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INTRODUCTION

It was mid-December 1951, and French colonial forces were fighting the nationalist Viet Minh for control of Vietnam. In the years that followed the French withdrew and American forces would come in ever greater numbers to pursue their own futile war. Phat Diem was a strategic enclave on the Gulf of Tonkin about 75 miles south of Hanoi, and it was now surrounded by Viet Minh guerrillas firing from a range of 600 yards. Wading ashore from a landing craft that also transported a French commando unit, the forty-seven-year-old Graham Greene, a tall man and perhaps an easy target, could see buildings that had been blasted by bazookas and a market in flames.

It reminded him of the Blitz, but with many more corpses, some sticking up out of a canal.1 In a sight he would never forget, he came upon a mother and her tiny son dead in a ditch. They had wandered into the field of fire between the French and the Viet Minh and been brought down by just two shots, apparently French. Greene remembered especially the ‘neatness of their bullet wounds’.2 These were his people – Catholics. Greene wondered what panic they must have felt, and then knew it for himself when he became separated from his companions and stumbled, very briefly, between the lines of the Foreign Legion and the Viet Minh.3

Catholics and Buddhists from the town sheltered in and around the cathedral, bringing with them whatever they treasured – photographs, pots, pans, pieces of furniture. A friend of Greene’s from an earlier visit, a Belgian priest named Willichs, had perched in the bell tower and was reading his breviary. With mortars firing and planes dropping bombs and supplies, a distressed Greene, thinking that this day he might die, asked to have his confession heard. Around 1980, he spoke of this as the last time he had received the sacrament, but soon after renewed the practice. On this memorable occasion in Phat Diem, he was given as a penance one ‘Our Father’ and one ‘Hail Mary’, and the priest handed him a Tintin book so that he would have something to read.4

Greene learned that the attack had begun with an advance party slipping into a procession in honour of Our Lady of Fatima. There was then a surprise attack on the officers’ quarters, although it turned out that only one of the dead was an officer – twenty-five enlisted men were killed.5

No other journalist had got near this shambles, and the French were anxious to keep it a secret. Greene got the impression that they regarded the Belgian priest as a spy – he belonged to the Société des Auxiliaires des Missions, which existed specifically to aid the transition from colonial to national churches in Asia, an objective that hardly endeared them to the French in Vietnam.6 In any event, Greene and the priest were both independent witnesses to what had happened, so having spent just one night there – he slept in his clothes with a revolver on his pillow7 – he accepted an offer to get away and spend twenty-four hours with the navy. But the officer who escorted him upriver to the city of Nam Dinh left him there and hurried back to Phat Diem. Returning to Hanoi, he could see that it was all a cover story and that he had been got rid of.8

Getting rid of Graham Greene was never going to be an easy proposition. Vietnam is perhaps the best known of his political and literary involvements. He made four winter visits to Vietnam, and in 1955 the fight for Phat Diem provided a pivotal scene in his novel The Quiet American, which provoked outrage in the United States by revealing how deeply the country was involved in the bloodshed, in the belief that a distant colonial conflict was a front line in the Cold War. This brave and prescient novel foresaw the American war in Vietnam, the horrors of which continued until 1975.

Half a century later, the novel still causes awkward moments along the Potomac. In 2007, former president George W. Bush, a man sometimes thought a prisoner of his own innocence, gave a speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars, which included an odd remark, indicating that the novel’s criticism of American foreign policy retained its sting in the time of the Iraq War: ‘In 1955, long before the United States had entered the war, Graham Greene wrote a novel called “The Quiet American.” It was set in Saigon, and the main character was a young government agent named Alden Pyle. He was a symbol of American purpose and patriotism – and dangerous naivete. Another character describes Alden this way: “I never knew a man who had better motives for all the trouble he caused.” ’9 When a later president, Donald Trump, arrived in Hanoi, where crowds and cameramen were kept at a distance, he tweeted of ‘Tremendous crowds, and so much love!’, and checked into the Hotel Metropole where Greene had once stayed. He was immediately dubbed ‘the unquiet American’.10

Graham Greene continues to speak to an unquiet world. This biography will unravel the public and private lives of this most admired novelist. Shirley Hazzard spoke of him as ‘one of the writers of the century’, and John le Carré believes that in his time Graham Greene ‘carried the torch of English literature, almost alone’.11

This book takes a very high view of Graham Greene’s accomplishments, and so endorses the common opinion of three generations of writers and critics that he is one of the most important figures in modern literature. In course of time, our sense of even a great author’s work will contract to a few defining books. That is how canons are formed. And yet, the process is wasteful. It is easy enough to boil Graham Greene’s accomplishment down to, say, five essential books of his middle years: Brighton Rock (1938), The Power and the Glory (1940), The Heart of the Matter (1948), The End of the Affair (1951), and The Quiet American (1955). Once we do this, however, other first-rate novels, especially those written after 1960, not to mention his plays, short stories, journalism, essays, letters, memoirs, film scripts, and travel books, are shunted off into lists of ‘Further Reading’. In fact, Graham Greene is one of the very few modern writers in English who can be valued for a whole body of work. As a craftsman, he was a perfectionist rarely content with something he had written, and so we can sometimes be misled by his criticisms of his own books. Like any writer, he could occasionally be uneven; still he maintained an extraordinarily high technical standard in his writing, and many of his insights into human character and motivation, politics, war, human rights, sexual relationships, and religious belief and doubt remain compelling and provocative. It is hard to think of a recent writer in English who comes as close to greatness as he does.

A NEW BIOGRAPHY

There is already a three-volume authorized biography of Graham Greene by Norman Sherry (1989–2004) and a more prosecutorial work by Michael Shelden (1994), as well as several fragmentary or partial works. Both completed biographies occasioned controversy when published, not least because they focused to a remarkable degree on the minutiae of his sexual life, provoking some reviewers to regard parts of the works as prurient and trivial. Broadly speaking, the complaint against these works was that in the midst of all the lurid details they had lost sight of what mattered in the life of Graham Greene.

And yet the strengths and flaws of existing biographies may be almost moot, as the body of evidence has grown enormously since those works appeared; the landscape of his life has a different outline. In recent years, many thousands of pages of new letters and documents have become available, among them letters to his family, friends, publishers, agents, and close associates. In one instance, lost letters to his immediate family were discovered in a hollow book. His daughter, Caroline Bourget, has made available her collection of private letters from her father and participated in extended interviews, allowing a rich new perspective on his family life. The many letters Greene wrote to Father Leopoldo Durán, his confessor and companion on journeys through Spain and Portugal that gave rise to his entertaining and meditative novel Monsignor Quixote, have now been deposited in an archive, as have his letters, amounting to over a thousand pages, to his French agent Marie Biche, and a comparable collection of letters to the publisher Max Reinhardt – developments that allow for a much deeper knowledge of two of his most valued friendships, but also of the very complicated way he earned his living. A memoir by his wartime colleague at MI6 Tim Milne forces a careful reconsideration of the novelist’s relationship with the double agent and defector Kim Philby.

A political memoir by Bernard Diederich, Greene’s guide through Haiti and Central America, has, by itself, transformed our sense of the second half of his career, when his eye turned to politics and human rights in the southern hemisphere.

Oliver Walston has written a detailed and revealing memoir of his mother Catherine, Greene’s lover in the 1950s and the inspiration for Sarah in The End of the Affair – he has made that unpublished work and many private papers available as sources for this biography. Catherine has been written about by several authors, but often speculatively; her son’s memoir corrects and widens the record on many particular points and allows for a more serious reflection on her relationship with Graham Greene. Yvonne Cloetta, Greene’s last lover, published a memoir that revealed her private life with the novelist over thirty-two years, a period earlier researchers had to approach often through second-hand reports. A large collection of the papers of the novelist’s friend Gillian Sutro contains, extraordinarily, many transcriptions of private conversations with Greene and Cloetta, and even surreptitious tape recordings, as Sutro secretly hoped to write a book about them – these include some of Greene’s private recollections of the women in his life, including the stage designer and children’s author Dorothy Glover.

Intrepid bibliographers have tracked down hundreds of Greene’s fugitive publications. A group of expert researchers delving in archives has added greatly to what we know about particular aspects of his career, especially his sojourns in war-torn places.12 New secondary works have changed our sense of what was going on in the countries Greene visited – a notable example being the new historiography of Mexico in the 1930s. Accordingly, it is not only possible but imperative to bring these sources together and to retell the story of Graham Greene’s life and times.

That well-worn phrase, ‘life and times’, is actually the essence of this book. There is no understanding Graham Greene except in the political and cultural contexts of dozens of countries. And in an odd sense the reverse is also true: we fail to understand something about modern times if we ignore Graham Greene. Here is a single life on which much of the history of a century is written.

In his later books, Greene used the term ‘involvement’ to describe a kind of loyalty, passion, and commitment that can overtake a person who observes suffering and injustice – as a character remarks in The Quiet American, ‘Sooner or later, one has to take sides. If one is to remain human.’13 Greene travelled to many of the most afflicted places in the world and drew close to the sorrow and oppression he observed. His characters and plots emerged from his observing eye, his curiosity, and his sense of involvement. This process becomes the central narrative of Graham Greene’s life – how politics, faith, betrayal, love, and exile become great fiction.

Broadly speaking, even as this biography narrates, with much new detail, the key events and patterns in his private life, it swings the balance away from obscure details of his sexual life, which have captivated earlier biographers, to an account of his engagement with the political, literary, intellectual, and religious currents of his time.

And so, what follows is a story of ‘involvements’ – Graham Greene risked his life in such places as Sierra Leone, Liberia, Mexico, Malaya, Vietnam, Kenya, Cuba, the Congo, Haiti, Paraguay, Panama, and Nicaragua. He needed constant stimulation to keep boredom, a debilitating feature of ‘manic depression’ (now known as bipolar illness), at bay. But that only explains so much. He had strong political principles, not least that American foreign policy was a threat to the whole world. He refused to accept the reasoning of the Cold War – he was not going to choose between East and West, but looked south to some of the world’s poorest countries, where the urgency of each day made human nature that much more discernible. As Scobie in The Heart of the Matter speaks of Sierra Leone: ‘Here you could love human beings nearly as God loved them, knowing the worst.’14 He was vigorous in defence of dissidents everywhere, from behind the Iron Curtain to the United States, and of writers imperilled by their beliefs.

In a sense, this is not one narrative but several braided together. It looks at the psychological history of a man who was traumatized as an adolescent over questions of loyalty and betrayal, and then suffered a mental illness that brought him to the point of suicide on several occasions. It is the story of a traveller, whose restlessness caused him to seek out troubled places, where his concerns were politics, poverty, and human rights. It is the story of a man who struggled to believe in God and yet found himself described, against his will, as a great Catholic writer. It is the story of a private life in which loves and passions ended in one ruin after another, until his sixth decade when he found constancy and peace in an unconventional relationship. It is a story of politicians, battlefields, and spies. More than anything, it is the story of a novelist mastering his craft, and exercising it in ways that changed the lives of millions.


1

THE DOG IN THE PRAM

‘The first thing I remember is sitting in a pram at the top of a hill with a dead dog lying at my feet.’ So wrote Graham Greene in the memoir, A Sort of Life, that he published in his sixties. The dog was his sister’s pug, killed on the road, and the nurse could think of no better way to get its corpse home than to load it in with the baby. When he was five years old, he saw a man run into one of the town’s almshouses intent on slitting his throat – his elder brother Raymond recalled that Graham did witness the man slashing himself but Graham had no recollection of it.1 For many writers, an Edwardian childhood was a lighted thing, the last lovely time before fathers and brothers marched off to the Great War.

Raymond, who became a leading physician, once remarked drily of their childhood: ‘I saw nothing horrible in the woodshed, perhaps because we had no woodshed.’2 Graham wrote more lyrically of the years before his troubled adolescence: ‘The clouds of unknowing were still luminous with happiness. There was no loneliness to be experienced, however occupied the parents might be, in a family of six children, a nanny, a nursemaid, a gardener, a fat and cheerful cook, a beloved head-housemaid, a platoon of assistant maids, a whole battalion of aunts and uncles, all of them called Greene, which seemed to bring them closer . . . The six birthdays arrived, the Christmas play, the easter and summer seaside, all arrived like planets in their due season, unaffected by war.’3

Looking back, Graham suggested that he never knew a world without pointless death, but his early years passed in an atmosphere of affection, ease, and security. His Edwardian parents were distant, in the fashion of the times, but the siblings remembered them always as loving and beloved. Of course, he did observe the troubles of people who lived in the town of Berkhamsted in Hertfordshire, but his own world was protected.

He did suffer some of the gruesome medical practices of the time: when he was five, he had his adenoids and tonsils removed in an operation carried out at home – he saw a tin basin full of his own blood and remained fearful of blood, until he took on rescue work during the Blitz.4 As a child, he fell into the hands of a dentist who must have trained under Torquemada, and he later suffered from pleurisy, which left him with a fear of drowning.5

For all that, there is still a contrast between the outward facts of Greene’s early life and his grim descriptions of it in A Sort of Life. That memoir was actually begun on the instructions of a psychiatrist trying to avoid giving Greene electro-shock therapy for depression in the 1950s (see p. 369) – writing seemed the safer therapy. One can even hear in the remark about the dead dog an address to the psychiatrist. Nonetheless, Greene does allow, here and there, for comfort: ‘From memories of those first six years I have a general impression of tranquillity and happiness, and the world held enormous interest, even though I disappointed my mother on my first visit to the Zoo by sitting down and saying, “I’m tired. I want to go home.” ’ This passage is followed by an account of his terrors of birds, bats, and house fires, and a series of nightmares in which a witch digs her fingernails into his shoulders until finally he drives her off for good.6

‘If I had known it,’ he wrote, ‘the whole future must have lain all the time along those Berkhamsted streets.’7 A pleasant Hertfordshire market town with a population of about seven thousand,8 it had a large Norman church, St Peter’s, where Greene recalled a duke’s iron helmet, of which there is no other record,9 hung ‘on a pillar like a bowler hat in a hall’.10 The local magnate was Earl Brownlow, a member of the Egerton family. His 5000-acre estate, Ashridge Park, included extensive gardens, as well as woodlands where in spring bluebells still grow in dreamlike profusion.11 An important site in Greene’s early life and then in his fiction was the ruined Berkhamsted Castle on its high mound. Originally, it was built of timber after the Norman Conquest, and Thomas Becket rebuilt it in stone. In the fourteenth century Edward, the Black Prince, often stayed there,12 but by the twentieth century only sections of wall stood, like broken teeth.

The Grand Junction Canal ran through the town, and there was a constant traffic of barges carrying freight. But Graham feared the canal as there always seemed to be another drowning, and the many canal workers and their children struck him as grimy and menacing. Twice a day, commuters to London, clutching attaché cases, trudged up and down Kings Road like figures out of The Waste Land. In a remark that tells us more about Greene than about Berkhamsted, he said that anywhere in the world he would recognize people from the town, their ‘pointed faces like knaves on playing cards, with a slyness about the eyes, an unsuccessful cunning’.13

There was nothing sly about his father, Charles Greene, who came to Berkhamsted in 1888. He had studied at Bedford Grammar School and gone up to Wadham College, Oxford, as an exhibitioner in 1884, obtaining a third in Classical Moderations in 1886 and a second in Modern History in 1888. He was athletic, charming, and good looking, and had spent time in France, where he mastered the language. On their travels, he and a schoolmaster friend were approached in Naples by an oddly familiar man who asked to join them as they drank their coffee. He ordered something stronger and entertained them for an hour with his witty talk, then left them to pay for his drink. Only after he had gone did they realize that this was Oscar Wilde, not long out of prison. Charles would retell this story with the observation: ‘how lonely he must have been to have expended so much time and wit on a couple of schoolmasters on holiday’.14

Hoping to become a barrister in London, Charles took a temporary position at Berkhamsted School, but then stayed for thirty-nine years, serving as headmaster from 1910 until 1927. The school had been founded by Dr John Incent, a Dean of St Paul’s, in 1544. Although good things happened from time to time, its history reads as a series of cash-grabs by kings and by officials of the school looting the foundation. By the early 1800s, the headmaster did nothing but enjoy his perks since there was just one scholar enrolled.15 Things were gradually set right, and after 1864 a reforming headmaster decided that Berkhamsted should be primarily a boarding school16 – an arrangement, very common at the time, that would later cause grief to Graham Greene. This headmaster was succeeded in 1887 by the extremely energetic Thomas Charles Fry, a future Dean of Lincoln, who promptly hired his former student and relative by marriage Charles Greene. He was very generous to Charles, appointing him housemaster of the newly established St John’s House and grooming him to be the next headmaster.17 The impact he made on the small boy was long-lasting. He would later hear from his Oxford tutor Kenneth Bell that Fry was a flogger, and from Father George Trollope, who received Graham into the Catholic church, that he was harshly anti-Catholic. Still, Graham’s description of him as ‘sinister’ and ‘sadistic’ has mystified those who researched Fry’s life and found him, in general, benevolent. In any event, Graham recalled him vividly as a ‘Manichean figure in black gaiters’18 (buttoned gaiters still being part of the garb of senior Anglican clergy).

At the end of 1895 Charles married his cousin, the slim, elegant, six-foot-tall, intellectual, and somewhat remote Marion Greene.19 Charles was the grandson and Marion the great-granddaughter of Benjamin Greene, the brewer of Bury St Edmunds, whose name lives on in pints of Greene King IPA. Benjamin had thirteen children, so the bloodlines are hard to follow. One line of descent includes the novelist Christopher Isherwood.20 Benjamin had business on St Kitts in the West Indies, and, in a discreditable episode in the family history, owned 225 slaves there, as well as another six in Monserrat, according to the records of compensation paid in 1834 to masters under the Slavery Abolition Act.21 One of his sons, Charles, is said to have fathered about thirteen children in St Kitt’s before dying at the age of nineteen22 – the mothers were evidently former slaves still living in a form of servitude. In the 1960s, Graham’s younger brother Hugh researched this branch of the family and published an article frankly disclosing the history of slaveholding and sexual exploitation.23 Following up, Graham himself visited the island and met some of his very distant cousins in 1970.24

The marriage of the cousins, Charles and Marion, rolled the dice on inherited illnesses. Charles’s father, William, suffered from what Graham judged, very reasonably, to be manic depression, a disease long known to run in families – it has now been established that in a family where one person has the disease the likelihood of others suffering from it increases tenfold.25 William died on an impulsive visit to St Kitts, after long absence from the island, in 1881. Marion’s father, the Reverend Carleton Greene, also had a mental illness; he suffered from extreme guilt, and as Graham wrote, ‘when his bishop refused his request to be defrocked, proceeded to put the matter into effect himself in a field’. That is, he stripped naked before the watching villagers.26 ‘We were never told anything about that grandparent and I had always assumed he was dead before I was born.’27 In fact, he survived until 1924, and Graham later supposed that this man posed ‘a living menace’ to his daughter’s family.28

A more cheerfully embraced piece of family history was that Marion’s mother, of the Scottish Balfour family, was a cousin of the novelist Robert Louis Stevenson. The young Graham Greene liked to think of Stevenson’s great adventure novel Kidnapped, with its young hero, as taking place on ‘the wild, open stretches’ of Berkhamsted Common. Marion may have met Stevenson when he came to visit her mother;29 she certainly knew his friend and editor Sidney Colvin, and the child Graham was once permitted to play bagatelle – a game like billiards – on a board that had belonged to Stevenson.30 His own fiction was influenced in important ways by Stevenson, and in 1949 Heinemann commissioned Greene to write a biography of him; he soon abandoned it as another author was working on a similar book.31 Greene gestures towards that abandoned project in The End of the Affair, when the novelist Bendrix decides to write a biography of Gordon of Khartoum.

Charles and Marion Greene had six children: the first, Alice Marion, known as ‘Molly’ (1897–1963), went on to live a quiet domestic life after falling off a mountain she was climbing into the arms of a man below, who became her husband; Herbert (1898–1968) was athletic in youth but alienated much of the family with his drinking, idleness, and fascist opinions; Raymond (1901–82) became a leading endocrinologist, and his life included a successful ascent of Mount Kamet in the Himalayas in 1931 and a nearly successful attempt on Everest two years later; Henry Graham, the future novelist, came as the fourth child on 2 October 1904; Hugh (1910–87) was a journalist of formidable intellect and eventually became Director-General of the BBC; and Elisabeth (1914–99) served in Admiralty intelligence through the war and in later years became Graham’s private secretary.

The children saw a good deal of Marion’s sisters Maud and Nora (known as ‘Nono’), and in the summer holidays stayed at the home of Charles’s unmarried elder brother Sir (William) Graham Greene at Harston Hall, Cambridgeshire. Sir Graham himself hated children so fled to London during the visits. He rather resembled Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s character Mycroft Holmes, the elder brother of Sherlock – he was an expert at everything. A close associate of Winston Churchill, he had a hand in setting up naval intelligence and advised on defence matters until the end of his life. In old age he survived falling under a train on the London Underground by remaining very still until he was rescued. At the age of ninety-one he fell, without great harm, from a tree he was pruning. It was apparently a garden chair that finally killed him: he tripped over it, injured a foot, and gangrene took hold – the sign that he was at the end was a toe that came off with his sock.32

Uncle Eppy – Charles’s younger brother Edward – who had made a fortune in the coffee business in Brazil, also set up home in Berkhamsted with his German wife Eva, in a house with seventeen bedrooms. Arriving in 1910, they became known as the ‘Hall Greenes’ in contrast to the poorer and more bookish ‘School Greenes’. Eppy and Eva also had a brood of six: Benjamin, the eldest, was something of a dreamer, and in adult life he dabbled in extreme politics and was detained in 1939 as a possible Nazi sympathizer; Eva, called ‘Ave’, on whom Graham had a crush in his teenage years; and Barbara, who would save his life when they later trekked together through the Liberian jungle; Edward, or ‘Tooter’, who was a month younger than Graham and his closest friend among his cousins; the brilliant but erratic Felix, who became a journalist, pseudo-mystic, and apologist for Mao’s Great Leap Forward (Graham despised him); and Katharine, a late child. The Hall Greenes learned German from their mother, and had ways that seemed strange to the School Greenes.33

Until Graham was six, his home was the red-brick St John’s House in Chesham Road, which Charles had purchased in 1896.34 According to the practice of the time, he ran the house as a business. David Pearce, a former master of the school, observes: ‘That was why the characters of the housemaster and his wife were so important. A skinflint could keep his boys on thin rations, whereas a generous couple would become renowned for keeping a good table.’35 St John’s was a busy place. A matron and six female servants looked after more than forty borders in the somewhat severe dormitories with their pitch-pine partitions.

The Greene children were looked after in the family quarters by a much-loved nurse from Wiltshire named Annie Hyde. Graham remembered her as an old woman with a white bun holding a sponge over him in the bath. She had been hired when Molly was born and remained for many years, until her cantankerousness made her impossible and she was let go with a pension. There was also a series of nursery maids who did not hold up against Annie’s temper. Graham wrote: ‘I never remember being afraid of her, only impressed by that white bun of age.’36

The children would be brought down to play with their mother for an hour after tea, Graham fearing that his mother would tell them, yet again, the story of the Babes in the Wood, in which children are abandoned and birds cover their bodies with leaves – the story would make him cry. Remembering this, he later remarked: ‘My tear-ducts in childhood, and indeed for many years later, worked far too easily, and even today I sometimes slink shame-faced from a cinema at some happy ending that moves me by its incredibility.’37 This is the same writer who fashioned the dark ending of Brighton Rock and tried to stamp out sentimentality in his fiction as if at war with something in himself.

Although the adult Graham Greene disliked children, portraying them often as cruel and treacherous, he was himself a pleasant little boy, especially after he had his adenoids and tonsils out. Alice Greene, another of Charles’s sisters, visited at Christmas 1909 and wrote of the five-year-old:


. . . how shall I describe little Graham? He is an utterly different child – evidently since that operation. Can you imagine little Graham with Raymond’s charm? He is bright, sunny & gay, chatters all day long, has pretty manners, & a certain pretty little serious grace of his own which is altogether charming. I expect you have heard how he once said to his mother ‘I am for Votes for Women,’ & now I have seen him I can quite realize him saying it.

On Sunday afternoon Dr. Fry and Julia called. ‘So Graham would give Women the Vote?’ said Dr. Fry. ‘No, if he had them he would keep them for himself’ said someone & then Dr. Fry said ‘Come, Graham, you would give Women the Vote, would you not? You are for Votes for Women?’ Graham laughed uneasily, writhed a little when he realized that everyone was looking at him & said with a burst of charming frankness ‘I believe in them!’38



He was late learning to read. His parents, using such primers as Reading without Tears, found him resistant to all their efforts. Then, suddenly, on a visit to Harston Hall, he was able to penetrate ‘a real book. It was paper-covered with the picture of a boy, bound and gagged, dangling at the end of a rope inside a well with water rising above his waist – an adventure of Dixon Brett, detective.’ Not wanting to be discovered, he took it up to the attic. His mother seems to have guessed, and gave him a copy of R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island for the train home, but to keep his secret he determinedly stared at the book’s single illustration the whole way. In retrospect, he wondered whether he feared being sent to the preparatory school if it was known that he could read.39

Greene believed that ‘early reading has far more influence on conduct than any religious teaching’.40 As the son of the headmaster, he had access to plenty of books, and even as an old man he still had on his shelves many he had read in childhood. His imagination always drew on this bank of reading. It is commonly observed, for example, that his fascination with men on the run has its roots in the works of Robert Louis Stevenson and John Buchan. When Greene revised The Ministry of Fear, he added a series of epigrams from The Little Duke by Charlotte M. Yonge. Before finishing The Human Factor, he went to the Transvaal see the Rain Queen, who figures in Rider Haggard’s She.41 Captain Gilson’s The Pirate Aeroplane contains a scene in which the young hero, expecting to be killed in the morning, plays cards with his captor; this influenced the portrayal of a game of cards in England Made Me, and, apparently, a key episode in The Power and the Glory, where the whisky priest spends the night in charged dialogue with the Lieutenant.

In their nursery, the Greene children pored over books by G. A. Henty, who specialized in heroic warfare and rejoiced in such titles as Under Drake’s Flag, With Wolfe in Canada, and With Clive in India. Henty’s books permeated the minds of boys in Britain a century ago, and while the adult Greene repudiated the lessons of Empire and noble warfare he remained obsessed with travel, believing life to be more urgent in troubled places. His conversation with Henty never quite ended.42

One book stood out among all the others, a historical novel set in Italy: ‘But when – perhaps I was fourteen by that time – I took Miss Marjorie Bowen’s The Viper of Milan from the library shelf, the future for better or worse really struck. From that moment I began to write. All the other possible futures slid away: the potential civil servant, the don, the clerk had to look for other incarnations.’ He saw in the book’s villain, Visconti, the Duke of Milan, the cruelty and charisma of a bullying friend named Carter: ‘He exercised terror from a distance like a snow-cloud over young fields. Goodness has only once found a perfect incarnation in a human body and never will again, but evil can always find a home there. Human nature is not black and white but black and grey. I read all that in The Viper of Milan and I looked round and I saw that it was so.’ After reading that story, he began filling exercise books with similar tales; he was now launched on the life of a writer, and even sixty years later, the sinister Visconti would still fire his imagination as he gave the name to the war-criminal lover of Aunt Augusta in Travels with My Aunt.

In the autumn of 1910, Thomas Fry resigned as headmaster in order to become Dean of Lincoln. Even though Charles Greene was Fry’s favoured candidate to succeed him, it took three ballots for the governors to elect him out of a field of thirty. Once it was settled, Fry, a small man with a large beard, was seen dancing for joy as he led Charles Greene into the school quadrangle. Although recalled as a ‘brilliant and inspiring’ teacher, Charles lacked Fry’s magnetism and his understanding of boys. But his colleagues admired many things about him, not least his lucid prose style. Moreover, he was an orator and could make a fine impression upon the parents; this was invaluable as sometimes other speakers made a mess of things. In an episode that brings to mind P. G. Wodehouse’s character Gussie Fink-Nottle, the Earl Brownlow gave out prizes on Founder’s Day in 1912 and offered this consolation to those who got nothing: ‘Some of the most successful men were stupid boys at school. Wellington’s mother used to say what a stupid boy he was . . . ’43 Perhaps his drink had been spiked.

From time to time, Charles brought in celebrities, such as Sir Ernest Shackleton who told the boys about polar exploration.44 Fascinated, Graham dreamed of joining an expedition to Antarctica. At the age of about ten, he wrote to the explorer William Speirs Bruce, correcting supposed errors in his book Polar Exploration. ‘I received a courteous and defensive reply’.45

With Charles’s promotion, the family moved into School House in Castle Street. At first Graham shared a room with the always-crying baby Hugh, then with Raymond – they quarrelled daily and he tried ‘very hard’ to kill Raymond with a croquet mallet.46 In calmer moments, Graham was entranced by the walled garden and its clouds of butterflies. In the larger of two greenhouses were Charles’s rare orchids, one worth more than £300; they all died one night when a drunk gardener allowed the temperature to drop. Charles bore the loss and allowed the gardener to keep his job. A white cat inhabited an adjoining cemetery and Charles told Graham it was the ghost of an absentee headmaster from the eighteenth century.47

As a young man, Graham was dismissive of his father, but once he had children of his own he realized that his father’s affection for him and interest in him had been authentic.48 However, it does seem that Charles was a little out of touch with the world. A classmate of Graham’s, W. A. Saunders, remembered the headmaster making an announcement: ‘ “I have here a request from some boys who want to see the film ‘Tarzan of the Alps’,” said Charles breathing over the note. Masters to right & left & rear lean toward him and gratingly whisper, “Apes”.’49

Graham’s affection for his mother, whom he and his siblings called ‘Mumma’, is not difficult to see, as hundreds of his candid letters to her survive. However, he was ultimately more critical of her than of his father. She was a snob while he was not. Graham remembered her absorption in news of the royal family, and her disgust when the daughter of a tripe-seller married a member of the Inns of Court Officer Training Corps (OTC) stationed in Berkhamsted.50

The school had its own snobberies, which Graham learned about when he entered the new Junior School in the summer term of 1912, just before he turned eight. For years, local boys had been charged £6 per year in tuition fees and boarders £9. In 1907 the governors raised the fee to £12 for everyone, while setting up a system of scholarships, and bursaries for boys who needed them.51 The writer Peter Quennell, Graham’s contemporary at the school, recalled the pecking order: ‘Below an aristocracy of boarders lay a middle-class, which included myself, of easy-going day-boys, and, yet lower, a despised proletariat, the “train-boys”, so called because they arrived by train from various adjacent towns.’ Also called ‘train bugs’, this last group attended the school with financial assistance and were mocked for their accents, bad clothes, and supposed smell.52

Some sixty years later, in his memoir A Sort of Life, Greene wrote of the caning of such a boy, whose name he could not remember.53 After it was published, he received a letter from a county councillor and governor of the school, Hilary Rost, speaking of how her father, Arthur Mayo, had been traumatized by his years at Berkhamsted. Greene remembered then that this was the boy who had been so severely caned. Mayo’s daughter told him of her father’s experience with one master in particular who ‘would make the scholarship boys stand up, while he told the rest of the class that they must watch these characters carefully as their fathers were paying their fees and they should make sure that they were not wasting their money. They were verbally abused and most of the staff evidently condoned this.’ Her father had told her how Graham would make a point of coming up to him after these sessions and engaging him in discussions about some academic subject, ‘making it quite clear that he respected him and would have nothing to do with the invitation to bully’. At the time Rost contacted him, her father was in hospital. Graham sent a signed copy of the book to him, which he finished reading just before he died.54

Charles Greene did what he could to make the train-boys feel at home by establishing a house for them, and tried to encourage a sense of social responsibility among the more privileged. Inspired by what Graham later called ‘rather noble old liberalism’,55 Charles gave his backing to the Cavendish Association, formed in 1913 to promote understanding between classes, and between capital and labour. He allowed them to recruit in the school, as they did at other public schools and at universities, and the school magazine carried an editorial supporting their mission: ‘A man who lives on a meagre diet in the slums of Whitechapel is neither physically nor mentally fit to perform his duties as a citizen. It is our duty to find a remedy for a state of affairs which permits this. Social service is as necessary for the welfare of our Empire as military service.’56 By today’s standards, the Cavendish Association was cautious and paternalistic, but it represented a generous social impulse.

The most active recruiting was military. The OTC enlisted two hundred boys, half of the school, in the last year of peace. There were plenty of musketry competitions, and the reason was no secret: ‘Exactly the same preparation is required to ensure success in the Messum Cup as is necessary for success in war.’57 The school magazine carried a letter from a colonel in the Royal Artillery asking school leavers to join up.58

When war was declared in August 1914, the Greenes were at Harston. Soldiers marched past. The boys seized on every scrap of news that suggested the fighting would go on for years and that they might have a part in it. In fact, only Herbert signed up and he did not see action. In November, the school magazine reported that almost four hundred Old Berkhamstedians were already in service and it pressed the ‘imperative claims of OTC’, including five parades per fortnight. It added bluntly, ‘as the war drags on its slow course still more of us will go forth to take the places of those who fall’.59 By now, all the boys in the senior school were enlisted in the OTC. There was always some group of boys marching on the Common or crawling through the trenches carved into it.

It took a long time for the boys to grasp what was going on, especially as they did not know many of the OBs who were going to the front. The first was killed on 30 October 1914,60 and by March 1915 there were still just three dead and thirteen wounded.61 In June, there was an example of great valour to report: twenty-one-year-old Lieutenant Inglis Miller had been found with two wounds on the battlefield at Cambrai, surrounded by dead and dying Germans; he died in August.62 By December, forty-three had been reported dead.63 The slaughter intensified during the Battle of the Somme, as forty-six died between 1 July and 17 November 1916.64 On Founder’s Day, 22 July 1918, Charles Greene reported that of 1145 OBs who had by then entered service, 184 had been killed and 177 wounded; 121 had been mentioned in despatches, seventy-eight had received the Military Cross, seventeen the Distinguished Service Order, and twenty-eight had been granted foreign and other honours. There was one recipient of the Victoria Cross.65 There were terrible sorrows, too, in Berkhamsted as three brothers named Sprunt, respectively aged twenty-four, twenty-two, and twenty-one, were all killed.66
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FLIGHT

‘If you pushed open a green baize door in a passage by my father’s study, you entered another passage deceptively similar, but none the less you were on alien ground. There would be a slight smell of iodine from the matron’s room, of damp towels from the changing rooms, of ink everywhere. Shut the door behind you again, and the world smelt differently: books and fruit and eau-de-Cologne.’

That door marked the border of separate countries, home and school: ‘I had to remain an inhabitant of both countries.’1

Unlike his popular and athletic brother Raymond, who was at home on either side of the baize door and eventually became a prefect, Graham felt an exile in the school. The other boys thought he must be a Judas – betraying them to his father, the headmaster. Bookish, he was frequently excused games because of his flat feet – this too marked him as an outsider. And once the war started, there were plenty of objective reasons to find the dormitories and classrooms grim. Many of the best masters enlisted and their temporary replacements were, often enough, the dregs of the profession, even brutes. The quality of the food fell off – different dormitories had different systems of rationing but eventually everyone had to accept porridge as a substitute for bread.2 Depression was in the air.

At thirteen, Graham had a difficult year. He spent a term at the bottom of his form, suffered a lapse in confidence, and was experiencing depression. He entered the senior school in the autumn of 1918, when he was about to turn fourteen. His parents sent him to board at St John’s House, where he had spent his earliest years. Their intentions are not clear, but perhaps they thought the experience would bring him closer to the other boys. Herbert and Raymond had been sent away to Marlborough College, and they hated it.3 For Graham, there was evidently no question of another school.

Torn between loyalty to his father and to the boys in the dormitory, Graham was guilt-ridden and alienated, and so became a loner. The Lawless Roads, his account of a persecution of the Catholic church in Mexico, starts with a brief description of his own school life and the cruelties committed by boys against one another. Like Mexico, he saw the school as a place ‘of lawlessness’ where no one is cared for or protected.4 And in this atmosphere of harm, Graham attempted self-harm. One morning, he listened to the other boys heading down the stairs for early prep or breakfast, and took a dull knife to his knee. He did not have the nerve to cut deeply,5 but worse things were to follow.

He was not often attacked apart from being jabbed with a pair of dividers, but was subject to sly verbal abuse and was tagged with nicknames. He became friends with a boy named Lionel Carter, his Visconti, who secured his trust by gestures of friendship then played on his troubled loyalties to a degree that Greene later recalled as torture. Having written about Carter in A Sort of Life, Greene was interested in his old schoolmate W. A. Saunders’s recollection: ‘pale red hair, snake-like skull who curled the lip & distended the lip at the approach of buggy Saunders et al.’6 Greene’s memories of this whole episode were intense, but uncertain – the details he set down in A Sort of Life are consistently mistaken, as if blurred through decades of retelling and myth-making. He was reassured to learn from Saunders that Carter was indeed the boy’s name, and not one he had himself invented along the way. He had referred to him as Collifex in The Lawless Roads – presumably an effort to avoid a libel suit.

Carter had a sidekick named Augustus Wheeler, and the two of them caused Greene enormous pain when he was between the ages of thirteen and seventeen. It is not clear what forms the bullying took, but Greene saw in Carter’s cruelty a kind of ‘finesse’, an implied promise that the pain would end and friendship become secure. It appears that Wheeler was hurtful in a cruder way, deserting Greene on several occasions for friendship with Carter. Wheeler came from a military background; his father was dead and his mother had sent him to boarding school – this mixture could easily lead a boy into bullying. For years afterwards, Greene yearned to settle scores with Wheeler. But when, by a weird coincidence, the opportunity finally arose around Christmas 1950, he did nothing (see p. 202).

Greene spent eight terms, of thirteen weeks each, as a boarder at St John’s House. He performed badly at the weekly OTC parade, where he was goaded by Carter and Wheeler. Solitary and often a truant, he gave up on the OTC, and as the headmaster’s son he got away with it; Peter Quennell was also given permission to leave, but very few others. As Colonel Wilson, who oversaw the OTC, recalled: ‘There were only four boys in the School who were not members of the Corps. Two of them were cripples, and one was the son of the headmaster.’7 Although bucked up by a kindly matron and a master, Greene was experimenting with methods of suicide. He later said that he consumed ‘hypo’ (presumably hyposulphite of soda), a bottle of allergy drops, and deadly nightshade gathered on the Common, and that he swallowed a fistful of aspirin before getting into the school baths.

Many years later, he was diagnosed as manic depressive (bipolar) by an accomplished psychiatrist named Eric Strauss, and there is no reason to dispute the diagnosis. While he was at school, the mental illness was beginning to assert itself. Over the years, he was always restless and inclined to boredom; suicidal depressions would sometimes give way to euphoria; he was thrill-seeking, promiscuous, and hard drinking; he misused drugs – common enough features of the illness. Late in life he remarked: ‘I have always been cyclothymic. In the past, I used to go through bouts of deep depression, followed by a period of great euphoria. It appears that I have now reached a plateau.’8 Cyclothymia is a variation on bipolar illness, but the symptoms are not so intense or long-lasting.9

We do not possess Greene’s psychiatric records, so caution needs to be exercised. And yet there is no denying that his moods were extreme and variable – he could be by quick turns irritable, wildly playful, urgently sexual, or suicidally depressed. Journalists looking for easy copy have sometimes condemned Graham Greene’s character, but the disasters, especially of his marriage and sexual life, are generally more pitiable than culpable. Indeed, his survival itself is something of a triumph, for, as Dr Kay Redfield Jamison, an expert on bipolar illness, has observed, given his early behaviour it is remarkable that he did not succeed in killing himself.10

Eventually, Greene made a run for it. A Sort of Life offers an unreliable account of what happened, placing events at the end of the summer of 1920, after his eighth term as a border – which would in fact have been Easter 1921. A different timeline, compiled by David Pearce, a former master at Berkhamsted School, reconciles most of the existing evidence.11 In A Sort of Life, Greene says that after breakfast on the last day of the summer holidays he left a note for his parents under the whisky tantalus, saying that he would remain hidden until they promised he would never have to live in St John’s again. He says that he planned to conceal himself in the trenches that had been dug on the Common and eat blackberries, ‘an invisible watcher, and a spy on all that went on’.12 Greene describes the Common in late summer in considerable detail and the notion of eating blackberries would belong to that time of year.

His mother later described the episode: ‘I cannot date when the crisis occurred but between 19 & 20 I think. Graham was not well the morning he should have gone back to St. John’s – slight temperature & eyes peculiar. Doctor could not understand eyes. I kept him in bed. Went to do house-keeping & returned to find he was not there & a note to say he could not go back to St. John’s – had tried to poison himself with eye-drops (accounts for eyes) in vain & had gone & we should not see him again. You can imagine how we felt. We did not want to go to the police at once. Uncle Eppy set his bailiff whom he could trust to hunt along canal. Dr. McB. took me all over golf-links in his car – we searched woods calling all the time. Then after lunch Molly said she had a feeling she could find him & taking Miss Arnell & some food they set out. And they found him sitting in the little wood where M. thought he might be. They brought him home & I put him to bed & told him he should never go back. Said why had he not told us.’13

Charles tried to understand what had happened. Graham spoke incoherently of ‘filth’ at St John’s, meaning chiefly that boys were farting all the time. Charles thought he was referring obliquely to sex and concluded that Graham had been somehow victimized by a circle of masturbators. According to Graham, this was a bizarre misunderstanding as he had not yet discovered the practice. We have to accept his word that he was not sexually abused, as there is no other evidence to call on. Charles launched enquiries through the school, putting on the spot boys who had nothing to do with Graham’s troubles: it is likely that these enquiries began after the late-summer flight to the Common. In his memoir, Graham downplays all this as a ‘comedy of errors’ – there may have been errors, but it was no comedy. Indeed, Greene generally writes with a suave flippancy of his inclination to suicide, and it is never really convincing. If Marion’s recollection of the events was right, Graham could easily have ended up in a coffin.

Charles evidently persuaded him to go back to the boarding house, where he would remain for two more terms. In the late summer of 1920, Charles could reasonably promise that things would be better in the coming year. Graham would have less to do with Carter and Wheeler, as he had passed his School Certificate in June and was entering the sixth form while they were stranded in the fifth. It seems that some good things happened that Michaelmas Term. The improvement in his state of mind, later attributed solely to psychoanalysis, must have owed something to the liberties of the sixth form – he was engaged in more independent study and he had more literary companionship with people like Quennell. He was older and growing more worldly.

He was also open to hope, but of an odd sort. He described a particular Saturday night, perhaps 14 December 1920.14 Loitering near School House, he could hear from across the quad the school orchestra playing Mendelssohn – he was supposed to be with the other boys listening to it. But for now he was alone on the croquet lawn. He could hear a rabbit in its hutch. For the first time, he felt that prayer was possible and that God was near: ‘And so faith came to me – shapelessly, without dogma, a presence about a croquet lawn, something associated with violence, cruelty, evil across the way.’ He could only imagine Hell, not yet a heaven, and it was founded on the squalor and hopelessness of the dormitories: ‘The rabbit moved among the croquet hoops and a clock struck: God was there and might intervene before the music ended.’ That night he was standing on a border between home and school: ‘When people die on the border they call it a “happy death”.’ But death was not the solution. He went back to his dormitory.15

It is likely that Hilary Term 1921 was difficult for Greene and that he was again depressed around Easter. His parents put him on suicide watch in the spare bedroom next to their own. However, one good thing happened: Lionel Carter left the school at the end of term. But this was not quite the fall of Flashman, as he kept in touch with the school and played cricket for the Old Berkhamstedians.16 We will likely never know whether his departure owed anything to the headmaster’s enquiries into sexual practices in the school. It is possible that he was quietly told to leave and the matter hushed up. In any event, it must have been a relief to Graham Greene to be rid of his tormentor.

Finished with the dormitories, Graham was well enough to appear in a school play named Lost Silk Hat in Trinity Term. Charles was still afraid of an outbreak of the old family madness, so summoned Raymond back from Oxford, where he was studying medicine, to discuss Graham’s condition. Raymond made a proposal, surprising for the time, that his younger brother be psychoanalyzed, and even more surprisingly his parents agreed. The field was very new, it was generally frowned upon by the reticent English of their generation, and it was no easy thing sorting out effective therapists from quacks. But Raymond made arrangements, and the sixteen-year-old Graham was sent by the end of June 1921 to London for a six-month course of treatment with a psychoanalyst ‘of no known school’ named Kenneth Richmond. Trained by Maurice Nicoll, a sometime Jungian and the main commentator on Ouspensky’s and Gurdjieff’s works, he was himself a spiritualist and became a leading light in the Society for Psychical Research.17

Although actually living with his mother’s sister, Aunt Nono,18 Greene spent spent much of the rest of the year in the house of Richmond and his beautiful wife Zoë at 15 Devonshire Terrace, near Lancaster Gate. He would regard this time as possibly the happiest in his life. He was suddenly free of the school regime; he was treated as an adult, had pocket money, and was able to wander about London. In late June, he went to see the Cubist works at the Tate, and was especially struck by Christopher Nevinson’s images of the First World War. Richmond had a wide acquaintance among writers, and through him Greene met the novelist J. D. Beresford, as well as Naomi Royde-Smith, the literary editor of the Westminster Gazette, which would publish some of Greene’s early poetry, and Royde-Smith’s former lover Walter de la Mare, who happened to be Greene’s favourite poet. In a game of charades at the Richmonds’, de la Mare turned himself, very convincingly, into an asparagus. He was soon superseded in Greene’s esteem by Ezra Pound, whose Personae he purchased from a small bookshop on the Embankment. Greene attempted some lines in an imagist manner for a ballet dancer named ‘Isula . . . a future Pavlova’ he had met through the Richmonds, but did not show them to her. Nothing came of this infatuation, and she disappeared from his life.19

Spiritualism was an important element in the Richmonds’ life and Zoë’s mother tried to convince him of the reality of angels, saying she knew officers who had seen them at Mons. Despite his spiritual experience the preceding winter, Greene was not convinced – he was already manifesting the mixture of belief and doubt that would characterize his adult life.20

While in London, he was to keep up with his studies. He spent most mornings revising medieval history in Kensington Gardens. When he heard the church bell ring eleven, he would return to Devonshire Terrace for his session with Richmond. Greene kept a dream diary, a practice he resumed in later years. If he could not remember a dream, at Richmond’s suggestion he invented one – usually involving a pig. Richmond, holding a stopwatch, would then ask him what he associated with the main image and count the seconds till he answered.

An embarrassing moment came when he had only an erotic dream of Zoë to report. Not wanting to cheat, he decided he had better reveal it: he was lying in bed when she came into his room naked; one of her breasts came close to his mouth and he woke. Unfazed, Richmond asked what he associated with breasts and started his stopwatch. Greene answered, ‘Tube train.’ Richmond noted, ‘Five seconds.’21

Believing in the power of dreams to illuminate wide areas of experience, Greene later adopted J. W. Dunne’s theory, expounded in An Experiment with Time (1927), that dreams could provide glimpses of the future.22 He also absorbed Dunne’s fascination with ‘serial’ dreams, and precognitive dreams: he pointed to his own experience of dreaming at the age of five about a shipwreck on the night of the sinking of the Titanic, with the image of ‘a man in oilskins bent double beside a companion-way under the blow of a great wave’. While with Richmond, he dreamt that he was in a shipwreck on the Irish Sea, only to learn a couple of days later that the SS Rowan, on its way from Glasgow to Dublin, had gone down at the time of his dream with the loss of twenty lives.23

The immediate benefit Greene derived from this course of psychoanalysis likely did not lie in the decoding of his dreams, but in the deep affirmation involved in the therapeutic relationship. Richmond took his feelings seriously and built up his confidence. In the long run, however, attention to dreams became an aspect of Greene’s method as a writer. He said that his early novel It’s a Battlefield originated in a dream. So too a dream helped him resolve an impasse in the plot of A Burnt-Out Case: ‘It was like coming to a river bank and finding no bridge. I knew what would happen on the other side of the bridge but I couldn’t get there. I then had a dream which seemed to me to belong entirely to the character in the book rather than to myself and I was able to insert it in the novel and bridge the river.’ In the 1960s he returned to keeping a dream journal: ‘My experience bears out the fact that one dreams at least four or five times a night when once one has disciplined oneself to have a pencil and paper beside one in bed!’24 After his death, selections from the dream journals were published as A World of My Own.

At the beginning of September 1921, he took a holiday from treatment and went with his Aunt Eva and his pretty cousin Ave on a short voyage to Spain. The Greenes were distantly related to the Napoleonic hero Sir John Moore, subject of one of G. A. Henty’s biographies, With Moore at Corunna. They visited his grave at Corunna, a trip Greene repeated in 1976 as he was taking the journeys with Father Leopoldo Durán that gave birth to Monsignor Quixote.25 After their return, Ave joined him at the Richmonds’, as her parents had decided that she too needed to be analyzed. A few years later, Graham, Raymond, and Herbert all paid court to her, leaving their Aunt Eva unnerved for a time at the prospect of another marriage between cousins.26

Back in London, Greene witnessed one of the great commemorations of the war. On 17 October 1921, the American Chief-of-Staff General John Pershing laid the Congressional Medal of Honor on the grave of the Unknown Warrior at Westminster Abbey. Prime Minister Lloyd George attended, as did Winston Churchill, now Colonial Secretary, and Earl Haig, in whose face the young writer thought he could discern the lineaments of militarism. Greene sat beside a man who read a dreary poem to him about the League of Nations, ‘But it was worth being bored because of the waiting period beforehand. The Abbey itself lighted up brilliantly, but outside the door nothing but a great bank of mist, with now and again a vague steel helmeted figure appearing, only to disappear again. The whole time the most glorious music from the organ, with the American band outside, clashing in at intervals. Then the feeling of expectancy through the whole people, the minds of everyone on tip-toe. It got back the whole atmosphere of the war, of the endless memorial services; I’d never realised before how we had got away from the death feeling.’27

Efforts to unravel what was troubling Graham took a strange turn that autumn. One evening, conversation at the Richmonds’ dinner table turned to a road accident, which caused him to think of an incident involving two women thrown from a carriage on the Royston Road in Hertfordshire: a long hat pin was driven into the brain of one of them. Recalling this, he simply fainted. At school, he had fainted occasionally, but thought nothing of it. Richmond took him to a specialist who diagnosed epilepsy, a condition with a terrible stigma at the time, commonly connected with madness and demonic possession. Richmond wrote to Charles Greene explaining the diagnosis but did not tell Graham, who was simply given medication and told to consume malt.28 Richmond attempted to put Charles Greene’s mind at ease: ‘Epilepsy, in its milder forms, is much less dangerous than measles or scarlet fever. And it is often associated with genius – a divine complaint from which I think your son also suffers.’29

The beginning of 1922 saw Greene back at Berkhamsted for his last term at school, with Richmond’s encouragement to keep writing. He was not sent to St John’s House, but lived with his family. Carter and Wheeler were gone from his life, and he spent time with Cockburn, Peter Quennell, and Eric Guest, who later became a magistrate. A little ‘vain and knowing’, he was able to discourse on Freud and Jung. Claud Cockburn says that Greene, with the bacon cooling on his breakfast plate, would encourage other members of the family to describe their dreams: ‘ “It’s amazing,” he said to me once, “what those dreams disclose. It’s startling – simply startling,” and at the thought of it gave a low whistle.’30

This was a much briefer time than A Sort of Life suggests. It was his last term at school. He had been reading diligently while in London, but his studies were undirected. Back in Berkhamsted he began cramming for the scholarship examination at Balliol, a college
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