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    On the day when the guns at last fall silent, a man and a woman weigh whether truth and tenderness can stand upright amid the rubble of a collapsing world.

A Man Could Stand Up, first published in 1926, is the third novel in Ford Madox Ford’s Parade’s End sequence, a cornerstone of English literary modernism. Written in the aftermath of the First World War, it centers on Christopher Tietjens, a principled officer and civil servant, and Valentine Wannop, an intelligent young woman whose life intersects with his at a moment of social and personal upheaval. Without revealing its later turns, the book’s premise spans Armistice Day in London and the Western Front, letting private dilemmas refract through the vast historical change of 1918.

Ford’s art is an impressionist narrative, building meaning through shifting angles of perception rather than linear revelation. He moves with fluid grace among consciousnesses, time frames, and social registers, giving the reader the immediate pressure of experience rather than a tidy report of it. The language extends thought into sensation, and sensation into moral choice, so that character is discovered as much by rhythm and association as by action. This approach places the novel alongside the era’s most ambitious experiments, while remaining unmistakably Ford’s: lucid, ironical, humane, and inexhaustibly attentive to how people think under stress.

Its classic status rests on the union of two hard tasks: rendering modern war as an experience of mind and body, and fathoming a society whose old codes are breaking while nothing equivalent has yet been built. The book inherits the English novel’s concern with manners, marriage, and class, yet submits those concerns to the blast-furnace of the front. In doing so it transformed both the war novel and the comedy of manners, influencing how later writers would weave public catastrophe and private ethics into a single, resonant fabric.

Thematically, the novel turns on the problem of integrity. Tietjens embodies a rigorously old-fashioned conscience, insisting on exact truth and scrupulous duty even as bureaucracy, gossip, and expedience corrode the institutions he serves. Valentine embodies an emerging world of female agency, physical vitality, and intellectual candor. Between them stand not only the war’s brutalities but also the pressures of class, reputation, and the moral ambiguities of survival. Memory, trauma, and the effort to tell oneself a coherent story from shattered episodes make the book an anatomy of how a person might remain upright when everything shifts.

Ford Madox Ford (1873–1939) brought rare authority to this material. A major editor and collaborator, he championed new writing through journals that helped shape modernism, and he served during the war, seeing the Western Front at firsthand. Parade’s End, composed across the mid-1920s, distills those experiences into fiction that is neither report nor pamphlet but artfully mediated vision. A Man Could Stand Up belongs to the precise historical moment of 1918 and to the literary moment when English prose discovered how to make consciousness itself the battlefield where the century would be fought.

The book’s immediate setup is simple and charged. In London on Armistice Day, crowds surge and bells peal while Valentine confronts what peace might demand of her heart and her vocation. Elsewhere, Tietjens faces the dying months of trench warfare, where command, care for men, and the economics of survival grind against personal rectitude. The novel does not seek shock twists; instead, it lets these parallel situations pose a question: once the external noise subsides, can individuals find a form of life that honors their convictions without breaking under the residue of violence and scandal?

Formally, Ford arranges time like a pair of mirrors. The London scenes look forward—toward peacetime, responsibility, and the tentative grammar of new beginnings—while the war sections look back, returning the reader to the felt history that conditions every choice the characters now face. This alternation produces not a puzzle but an enlargement: each setting illuminates the other. The method captures how memory intrudes upon the present and how the present, in turn, selects and reshapes what it can bear to remember.

Ford’s prose style gives this structure uncommon vitality. Long, sinuous sentences carry thought through multiple registers—moral, sensual, logistical—without losing clarity. Recurring images of uprightness, vision, and physical poise bind disparate moments, so the title resonates both literally with battlefield danger and figuratively with ethical stance. The humor, often dry and social, keeps catastrophe from becoming monotony. The result is a book that reads at once as war narrative, psychological portrait, and intimate social novel, maintaining pressure while allowing tenderness and comic perception to breathe.

The novel’s influence is felt in subsequent depictions of twentieth‑century war and its aftershocks, and in the British tradition of novels about memory, class, and public service. Writers seeking new ways to render consciousness in extremis have drawn on techniques Ford refined: the elastic paragraph, the oblique scene, the trust in the reader to assemble a life from impressions. The Parade’s End sequence has repeatedly returned to public conversation—through reissues, scholarship, and adaptation—because its craft offers a continuing toolbox for narrating crisis without simplifying it.

A Man Could Stand Up is also a document of social transition. It considers how institutions treat truth as troublesome, how rumor becomes a weapon, and how women’s expanding roles unsettle long-standing habits of power. In the intimate sphere it asks what a relationship founded on candor requires in a culture built on appearances. In the public sphere it examines how a nation recalibrates responsibility after mass violence. These concerns keep the novel near to us: they are the architecture of modern life, not relics confined to a past war.

To read this book now is to encounter a clear, serious answer to a question that remains urgent: how can people conduct themselves when the world changes faster than their language for it? Ford’s reply is not programmatic but dramatized—two lives, several rooms and dugouts, a city erupting in joy, and the quiet afterward. Its enduring appeal lies in the elegance with which it marries feeling to form and history to character. For contemporary readers, it offers both a portrait of an age ending and an invitation to stand upright within our own.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    A Man Could Stand Up by Ford Madox Ford, published in 1926, is the third novel of the Parade’s End tetralogy. It follows the final phase of the First World War and its immediate aftermath through the intertwined perspectives of Christopher Tietjens and Valentine Wannop. Ford employs modernist techniques—shifting chronology, interior monologue, and recurring motifs—to present a fractured world moving toward precarious peace. The book narrows its focus to late 1918, when trench warfare nears its end and London erupts in celebration, balancing intimacy of thought with public spectacle. It builds on earlier volumes while remaining legible as a study of personal endurance under historical pressure.

The novel opens in London on Armistice Day, when everyday routines dissolve into noise, movement, and unregulated joy. Valentine, working as a teacher, experiences the city’s delirium as both liberation and threat, as crowds challenge the boundaries that have kept her life carefully contained. An unexpected telephone call sets her reflecting on long-standing attachments and obligations, including her connection to Tietjens. Ford stages the scene as a complex negotiation between public jubilation and private uncertainty. The city’s changing energies cast questions about identity and future prospects into sharper relief, establishing a frame in which personal decisions carry the weight of historical turning points.

The narrative then turns to the Western Front in the war’s closing months, where Tietjens serves as a British officer amid an atmosphere of strain and improvisation. Ford depicts fragmented routines of command, the hazards of shelling, and the moral ambiguities of survival. Tietjens confronts shortages, competing orders, and the constant pressure of responsibility for the men under him. His interior reflections carry traces of earlier scandals and the persistent shadow of his marriage to Sylvia, which has subjected him to rumor and social punishment. The war’s physical dangers and institutional confusions echo his private uncertainties, fusing personal and military crises in a single field of action.

Class, bureaucracy, and shifting codes of conduct form a major axis of the book’s conflict. Tietjens’s adherence to exacting standards—duty, truthfulness, and restraint—meets a system tilting toward expedience and publicity. Ford scrutinizes how promotions, reputations, and assignments may be shaped less by competence than by networking and rumor. In this world, the old gentlemanly ideal wavers, yet it remains a guiding touchstone for Tietjens as he shields subordinates and attempts to keep dignity intact. The novel registers a broader cultural transition: hierarchies soften under wartime necessity, even as new forms of authority rise. The result is a tense, unstable field for ethical action.

Life at the front emerges through precise details of billets, roads, and temporary headquarters, where logistics determine survival. Ford presents the front as an ecology of waiting: snatches of rest broken by orders, scouts’ reports, and shellfire. Conversations among soldiers and officers sketch a cross-section of a society in uniform, mixing fatalism with stubborn practicality. Against this backdrop, the novel’s title gathers resonance, suggesting a future in which standing upright—literally and morally—might no longer invite annihilation. Yet a misstep still carries consequences, and the lines between caution and courage blur. The possibility of peace intensifies the ambiguities rather than resolving them outright.

Returning to London, Ford captures the dizzying mood of Armistice Day as an ethical test as much as a festival. Valentine measures her independence against the expectations of family, colleagues, and a society eager to file human lives into familiar stories. Professional duty, personal desire, and social reputation intersect in ways that complicate any simple choice. The war has widened opportunities but also heightened scrutiny. Valentine senses that the end of fighting does not automatically grant clarity. Instead, the sudden prospect of a future raises immediate questions about how one might live it—not only whom to align with, but on what terms and at what cost.

The war chapters intensify around episodes of bombardment, rapid redeployment, and precarious communications. Tietjens is forced to improvise, manage scarcity, and judge risk with incomplete information. He negotiates loyalties across ranks, finding both friction and solidarity. Moments of humor and grace puncture the bleakness, suggesting a moral texture that survives even in ruin. Ford’s stream of consciousness technique conveys how memory intrudes on action, how past slights and promises color split-second decisions. Tietjens’s code remains a compass, but its bearings are tested by circumstances that make correctness indistinguishable from folly unless anchored in care for others.

As rumors of an armistice gather, the narrative oscillates between front and home, showing how news reshapes behavior before it is official. Confirmation unleashes celebrations in London and a complicated relief at the front. Valentine confronts the practical meaning of peace for her work and private loyalties; Tietjens contemplates demobilization, with its uncertain prospects and lingering reputational damage. The novel gravitates toward a moment of potential convergence, where choices must be acknowledged even if they cannot be fully resolved. Ford preserves ambiguity around outcomes, allowing possibility and restraint to coexist as the characters test what can be said and what must remain tacit.

A Man Could Stand Up distills the tetralogy’s concerns into a meditation on what survives a collective rupture: character, affection, responsibility, and the capacity to imagine a livable future. Ford marks the end of an era without nostalgia, emphasizing both the loss of a stable social order and the emergence of new, imperfect freedoms. The novel’s formal poise—shifting time, layered consciousness, and restrained closures—underscores its insistence that the deepest reckonings occur in private, not at parades. Within Parade’s End, it signals fragile hope: the tentative belief that after catastrophe, one might stand up, take stock, and begin again without guarantees.
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    A Man Could Stand Up is set across the closing years of the First World War, chiefly 1917–1918, and in London on Armistice Day. Its world is shaped by the British Army and the civil service, two institutions that organized national life during total war. Class hierarchies, established in the long Edwardian era, continue to govern behavior, work, and marriage. The novel’s action moves between the Western Front in France and the British home front, positioning private lives amid public mobilization. The institutions that frame the story—War Office bureaucracies, regimental systems, and London’s professional networks—define the terms on which individuals negotiate duty, loyalty, and personal choice.

The war that frames the narrative began in August 1914, when Britain entered the conflict after Germany invaded Belgium. What was expected to be short became a prolonged industrialized struggle. The British Expeditionary Force fought alongside French and, later, American forces against Germany on the Western Front. Early maneuver gave way to entrenched stalemate, with successive offensives—Somme in 1916, Passchendaele in 1917—bringing huge casualties for modest territorial gains. This historical pivot from mobility to attrition underlies Ford’s settings and characters, who must reconcile traditional codes of honor with the impersonal, mechanized violence and slow, grinding tempo of trench warfare.

Trench warfare created a distinctive environment: front-line trenches, support lines, dugouts, and a landscape of shell-holes, barbed wire, and mud. Daily life involved bombardments, sentry duty, and the perpetual repairing of collapsed works. Artillery dominated the battlefield; infantry advances were rare and expensive. The title phrase—“a man could stand up”—echoes a soldier’s desire for a moment when shelling eases enough to stand upright without being cut down. In the novel, this notion registers less as triumph than as relief, capturing the yearning for ordinary human posture and speech after years in which to expose one’s head above a parapet could mean instant death.

The year 1918, central to the book’s wartime sections, saw Germany’s Spring Offensive breach Allied lines in places before being halted; from August, the Allied Hundred Days pushed the front eastward. On 11 November 1918, the Armistice ended fighting. In Britain, spontaneous crowds, street processions, and public excitement marked the day, yet many felt somber reflection rather than jubilation. Ford’s depiction of Armistice London balances noise and release with private hesitation, mirroring documented contemporary reactions that mixed relief, grief for the dead, and uncertainty about what peacetime would demand of those who had organized life around the war.

The British Army’s command culture and its expanding wartime bureaucracy are integral to the story’s conflicts. The prewar officer corps drew heavily from public-school and upper-middle-class backgrounds, but wartime necessity created many “temporary gentlemen,” middle-class men commissioned to lead. Friction between regulars and temporaries, and between staff and line officers, was common. Paperwork—returns, orders, transport schedules—governed survival as surely as courage. Ford’s scenes of order-writing, inspections, and the tensions of compliance with protocols register real features of a mass army learning modern logistics, while questioning whether inherited class codes could manage industrialized war.

Modern communications shaped command. Telephones, telegraphs, runners, and signal rockets linked trenches to headquarters, yet wires were cut by shellfire and messages frequently garbled. Railheads, horse-drawn wagons, and motor lorries struggled to move ammunition and rations across churned ground. The novel’s depictions of broken lines and misread orders reflect documented battlefield confusion, in which timing slipped and units lost contact under bombardment. The result, historically and in Ford’s fiction, was a regime of improvisation: junior officers and sergeants making decisions with partial information, trying to preserve lives while fulfilling orders drafted far from the mud where they had to be executed.

Technological escalation defined the front. Machine guns, high-explosive shells, mortars, and poison gas (first widely used on the Western Front in 1915) inflicted mass casualties and altered tactics. Tanks appeared from 1916 and were used more effectively in 1918, while aircraft evolved from reconnaissance platforms into fighters and bombers. Medical services grew complex—regimental aid posts, casualty clearing stations, and base hospitals—yet mental wounds proved hard to treat. Shell shock (war neurosis) entered public discourse during the war. Ford’s emphasis on memory lapses, disorientation, and intrusive recollection aligns with contemporary accounts that recorded lasting psychological effects of prolonged artillery terror.

The home front was governed by the Defence of the Realm Act (1914), which enabled censorship, control of industry, and restrictions on alcohol and lighting. Shortages intensified as the war lengthened; Britain introduced rationing of sugar in 1917 and, in 1918, of meat, fats, and other staples. Queues, ration books, and price controls were part of daily life. The novel’s London sequences evoke a city shaped by administrative measures and by the rhythms of war work and news. Civilian habits—meals, transport, leisure—shrunk or shifted under the pressure of regulation and the psychological strain of waiting for letters and casualty lists.

Women’s wartime participation expanded markedly. Hundreds of thousands worked in munitions factories, transport, and clerical posts; many served as nurses or in voluntary aid detachments. These changes helped legitimize political reform. The Representation of the People Act (1918) granted the parliamentary vote to men over 21 and to many women over 30 who met property or educational qualifications. Ford’s focus on a woman negotiating Armistice Day in London places domestic and professional female experience at the center, reflecting the era’s reallocation of roles. It gestures toward the unsettled status of new freedoms as wartime necessity receded but social expectations remained contested.

Women’s rights activism provides a crucial prewar and wartime backdrop. Suffragists pursued constitutional methods; suffragettes (notably the Women’s Social and Political Union) escalated to civil disobedience and property damage before 1914, facing arrests and force-feeding. The Prisoners (Temporary Discharge for Ill Health) Act (1913), the “Cat and Mouse Act,” cycled hunger-striking prisoners in and out of jail. With the outbreak of war, most militant actions ceased, but organizing skills shifted into relief and war work. Earlier volumes in Parade’s End depict suffrage-era confrontations whose social aftershocks still ripple through A Man Could Stand Up, locating its relationships within a society just emerging from that conflict.

Marriage, divorce, and reputation were powerful constraints. Before the Matrimonial Causes Act (1923), women in England generally faced higher hurdles to obtain divorce than men, and public scandal could damage both social standing and employment. The novel’s attention to rumor, surveillance by acquaintances, and the moral judgments of clubs and offices traces these pressures. War unsettled codes—long separations, premature deaths, and hasty wartime marriages increased strain—but legal reform lagged behind lived complexity. Ford’s characters must steer between duty and desire under a regime where private life is continually audited by class peers, employers, and the press.

Financing the war reshaped the British economy. Repeated War Loan drives, higher income and excess-profits taxes, and heavy borrowing swelled the national debt. Inflation eroded purchasing power and narrowed the margins of landed and professional households. Agricultural and transport disruptions increased prices, while government priority allocations steered coal, steel, and chemicals to military uses. The country estates and civil-service offices that populate Parade’s End thus appear against the steady advance of spreadsheets and ration cards. Ford’s interest in figures, audits, and administrative “efficiency” reflects a society learning to view people as entries in ledgers while still speaking the language of honor and duty.

London’s wartime life mixed danger with routine. German Zeppelin raids began in 1915; by 1917, Gotha bombers struck by day, bringing blackouts, anti-aircraft guns, and shelters to the capital. Public transport continued under strain as workers and soldiers crowded trains and trams. On 11 November 1918, bells and cheering marked the Armistice, but the city also bore marks of loss—memorials would multiply in the coming years. Ford’s Armistice scenes take place in an urban soundscape of telephones, street calls, and sudden, swirling crowds, staging intimate decisions amid the crush of strangers newly reminded that time might again belong to private lives.

Manpower policy left deep impressions on British society. Voluntary enlistment in 1914–1915 gave way to conscription under the Military Service Acts of 1916, which set up tribunals to hear claims for exemption, including those of conscientious objectors. The draft blurred class boundaries: professionals and laborers alike became privates or junior officers; administrative skills could move men into staff roles. The series’ men are accordingly bound together by obligation rather than vocation. A Man Could Stand Up reflects the lived contradictions of a conscript army—hierarchical yet contingent, with authority constantly renegotiated under the pressure of casualty, competence, and sheer endurance.

Ford Madox Ford brought firsthand knowledge to his war writing. Born in 1873, he enlisted in the British Army during the First World War and served in France, experiences that left him with lasting health effects commonly associated with shell shock and gas exposure. Before and after the war he was a prominent editor—founding The English Review in 1908 and later editing the transatlantic review in 1924. Parade’s End appeared in four volumes between 1924 and 1928, with A Man Could Stand Up published in 1926. His military service and editorial immersion in contemporary letters informed the work’s blend of documentary detail and formal experimentation.

Culturally, the novel belongs to high modernism’s effort to revise narrative conventions after 1914. Writers experimented with chronology, free indirect style, and fragmented perspectives to capture the dislocations of modern life. Ford, who had long advocated a literary “impressionism,” uses shifting vantage, interrupted memories, and associative structure to convey how war alters perception and time. While these are stylistic matters, they register historically: the sheer scale of mobilization, censorship, and casualty created gaps in knowledge that private minds—rather than official communiqués—sought to bridge. The form thus mirrors a society piecing together meaning from partial, often contradictory signals.

The Armistice did not end uncertainty. Demobilization from late 1918 into 1919 strained administration and sparked unrest among troops eager to return home. The Spanish influenza pandemic (1918–1919) compounded grief. Limited women’s suffrage arrived in 1918, followed by the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act (1919), which opened many professions to women, though barriers persisted. Economic adjustment, unemployment, and the reassertion of prewar hierarchies competed with reformist hopes. A Man Could Stand Up catches this hinge moment, when individuals try to convert wartime endurance into peacetime futures and to decide which habits—of command, obedience, or silence—should be left in the trenches and which carried forward.
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    Ford Madox Ford (1873–1939) was an English novelist, editor, and critic whose career spanned the late Victorian, Edwardian, and high modernist eras. Best known for The Good Soldier and the Parade’s End tetralogy, he combined narrative experiment with a probing moral intelligence, helping to define literary impressionism in English. As a magazine editor he gave crucial early platforms to significant twentieth‑century writers, and as a collaborator, especially with Joseph Conrad, he advanced new possibilities for the novel. His work bridges nineteenth‑century aesthetic legacies and modernist innovation, creating psychologically intricate portraits of individuals and societies undergoing rapid change while influencing prose style for generations.

Educated in London and immersed from youth in a cosmopolitan artistic milieu, Ford absorbed ideas from the Pre‑Raphaelite tradition alongside the emerging currents of European realism and symbolism. He read deeply in French prose—Flaubert and Maupassant were touchstones—and learned from the psychological nuance and narrative discipline associated with Henry James. Personal and professional association with Joseph Conrad proved decisive: together they debated craft and experimented with point of view, time, and tone. From these influences Ford developed an approach he called impressionist: to render experience as it is perceived, not as it is tidily plotted, privileging shifting consciousness and carefully modulated prose rhythms.

He began publishing fiction in the 1890s under his original surname and quickly proved a versatile writer across genres. Early collaborations with Conrad produced The Inheritors (1901) and Romance (1903), ventures that honed his sense of structure and voice. He also wrote cultural topographies such as The Soul of London (1905) and The Spirit of the People (1907), which mix observation with essayistic reflection. His historical imagination came to the fore in The Fifth Queen trilogy (1906–1908), a sustained re‑creation of Tudor politics and conscience. By the end of the decade he had established both a distinct narrative method and a reputation for editorial daring.

In 1908 Ford founded The English Review, a periodical that, during his tenure as editor, published work by established and rising voices and set a standard for serious contemporary writing. He championed authors including Thomas Hardy, Joseph Conrad, H. G. Wells, D. H. Lawrence, Ezra Pound, and others, encouraging frank treatment of modern life and experiment in form. Later, relocating part of his activity to the Continent, he launched the transatlantic review in the mid‑1920s, a short‑lived but influential venue that printed contributions by Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, and Jean Rhys. His editorial practice shaped literary tastes as much as his novels did.

World War I marked Ford’s life and writing. He enlisted despite being in his forties and served on the Western Front; the experience impressed on him the dislocations of modern warfare and the fragility of memory and identity. In the same period he published The Good Soldier (1915), a formally daring novel narrated through fractured recollection, now widely regarded as a masterpiece of English prose. After the war he adopted the name Ford Madox Ford, partly to reflect his artistic inheritance and to distance himself from a Germanic surname in a charged public climate. His criticism and fiction from these years probe truthfulness in narrative.

The 1920s brought Parade’s End (1924–1928), a four‑part saga that follows a principled civil servant through the upheavals of war and its aftermath. Ford’s impressionist technique—ellipsis, shifting viewpoints, and temporal layering—creates a resonant portrait of social transformation without sacrificing intimate human detail. Alongside fiction he produced criticism and memoir, notably Joseph Conrad: A Personal Remembrance (1924), The English Novel (1929), and the large‑scale survey The March of Literature (1938). Across genres he argued for exact prose, moral tact, and an art that respects the contingencies of perception, shaping debates about modern narrative at a time when the novel’s forms were in flux.

In later years Ford lived and worked across England, France, and the United States, lecturing, editing, and continuing to write fiction and essays. He remained an energetic advocate for younger authors, pairing practical editorial mentorship with public defense of innovation. He died in France in 1939. Ford’s legacy rests on a dual achievement: as a novelist who transformed point of view and chronology into instruments of psychological realism, and as an editor who helped build the modernist canon. Renewed scholarly and popular attention has emphasized the continuing vitality of his prose and the relevance of his questions about memory, honesty, and social change.
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Slowly, amidst intolerable noises from, on the
one hand the street and, on the other, from
the large and voluminously echoing playground,
the depths of the telephone began, for
Valentine, to assume an aspect that, years ago it had
used to have—of being a part of the supernatural
paraphernalia of inscrutable Destiny.

The telephone, for some ingeniously torturing
reason was in a corner of the great schoolroom
without any protection and, called imperatively,
at a moment of considerable suspense, out of the
asphalte playground where, under her command
ranks of girls had stood electrically only just within
the margin of control, Valentine with the receiver
at her ear was plunged immediately into incomprehensible
news uttered by a voice that she seemed
half to remember. Right in the middle of a sentence
it hit her:

“.... that he ought presumably to be under
control, which you mightn’t like!”; after that
the noise burst out again and rendered the voice
inaudible.

It occurred to her that probably at that minute
the whole population of the world needed to be
under control[1q]; she knew she herself did. But she
had no male relative that the verdict could apply
to in especial. Her brother? But he was on a
mine-sweeper[2]. In dock at the moment. And
now ... safe for good! There was also an aged
great uncle that she had never seen. Dean of
somewhere ... Hereford? Exeter? ... Somewhere....
Had she just said safe? She was shaken
with joy!

She said into the mouthpiece:

“Valentine Wannop speaking.... Physical
Instructress at this school, you know!”

She had to present an appearance of sanity ... a
sane voice at the very least!

The tantalisingly half-remembered voice in the
telephone now got in some more incomprehensibilities.
It came as if from caverns and as if with
exasperated rapidity it exaggerated it’s “s”’s with
an effect of spitting vehemence.

“His brothers.s.s got pneumonia, so his mistress.ss.ss
even is unavailable to look after....”

The voice disappeared; then it emerged again
with:

“They’re said to be friends now!”

It was drowned then, for a long period in a sea of
shrill girl’s voices from the playground, in an ocean
of factory-hooters’ ululations, amongst innumerable
explosions that trod upon one another’s heels.
From where on earth did they get explosives,
the population of squalid suburban streets
amidst which the school lay? For the
matter of that where did they get the spirits to
make such an appalling row? Pretty drab people!
Inhabiting liver-coloured boxes. Not on the face
of it an imperial race.

The sibilating voice in the telephone went on
spitting out spitefully that the porter said he had no
furniture at all; that he did not appear to recognise
the porter.... Improbable sounding pieces of
information half-extinguished by the external sounds
but uttered in a voice that seemed to mean to give
pain by what it said.

Nevertheless it was impossible not to take it
gaily. The thing, out there, miles and miles away
must have been signed—a few minutes ago. She
imagined along an immense line sullen and disgruntled
cannon sounding for a last time.

“I haven’t,” Valentine Wannop shouted into the
mouthpiece, “the least idea of what you want or
who you are.”

She got back a title.... Lady someone or other.
... It might have been Blastus. She imagined that
one of the lady governoresses of the school must be
wanting to order something in the way of school
sports organised to celebrate the auspicious day.
A lady governoress or other was always wanting something
done by the School to celebrate something.
No doubt the Head who was not wanting in a sense
of humour—not absolutely wanting!—had turned
this lady of title on to Valentine Wannop after having
listened with patience to her for half an hour. The
Head had certainly sent out to where in the playground
they all had stood breathless, to tell Valentine
Wannop that there was someone on the telephone
that she—Miss Wanostrocht, the said Head—thought
that she, Miss Wannop, ought to listen to.
.... Then: Miss Wanostrocht must have been able
to distinguish what had been said by the now indistinguishable
lady of title. But of course that
had been ten minutes ago ... Before the maroons[1] or
the sirens, whichever it had been, had sounded....
“The porter said he had no furniture at all.... He
did not appear to recognise the porter.... Ought
presumably to be under control!” ... Valentine’s
mind thus recapitulated the information that she
had from Lady (provisionally) Blastus. She imagined
now that the Lady must be concerned for
the superannuated drill-sergeant the school had had
before it had acquired her, Valentine, as physical
instructor. She figured to herself the venerable,
mumbling gentleman, with several ribbons on a
black commissionaire’s tunic. In an almshouse,
probably. Placed there by the Governors of
the school. Had pawned his furniture no
doubt....

Intense heat possessed Valentine Wannop. She
imagined indeed her eyes flashing. Was this the
moment?

She didn’t even know whether what they had let
off had been maroons or aircraft guns or sirens. It
had happened—the noise, whatever it was—whilst
she had been coming through the underground
passage from the playground to the schoolroom to
answer this wicked telephone. So she had not
heard the sound. She had missed the sound for
which the ears of a world had waited for years, for a
generation. For an eternity. No sound. When
she had left the playground there had been dead
silence. All waiting: girls rubbing one ankle with
the other rubber sole....

Then.... For the rest of her life she was never to
be able to remember the greatest stab of joy that
had ever been known by waiting millions. There
would be no one but she who would not be able to
remember that.... Probably a stirring of the heart
that was like a stab; probably a catching of the breath
that was like an inhalation of flame!... It was over
now; they were by now in a situation; a condition,
something that would affect certain things in certain
ways....

She remembered that the putative ex-drill sergeant
had a brother who had pneumonia and thus
an unavailable mistress....

She was about to say to herself:

“That’s just my luck!” when she remembered
good-humouredly that her luck was not like that at
all. On the whole she had had good luck—ups and
downs. A good deal of anxiety at one time—but
who hadn’t had! But good health; a mother with
good health; a brother safe.... Anxieties, yes!
But nothing that had gone so very wrong....

This then was an exceptional stroke of bad luck!
Might it be no omen—to the effect that things in
future would go wrong: to the effect that she would
miss other universal experiences. Never marry, say;
or never know the joy of childbearing: if it was a joy!
Perhaps it was; perhaps it wasn’t. One said one
thing, one another. At any rate might it not be an
omen that she would miss some universal and
necessary experience!... Never see Carcassonne, the
French said.... Perhaps she would never see the
Mediterranean. You could not be a proper man if
you had never seen the Mediterranean: the sea of
Tibullus, of the Anthologists, of Sappho, even....
Blue: incredibly blue!

People would be able to travel now. It was
incredible! Incredible! Incredible! But you
could. Next week you would be able to! You
could call a taxi? And go to Charing Cross! And
have a porter! A whole porter!... The wings,
the wings of a dove: then would I flee away, flee
away and eat pomegranates beside an infinite wash
tub of Reckitt’s blue[3]. Incredible, but you could!

She felt eighteen again. Cocky! She said, using
the good, metallic, Cockney bottoms of her lungs
that she had used for shouting back at interrupters
at Suffrage meetings before.... before this ... she
shouted blatantly into the telephone:

“I say, whoever you are! I suppose they have
done it; did they announce it in your parts by maroons
or sirens?” She repeated it three times, she did not
care for Lady Blastus or Lady Blast Anybody else.
She was going to leave that old school and eat pomegranates
in the shadow of the rock where Penelope,
wife of Ulysses, did her washing. With lashings of
blue in the water! Was all your underlinen bluish
in those parts owing to the colour of the sea? She
could! She could! She could! Go with her
mother and brother and all to where you could eat
... Oh new potatoes! In December, the sea being
blue.... What songs the Sirens sang and whether....

She was not going to show respect for any Lady
anything ever again. She had had to hitherto,
independent young woman of means though she were,
so as not to damage the School and Miss Wanostrocht
with the Governoresses. Now ... She was never
going to show respect for anyone ever again. She
had been through the mill: the whole world had
been through the mill! No more respect!

As she might have expected she got it in the neck
immediately afterwards—for over cockiness!

The hissing, bitter voice from the telephone
enunciated the one address she did not want to
hear:

“Lincolnss..s.s....sInn!”

Sin!... Like the Devil!

It hurt.

The cruel voice said:

“I’m s.s.peaking from there!”

Valentine said courageously:

“Well; it’s a great day. I suppose you’re bothered
by the cheering like me. I can’t hear what you
want. I don’t care. Let ’em cheer!”

She felt like that. She should not have.

The voice said:

“You remember your Carlyle....”

It was exactly what she did not want to hear.
With the receiver hard at her ear she looked round
at the great schoolroom—the Hall, made to let a
thousand girls sit silent while the Head made the
speeches that were the note of the School. Repressive!...
The place was like a noncomformist chapel.
High, bare walls with Gothic windows running up
to a pitch-pine varnished roof. Repression, the
note of the place; the place, the very place not to be
in to-day.... You ought to be in the streets, hitting
policemen’s helmets with bladders. This was
Cockney London: that was how Cockney London
expressed itself. Hit policemen innocuously because
policemen were stiff, embarrassed at these tributes of
affection, swayed in rejoicing mobs over whose heads
they looked remotely, like poplar trees jostled by
vulgarer vegetables!

But she was there, being reminded of the dyspepsia
of Thomas Carlyle!

“Oh!,” she exclaimed into the instrument,
“You’re Edith Ethel!” Edith Ethel Duchemin,
now of course Lady Macmaster! But you weren’t
used to thinking of her as Lady Somebody.

The last person in the world: the very last!
Because, long ago she had made up her mind that it
was all over between herself and Edith Ethel. She
certainly could not make any advance to the ennobled
personage who vindictively disapproved of
all things made—with a black thought in a black
shade, as you might say. Of all things that were not
being immediately useful to Edith Ethel!

And, æsthetically draped and meagre, she had
sets of quotations for appropriate occasions.
Rossetti for Love; Browning for optimism—not
frequent that: Walter Savage Landor to show
acquaintance with more esoteric prose. And the
unfailing quotation from Carlyle for damping off
saturnalia: for New Year’s Day, Te Deums, Victories,
anniversaries, celebrations.... It was coming
over the wire now, that quotation:

“.... And then I remembered that it was the
birthday of their Redeemer!”

How well Valentine knew it: how often with
spiteful conceit had not Edith Ethel intoned that.
A passage from the diary of the Sage of Chelsea who
lived near the Barracks.

“To-day,” the quotation ran, “I saw that the
soldiers by the public house at the corner were more
than usually drunk. And then I remembered that
it was the birthday of their Redeemer!”

How superior of the Sage of Chelsea not to remember
till then that that had been Christmas Day!
Edith Ethel, too, was trying to shew how superior she
was. She wanted to prove that until she, Valentine
Wannop, had reminded her, Lady Macmaster, that
that day had about it something of the popularly
festival she, Lady Mac, had been unaware of the fact.
Really quite unaware, you know. She lived in her
rapt seclusion along with Sir Vincent—the critic,
you know: their eyes fixed on the higher things, they
disregarded maroons and had really a quite remarkable
collection, by now, of first editions, official-titled
friends and At Homes to their credit.

Yet Valentine remembered that once she had sat
at the feet of the darkly mysterious Edith Ethel
Duchemin—Where had that all gone?—and had
sympathised with her marital martyrdoms, her
impressive taste in furniture, her large rooms and her
spiritual adulteries. So she said good-humouredly
to the instrument:

“Aren’t you just the same, Edith Ethel? And
what can I do for you?”

The good-natured patronage in her tone astonished
her, and she was astonished, too, at the ease with
which she spoke. Then she realised that the noises
had been going away: silence was falling: the cries
receded. They were going towards a cumulation at
a distance. The girls’ voices in the playground no
longer existed: the Head must have let them go.
Naturally, too, the local population wasn’t going to go
on letting off crackers in side streets.... She was
alone: cloistered with the utterly improbable!

Lady Macmaster had sought her out and here was
she, Valentine Wannop; patronising Lady Macmaster!
Why? What could Lady Macmaster
want her to do? She couldn’t—But of course she
jolly well could!—be thinking of being unfaithful to
Macmaster and be wanting her, Valentine Wannop,
to play the innocent, the virginal gooseberry or
Disciple. Or alibi. Whatever it was. Goose was
the most appropriate word.... Obviously Macmaster
was the sort of person to whom any Lady Macmaster
would want—would have—to be unfaithful. A
little, dark-bearded, drooping, deprecatory fellow.
A typical Critic! All Critic’s wives were probably
unfaithful to them. They lacked the creative gift.
What did you call it? A word unfit for a young
lady to use!

Her mind ran about in this unbridled, Cockney
school-girl’s vein. There was no stopping it. It
was in honour of the DAY! She was temporarily
inhibited from bashing policemen on the head, so
she was mentally disrespectful to constituted
authority—to Sir Vincent Macmaster, Principal
Secretary to H.M. Department of Statistics, author
of Walter Savage Lander, a Critical Monograph,
and of twenty-two other Critical Monographs in
the Eminent Bores’ Series.... Such books! And
she was being disrespectful and patronising to Lady
Macmaster, Egeria to innumerable Scottish Men of
Letters! No more respect! Was that to be a
lasting effect of the cataclysm that had involved the
world? The late cataclysm! Thank God, since
ten minutes ago they could call it the late cataclysm!

She was positively tittering in front of the telephone
from which Lady Macmaster’s voice was now
coming in earnest, cajoling tones—as if she knew
that Valentine was not paying very much attention,
saying:

“Valentine! Valentine! Valentine!”

Valentine said negligently:

“I’m listening!”

She wasn’t really. She was really reflecting on
whether there had not been more sense on the
Mistress’s Conference that that morning, solemnly,
had taken place in the Head’s private room. Undoubtedly
what the Mistresses with the Head at
their head had feared was that if they, Headmistresses,
Mistresses, Masters, Pastors—by whom I was made
etcetera!—should cease to be respected because
saturnalia broke out on the sounding of a maroon
the whole world would go to pieces! An awful
thought! The Girls no longer sitting silent in
the nonconformist hall while the Head addressed
repressive speeches to them....

She had addressed a speech, containing the phrase:
“the Credit of a Great Public School,” in that Hall
only last afternoon in which, fair thin woman,
square elbowed, with a little of sunlight really still in
her coiled fair hair, she had seriously requested the
Girls not again to repeat the manifestations of joy
of the day before. The day before there had been a
false alarm and the School—Horribly!—had sung:


“Hang Kaiser Bill from the hoar apple tree

And Glory Glory Glory till it’s tea-time!”




The Head, now, making her speech was certain
that she had now before her a chastened School, a
School that anyhow felt foolish because the rumour
of the day before had turned out to be a canard.
So she impressed on the Girls the nature of the joy
they ought to feel: a joy repressed that should send
them silent home. Blood was to cease to be shed:
a fitting cause for home-joy—as it were a home-lesson.
But there was to be no triumph. The
very fact that you ceased hostilities precluded
triumph....

Valentine, to her surprise, had found herself
wondering when you might feel triumph?... You
couldn’t whilst you were still contending: you must
not when you had won! Then when? The Head
told the girls that it was their province as the future
mothers of England—Nay, of reunited Europe!—to—well,
in fact, to go on with their home-lessons
and not run about the streets with effigies of the
Great Defeated! She put it that it was their
function to shed further light of womanly culture—that
there, Thank Heaven, they had never been
allowed to forget!—athwart a re-illumined Continent....
As if you could light up now there was no
fear of submarines or raids!

And Valentine wondered why, for a mutinous
moment, she had wanted to feel triumph ... had
wanted someone to feel triumph. Well, he ... they
... had wanted it so much. Couldn’t they have
it just for a moment—for the space of one Benkollerdy!
Even if it were wrong? or vulgar? Something
human, someone had once said, is dearer than
a wilderness of decalogues!

But at the Mistress’s Conference that morning,
Valentine had realised that what was really frightening
them was the other note. A quite definite fear.
If, at this parting of the ways, at this crack across
the table of History, the School—the World, the
future mothers of Europe—got out of hand, would
they ever come back? The Authorities—Authority
all over the world—was afraid of that; more afraid
of that than of any other thing. Wasn’t it a possibility
that there was to be no more Respect?
None for constituted Authority and consecrated
Experience?

And, listening to the fears of those careworn,
faded, ill-nourished gentlewomen, Valentine Wannop
had found herself speculating.

“No more respect.... For the Equator! For
the Metric system. For Sir Walter Scott! Or
George Washington! Or Abraham Lincoln!
Or the Seventh Commandment!!!!!!”

And she had a blushing vision of fair, shy, square-elbowed
Miss Wanostrocht—the Head!—succumbing
to some specious-tongued beguiler!... That
was where the shoe really pinched! You had to
keep them—the Girls, the Populace, everybody!—in
hand now, for once you let go there was no
knowing where They, like waters parted from the
seas, mightn’t carry You. Goodness knew! You
might
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