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Foreword

I have always believed that H.E. Bates was the absolute master of short story writing. He managed to create a little world for you to enter into, and that soft focus world would stay with you long after you’d finished the story.

When I first started writing I tried my hand at short stories, assuming quite wrongly it would be easier than attempting a book. Bates was my guiding light; there appeared to be a simplicity about his work that I sought to emulate. I did get a few short stories accepted by magazines, but they could never be in his league. I certainly never created anything as lovely as ‘The Watercress Girl’. Did any writer before or since? I think I found it in a magazine and read it curled up in my aunt’s spare room one wet school holiday and then went on to rush to the library to find more of his work. Fair Stood the Wind for France was the first book I borrowed and I was totally hooked on his work, but it was always the short stories I really admired the most.

 

Lesley Pearse, 2015


A Note from the Family

My grandfather, although best known and loved by many readers all over the world for creating the Larkin family in his bestselling novel The Darling Buds of May, was also one of the most prolific English short story writers of the twentieth century, often compared to Chekhov. He wrote over 300 short stories and novellas in a career spanning six decades from the 1920s through to the 1970s.

My grandfather’s short fiction took many different forms, from descriptive country sketches to longer, sometimes tragic, narrative stories, and I am thrilled that Bloomsbury Reader will be reissuing all of his stories and novellas, making them available to new audiences, and giving them – especially those that have been out of print for many years or only ever published in obscure magazines, newspapers and pamphlets – a new lease of life.

There are hundreds of stories to discover and re-discover, from H. E. Bates’s most famous tales featuring Uncle Silas, or the critically acclaimed novellas such as The Mill and Dulcima, to little, unknown gems such as ‘The Waddler’, which has not been reprinted since it first appeared in the Guardian in 1926, when my grandfather was just twenty, or ‘Castle in the Air’, a wonderful, humorous story that was lost and unknown to our family until 2013.

If you would like to know more about my grandfather’s work I encourage you to visit the H.E. Bates Companion – a brilliant comprehensive online resource where detailed bibliographic information, as well as articles and reviews, on almost all of H. E. Bates’s publications, can be found.

I hope you enjoy reading all these evocative and vivid short stories by H. E. Bates, one of the masters of the art.

 

Tim Bates, 2015

 

 

We would like to spread our passion for H. E. Bates’s short fiction and build a community of readers with whom we can share information on forthcoming publications, exclusive material such as free downloads of rare stories, and opportunities to win memorabilia and other exciting prizes – you can sign up to the H. E. Bates’s mailing list here. When you sign-up you will immediately receive an exclusive short work by H. E. Bates.


Pensioned Off

A sensitive and touching tale of a Latin teacher approaching the end of his career, reflecting on his obsolete methods of trying to teach a dying language. The story is based in part on Bates’s Latin teacher who he described as "extremely fat", so in a sweetly comic moment we hear how he fasts every Thursday so as not to become obese. Published in the New Adelphi (1929), and not republished since.

‘Attention! Amicus, a friend… usque ad aras, literally, even to the alter…that is, even to the last extremity… Go on translating! Go on! Quiet! Detention for the next boy who speaks!’

The voice resounding through dim corridors was hoarse and irate, like the resentful croaking of some old dog. Now and then could be heard the rapid tap-tapping of a ruler, angrily warning an offender.

In the common-room two or three masters off duty looked up from piles of red and green exercise books and listened. ‘That’s old Saul at it again – sounds furious,’ one remarked. ‘But it’s a shame really. Not only that, he’s preventing another man…yes, he ought to realise. It’s no joke.’

Heads were nodded. For a long time, watching the rain, sun or frost over the grey asphalt of the playground, they had said this, sometimes impatiently, often ill-naturedly, now and again with pity. Now, once again, they gazed out at the sun on the cheap, dirty bricks of the buildings on all sides and shaking their heads said:

‘It’s a shame. He ought to go.’

At the decrepit figure coming in a little later they scarcely glanced, however. He was the last to come. Red and green exercise books were waiting for him also. As he sat down to them and adjusted his glasses and took up the pen, his hands and beard were shaking.

‘Niger, nigre, nigrum…nigros…’ he corrected.

Yellowish beads of sweat gathered and stood as if ready to fall on his white brow. The air of feebleness about his white hair and beard grew stronger. Red stains, like cuts, smothered his white fingers and nails.

The room was stuffy, full of the same leaden, tiring air as the class-room had been, where the boys had given not one moment’s peace, infuriating and perplexing to him, so that he had once confused a dative with an ablative and had translated ‘salus’ to mean salt instead of salvation.

It was Thursday. A feeling of emptiness pressed him, for every Thursday he made a resolution to fast, to prevent obesity. A sensation of hunger growled in him and he pressed his paunch against the table edge. It was like pressing some flat, useless bladder there.

The door opened. A servant entered with coffee for the masters. He looked up, and then, remembering again that it was Thursday, shook his head.

‘In any case,’ he thought, ‘coffee is not good for me.’

Spoons began tinkling their high notes among the bass murmur of conversation. The science-master, his coffee cup in his acid-stained hands, walked over to him, asked, ‘Can I borrow your blotting-paper, Mr Saul?’ and took it, spilling coffee on the books as he did so.

‘Niger, nigra, nigrum’ merged their blue-black in a pool of brown.

It would be five minutes before the blotting paper would be returned. Probably it would never be returned.

He went on correcting, making thin red scars. Outside a sudden cloud swamped the sun, diluting the autumn lemon and bronze, bringing the thought of winter a moment nearer. With apprehension the Latin-master glanced up. Winter he could not endure in the chill rooms and draughty corridors, with the pinched faces of the boys staring at his own sagging yellow face, life would be insufferable. And every year now for five or six years, winter had brought jaundice and pains of the heart.

‘Niger, nigra, nigrum’ seemed to go on eternally.

A bell rang. Black gowns floated through the door and vanished.

Following them, seeing them as the embodiment of progress, vigorous ideas, clever and perhaps cynical reflections on a life which had been only half as long as his own, he was suddenly oppressed with misgiving. He knew that these figures, these young men, expected him to retire. And often he thought that perhaps he ought to make way, ought to accept pension, since he had now been able to claim it for three years, and say farewell and vanish.

In the classroom again the air was oppressive. He sat down, took off his spectacles, forgot to put them on again and saw the faces of the boys as blurred white masks.

‘Hic, hunc, hoc,’ a boy began.

That was wrong, but he said nothing. Of what use to attempt perfection, of what use any longer? He felt old, empty, devoid of desire and purpose. Perhaps he had gone on too long.

Suddenly some lovely hexameter of Virgil ran like a soft thread through his mind, allying him briefly to something poignant, deep and far away, to his youth; then it desisted, isolating him from memory, leaving him without illusions, without desires, a nervous, irascible, obese little figure teaching Latin in an obsolete way to boys who would never understand.

With drab, morose eyes he stared at the pale heads. Here and there was a scuffling. Ordinarily he would have risen, pounced irately on the offender, and seizing the ‘crib’ or note in school-boy’s code, have torn it up and punished mercilessly.

But today he did nothing, said nothing.

A boy said: ‘Hic, honc, hac…’

The rest were laughing at him.

‘Less noise! Translate exercise fourteen in your notebooks,’ he croaked out in a nerveless voice.

How often had he said that? What good came of it?

And suddenly he resolved that at the end of the hour he would go to the headmaster and explain as best he could, pleading ill health and saying that he wished to apply for the pension and leave at the end of the term. His hands were shaking. His stomach gnawed and ached. Once he had an operation for cataract and now his eyes were hurting him again. Life seemed deprived of something, of its aim, its precious spirit.

At the end of the lesson he gathered his little blue Virgil, red grammar and notebooks together, and going to the headmaster began explaining in a nervous voice, like a boy dreading reproval:

‘My health is declining…I have not the necessary…what can I do? Perhaps…and the thought of the winter…at my age…’

A week later he handed in his resignation, which was accepted, and at the end of the term he went away.

Now, in the common room sometimes someone who remembers him will casually ask: ‘Does anyone ever hear of old Saul? Where is he? What’s he doing now?’

But there is silence. No one has heard.


A Note on the Author

H. E. Bates was born in 1905 in the shoe-making town of Rushden, Northamptonshire, and educated at Kettering Grammar School. After leaving school, he worked as a reporter and as a clerk in a leather warehouse.

Many of his stories depict life in the rural Midlands, particularly his native Northamptonshire, where he spent many hours wandering the countryside.

His first novel, The Two Sisters (1926) was published by Jonathan Cape when he was just twenty. Many critically acclaimed novels and collections of short stories followed.

During WWII he was commissioned into the RAF solely to write short stories, which were published under the pseudonym "Flying Officer X". His first financial success was Fair Stood the Wind for France (1944), followed by two novels about Burma, The Purple Plain (1947) and The Jacaranda Tree (1949) and one set in India, The Scarlet Sword (1950).

Other well-known novels include Love for Lydia (1952) and The Feast of July (1954).

His most popular creation was the Larkin family which featured in five novels beginning with The Darling Buds of May in 1958. The later television adaptation was a huge success.

Many other stories were adapted for the screen, the most renowned being The Purple Plain (1947) starring Gregory Peck, and The Triple Echo (1970) with Glenda Jackson and Oliver Reed.

H. E. Bates married in 1931, had four children and lived most of his life in a converted granary near Charing in Kent. He was awarded the CBE in 1973, shortly before his death in 1974.
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Discover other books by H. E. Bates published by Bloomsbury Reader at
www.bloomsbury.com/hebates.

Share your reviews and comments with us via info@bloomsburyreader.com.
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