapped within Maya sometimes have a brief glimpse of our collective consciousness. As we shall discover, Jack sensed Brahman many times during his life during periods of intense creativity or while being lost in music. We shall also discover that many of his plays attempted to place in a dramatic context these deeply esoteric ideas. Sadly, these were missed by the critics and the vast majority of the audiences.


That the young Jack Priestley was precociously intellectual is clearly evidenced by such interests. Remember this was the early years of the second decade of the 20th century. He was living in a provincial city without general access to the great flow of information found in London. He actively sought out these ideas. This gave him a particularly wide world-view. This was reflected in a particularly powerful article he wrote in 1913. With Europe obviously slipping towards a future conflict, only the source of ignition being unknown, the 18-year-old Jack Priestley argued that if he had his way “war would be abolished tomorrow.”12


As we shall discover from his later fictional writings, the years 1912 to 1913 had a profound effect on Priestley. In one of his radio broadcasts, commemorating the outbreak of World War One twenty-six years before, during the dark days when England stood alone against the might of Nazi Germany, he asked his audience:




Do you ever look back on your life and see it as a road that wanders through wildly varying landscapes? I do. And now, as I look back, before August 1914 the road seemed to be a sunlit plain, coming out the mists of early childhood.13





This was a curious, linear way of looking at one’s life and was probably influenced by his lifelong interest in Eastern Mysticism. It is as if Priestley, looking down from a lofty position outside of normal time, could see his past life like a road winding out of the distant horizon that was his deep past. As we shall discover, for Priestley this was not an analogy but how he actually believed time worked.


It was on one of those sunlit plains, during the summer of 1914, that Jack had had his fortune told by a friend. Maybe this associate viewed life’s path from slightly higher elevation and could see the road ahead. Priestley was informed that soon his whole way of living would change and that in the near future he would often find himself in great danger. The friend then stated quite categorically that Jack’s life would never be the same again. This was the first of many encounters Priestley would have suggesting to him that the future is already out there to be experienced by those sensitive enough to perceive its call.


Sadly, the radical change foreseen that summer’s day was soon to occur. After a series of diplomatic exchanges between the European powers war was declared on 4th August 1914. The day before had been a Bank Holiday Monday and Jack and his friends had attended the Manningham Tide, a popular annual fair. He was later to write that many of the faces he knew in the crowds that carefree afternoon would not survive to see 1918.


On the 7th of September 1914, just six days before his twentieth birthday, Jack Priestley, the young man who wished to abolish war, enlisted to fight for King and Country. It is of significance that Jack did not rush off with many of his friends and join the local battalions of the West Yorkshire Regiment, but for some reason made his way to Halifax and signed on with the Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment. Had he joined the local group, the 16th and 18th Battalions, which became known as the Bradford Pals, he would probably have died or been seriously wounded in the first hour of the first day of the Battle of the Somme on 16th July 1916. Of the 2,000 who enlisted in the Bradford Pals, 1,770 were killed in the first hour of the offensive. It is highly likely that Jack would have been among them. He was later to write that this curious decision, made for no reason that he could understand, was a “signal from the unknown.”14


It is clear from his plays that the events of this particular time were vivid in Priestley’s later memories. For example, in his autobiographical essay Margin Released he describes how, on 4th August 1914, “the newsboys were running and shouting every day and all the day.”15 This image appears in his play Johnson Over Jordan in a stream-of-consciousness section and much later, in his unpublished and to-date unperformed last play, Time Was, Time Is, which is mostly set on the evening that news breaks that Archduke Franz Ferdinand has been shot in Sarajevo on the 28th of June. Indeed, we shall also discover soon that for Priestley, these evenings of high summer also have a particular magic.


Priestley experienced a much-reported First World War experience, one that he rarely wrote about but one that was to create in him an interest in the existence of a ‘higher self’. During his time in the trenches he sensed that there was something watching over him, that this entity was both him and not-him. In his essay Instead of the Trees he describes how he was a casualty three times during the conflict. On each occasion he noticed that when terror was at its highest something inside him seemed to take over. This “something” was not frightened in any way. Priestley became intrigued as to the source of these sensations. If it was simply a psychological mechanism, then what was it that activated such a mechanism? He considered that this was something far more interesting than simply the ego. In Rain Upon Godshill he reconsidered these questions and wondered if some form of higher consciousness was active during these periods of creativity.


Later in his life he became more willing to discuss his experiences in the trenches. In 1964 he wrote a large ‘tabletop’ book entitled Man and Time. In the final chapter of this book, an essay entitled “One Man and Time”, he discusses his own experiences of time perception. Without adding any further situational details, he describes how he and his fellow soldiers had:




On some occasions (we) slipped out of passing time, became detached observers of our fortunes, with death approaching in slow motion, as if we were in some other time.16





In Margin Released Jack described the incident of his own wounding in June 1916:




There I was then, deciding on each section’s share, when I heard a rushing sound, and I knew what it meant and knew, though everything had gone into slow motion, I had no hope of getting away before the thing arrived. Just as on earlier and later occasions when I have thought all was up, the first shrinking in terror was followed, as I went into the new slow time, by a sense of detachment. I believe from what I learnt long afterwards that the Minenwerfer landed slap in the trench, two or three yards away. All I knew at the time was that the world blew up.17





From this it is clear that the sensation of time slowing down was something he experienced rather than simply him describing the experiences of others.


In his description of his wounding in June 1916 he refers to a “sense of detachment.” This is also repeated in Man and Time where he comments how this feeling seemed to overcome soldiers who were about to die in the near future:




Then again, there were those men, lively gossipers and wags, who became subdued and thoughtful some hours before the sniper’s bullet found them or the shell tore their bodies to bleeding shreds – as if they had been watching, throughout a whole morning, death pointing a finger at them across No Man’s Land.18





Here we have his early encounters with both time perception and also his developing belief that under certain circumstances a person can be aware of events in their own future. In the essay he commented that under such extreme circumstances time refused to flow in the accepted way, “it did not adapt itself to the facts.”19


Jack was buried alive by the German minenwerfer (a trench mortar) and was injured and deafened. In Margin Released he states that he had no recollection of how he was evacuated from the front lines and sent back to England and to a military hospital at North Evington, a suburb of Leicester. After fully regaining consciousness he ran a high temperature and was kept in bed for a few weeks. In the late summer he was then transferred to a convalescent home in Rutland. On his recovery he took a commission with the Devonshire Regiment and returned to the front in the summer of 1918. He was subsequently partly gassed when his gas mask malfunctioned allowing some of the poison to seep through. This was the official version but Jack felt that his actual condition may have been exacerbated by the large number of tots of rum he drank later that evening.20 He found himself in a state of total confusion and suffering from breathing problems. Fortunately, he was found by a group of British stretcher-bearers who took him out of danger. This was the last military action he saw.


In 1918, after his return to Britain, Jack had a book of poems, A Chapman of Rhymes, self-published. He was later to describe this as being a “collection of dubious verse” written in a vainglorious attempt to “leave something behind”. He goes on to add that on actually becoming famous he sought out every copy and had them destroyed. Sadly, as far as he was concerned at least, some of the copies escaped his personal Bonfire of the Vanities and were, in the mid-1970s, being sold at over £250 per copy.21 Of significance was that Jack had dedicated this book to a young woman called Pat Tempest who had been his Bradford ‘sweetheart’ throughout the war. On his return home Jack and Pat rekindled their affection for each other.


In 1919 he was formally discharged from military service, emerging from the army and the war as Lieutenant John Priestley. He was keen to return to his hoped-for career as a professional writer. He approached the Yorkshire Observer, a popular local newspaper, and volunteered himself to write a series of articles on walking in the Yorkshire Dales. Much to his delight, and possible relief, they agreed. He spent the summer of 1919 out in the countryside and fresh air, a total contrast to his experiences in the killing fields of Northern France. He published the articles under the pseudonym “Peter of Pomfret” and was paid a guinea (just over £1.00, a large sum in those days) per article. But all summers come to an end and Jack had to think about his future. As an ex-officer he was entitled to apply for a small educational grant. He applied for one and was successful. He was accepted by Cambridge University and offered a place at Trinity Hall to read English and history. He was later to change this to history and political science. However, he really did not enjoy his time at Cambridge; he was older than most of his fellow undergraduates and from a very different social class. However, he found the environment extremely intellectually stimulating, particularly the lectures of the eccentric philosopher, John McTaggart Ellis McTaggart.


Although not part of his degree course Jack regularly attended McTaggart’s lectures. What fascinated him was McTaggart’s eccentric philosophy of time, something that may have helped the ex-soldier understand some of his own extraordinary experiences in the trenches.


In simple terms (if it can be said that McTaggart’s philosophy can ever be simple) McTaggart argued that everything that exists is real, and nothing can be real without existing. In this regard anything made of matter, that is anything that has size, shape, position, mobility and impenetrability, is, by definition, real. Can this definition of ‘reality’ be applied to something as ephemeral as time? McTaggart thought not. The only real quality that can be applied to time is that it has, in some difficult to define way, position and mobility. What it most definitely does not have is size, shape or impenetrability. In this regard McTaggart wrote:




Positions in time, as time appears to us prima facie, are distinguished in two ways. Each position is earlier than some, and later than some, of the other positions. And each position is either past, present, or future. The distinctions of the former class are permanent, while those of the latter are not. If M is ever earlier than N, it is always earlier. But an event, which is now present, was future and will be past.22





From this McTaggart proposed that there must be two different types of time. He called these the “A Series” and the “B Series”. The “A Series” can be described as containing specific moments in time that move through time in a sequence. By this he meant that the present must move along with the present moment. We have the concept of now and now moves through time. In the same way three hours ago similarly moves through time as does two weeks from now.


In his book Representing Time philosopher K.M. Jaszczolt gives two excellent analogies to facilitate understanding of these two complex concepts.23 Jaszczolt compares the “A” series to a ski lift, specifically the designs that are in continual motion. He asks us to imagine that as the ski lift goes past skiers latch themselves on. Each event in time is similar to a skier in that only one skier at a time can latch on at any one point. For Jaszczolt the “B” series is likened to a long washing line in which a person can hang different articles of clothing in different positions. The line is static and it is the person who can move up and down.


The first metaphor is probably how most people understand time, or more specifically, its motion. It flows from the future, becomes the present moment that then fades away into the past. This is ‘internal time’ whereas the washing line analogy is ‘real time’. If we stand at a distance from the washing line then we will see it as an object that contains the past, the present and the future in a sequence-free ‘now’. This is what McTaggart termed the “C Series”. However, as McTaggart quite rightly observed, the “C Series” is not actually a form of time because no change is taking place. Indeed, what turns the static “C Series” into an ‘in time’ “B Series” is the addition of a conscious agent – an observer – who interprets the series in a before-and-after structure that imposes motion.


In his 1964 book Man and Time Priestley states that although he rarely agreed with anything McTaggart actually said, he could never find any flaws in his “lucid and highly ingenious arguments.”24 Although Priestley may have felt that McTaggart was “playing a wonderful game that has nothing to do with truth and reality” it was still an approach to time perception that delighted him and was probably a perfect primer for his later attraction to the work of J.W. Dunne. This idea that an “observer” was essential with regards to time perception and that time could exist in different aspects.


Jack’s grant was never sufficient to cover his day to day living costs. He supplemented his income by continuing his career as a writer and doing the occasional lecture. While Jack was still at Cambridge he wrote his first proper book. This was published in 1922 under the title Brief Diversions; it was a collection of parodies, fables and epigrams and something of a continuation of the short articles he wrote in the pre-war years for the Bradford Pioneer. In this he made reference to one of his major influences as a writer, Lord Dunsany. This may be of significance as Dunsany was an author of the magical and the mythic rather than the prosaic and ordinary. This influence can be seen in such stories as Appointment at Samara and The Uninvited Guest. In both we have a personification of death. In the former it is in the guise of a beautiful woman and in the latter as a guest at a fancy-dress party.


Jack graduated on the 21st June 1921 and eight days later married Pat Tempest in a very low-key ceremony at the Westgate Baptist Chapel in Bradford. The young couple then left Cambridge for London where Jack hoped that he could earn a living as a freelance journalist and writer.


Later that same year a second volume of essays, Papers from Lilliput, was published. By this time Pat was pregnant and the fledgling writer needed money for his growing family. Through contacts he gained a job as a publisher’s reader for The Bodley Head. As we shall later discover, Priestley developed a fascination with the idea that from a viewpoint outside of linear time we are a singular creature extending through the years from the point of our birth to the point of our death. This may have been subliminally stimulated by Jack being haunted by a popular advert of the time showing a series of male faces getting older and older. The advert was for a pension company and had no esoteric meaning. Was this image the one that brought about his subsequent attraction to the works of Peter Ouspensky and John William Dunne?25 Indeed, it could be argued that it was this image that stimulated Jack’s interest in the circularity of time, something that was to appear in his next collection of essays, I for One, which was published in 1923. This preoccupation was noted by his biographer, John Atkins.26 The book opens with an essay, entitled One Beginning, which ends with a repeat of the first sentence. This was an intriguing and seemingly original plot twist that was to be used to great acclaim some years later by James Joyce in his 1939 novel Finnegans Wake. It may be of significance that Joyce began his writing of this work in the early 1920s, coincidental with the publication of I for One. So what was it that stimulated both men, from very different backgrounds and writing traditions, to focus in on the same theme?


I for One had been published by The Bodley Head, his part-time employer, and they were so impressed with both the book and the reviews it received that they quickly commissioned a second book from Priestley, Figures in Modern Literature.


His first daughter, Barbara, was born on the 4th of March 1923, followed by a second, Sylvia, in April 1924. Sylvia was born very premature and was, for a time, a cause for great concern. The baby did live but sadly the subsequent medical investigation had shown that Pat had advanced cancer of the bladder. In June 1924 Jack’s father, Jonathan, died of stomach cancer. In 1925 Pat succumbed to her illness, leaving Jack, at twenty-nine, a widower with two small children. By this time Jack had also written a biography of George Meredith for Macmillan.


Meredith was an intriguing writer. His fantasy stories were very unusual for the Victorian period. He was heavily influenced by Arabian fiction and the stories of the Arabian Nights. A classic example of this is his 1856 novel The Shaving of Shagpat. Such was its influence on modern fantasy writers that it appeared in the celebrated Ballantine Adult Fantasy series in 1970. A theme of Meredith’s writing, both fiction and poetic, is the concept of pantheism; that everything that is, is God. As such we are as one with all of nature and that God is within us. This belief caused a degree of confusion for Priestley, who wrote, “if everything is God, then nothing is God.”27 We shall discover later that this idea of a singular consciousness behind everything was to become of great interest to Priestley in his later years and is a theme that can be found in much of his writings on time, both in his plays and his novels. He was to call this source of creativity “The Overmind“. This is clearly a concept he first encountered in his readings of Vedanta in the years before the Great War. But to this was added esoteric philosophies of mind that had been developing in Europe over the previous thirty years.


It was in the early 1920s that he discovered the writings of Marcel Proust which stimulated an even greater interest in the true nature of time and memory. In Man and Time, he also describes how while looking at certain paintings, specifically those of the French Impressionists, he felt what he could only describe as “time shifts” or, as he later described it, “a different taste of time.”28 He is clearly struggling to find the right words to describe a clear altered state of consciousness. Later he was to write that he also was fascinated by the paintings of Pieter Brueghel the Elder because of the way in which, lurking behind Brueghel’s scenes of peasant revelry, “somewhere just around the corner is a fairy-tale country. We are poised on the edge of marvels and miracles … feeling a trifle haunted.”29


His Meredith book was published in 1926 and Priestley’s world had changed again. In that year he married Jane, the former wife of D.B. Wyndham-Lewis, and had already a daughter by her, Mary, and acquired a stepdaughter, Angela Wyndham-Lewis. He was needing to broaden his writing horizons. Novel writing beckoned.


Jack’s first attempt at fiction was a straightforward adventure story, Adam in Moonshine (1927). He wrote this quite quickly and really enjoyed the creation of fiction. The critics were less enthusiastic and, he admitted many years later, in Margin Released, that the work had many shortcomings. He described it as being a:




little coloured trial balloon. But the story does not move effortlessly like a balloon: it moves stiffly, creaking with self-consciousness. Not having any press-cuttings, I do not know exactly how it was received, but I have an idea it was called “an essayist’s novel”. I do remember, however, that Arnold Bennett dismissed it with scorn, saying that it had no substance. This was true enough, but it was rather like complaining that no slice of meat could be found in a meringue.30





He decided that his next novel would be far more intellectually challenging. In Margin Released he said that he was attempting to “transmute the thriller into symbolical fiction with some psychological depth.”31 He had long been interested in what he was later to call “the magical” and it comes as no surprise that his second book touched upon these topics. Ever since childhood his dreams had been powerful and vivid. Some of these remained with him for many years and were shown to be precognitive. For example, in his autobiographical series of essays Rain Upon Godshill he describes how, as a schoolboy, he had a vivid dream involving an uncle that he rarely saw. What was odd in the dream was that the uncle approached him in the dream in a very aggressive way and glared at him intensely. Many years later Priestley was in a public house with friends. Suddenly, his uncle entered the bar and glared at him in exactly the way he had done in the dream. For Priestley this was evidence that Dunne’s hypothesis was correct.
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