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    A society often reveals its deepest assumptions only when familiar routines collapse and power changes hands.

H. H. Munro, who wrote under the name Saki, published When William Came in the early twentieth century as a political novel of invasion and social satire. Set in London and southern England after a successful German conquest, the book belongs to the tradition of speculative fiction that imagines a near-future Britain transformed by military defeat. Its historical moment matters: it emerged in a period of European rivalry and British anxiety about national preparedness, giving the novel both the immediacy of topical commentary and the wider reach of imaginative warning.

The story begins after the decisive event has already occurred, following an Englishman who returns to a country altered in outward authority and inward spirit. That premise allows the novel to focus less on battlefield action than on the unsettling texture of daily life under occupation. Readers encounter drawing rooms, clubs, conversations, and public spaces in which accommodation, embarrassment, resentment, and calculation shape behavior. The narrative is therefore driven by observation and social pressure rather than suspense alone, creating an experience that is measured, unsettling, and intellectually provocative from the outset.

Saki’s voice combines clarity, wit, and a sharply discriminating eye for manners. Even in a work more serious than many of his short stories, he remains attentive to irony, contrast, and the revealing detail that exposes self-deception or cowardice. The style is controlled and lucid, moving efficiently through scenes that carry both political meaning and social comedy. Its tone is often cool, but not detached in any empty sense; beneath the poise lies anger about complacency and a sustained interest in how individuals adjust themselves when public ideals are tested by humiliation and fear.

One of the novel’s central themes is the relationship between national security and private comfort. Saki examines what happens when a prosperous, self-regarding society discovers that convenience, fashion, and social ease have not prepared it for coercion. Closely connected to this is the theme of adaptation: the book studies how quickly people normalize altered circumstances, and how language, etiquette, and routine can soften the appearance of domination. Without relying on sensationalism, it asks how far a culture can compromise before it ceases to recognize itself, making political subjection a moral as well as a civic problem.

The novel also explores class, patriotism, and the performative nature of public opinion. Because much of its action unfolds through social interaction, it shows how status, influence, and reputation affect what people are willing to say or refuse. Saki is interested not only in overt collaborators or resisters, but in the large middle ground of those who rationalize, conform, or retreat into personal concerns. That emphasis gives the book unusual psychological force: it treats national crisis not as an abstract idea but as a pressure that exposes vanity, timidity, opportunism, and, at times, integrity.

When William Came still matters because it speaks to recurring questions about political complacency, cultural resilience, and the seductive normality of compromised freedom. Contemporary readers may find it especially striking as a study of how societies respond to shock after the decisive moment has passed, when attention shifts from catastrophe to adjustment. Its speculative premise is historically specific, yet its concerns remain recognizable wherever people debate preparedness, identity, and the cost of avoiding uncomfortable truths. Read today, the novel offers both a period portrait and a disciplined meditation on how power reshapes ordinary life.
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    H. H. Munro’s When William Came, published in 1913 under the pen name Saki, is a political novel of invasion rather than a comic satire in his more familiar manner. It imagines a near-future Britain after a successful German conquest, using that altered setting to examine national weakness, complacency, and the psychological effects of defeat. The story follows Murrey Yeovil, who returns to London after time abroad and finds his country transformed into a subdued province under foreign authority. Through his perspective, the novel introduces a society outwardly orderly yet inwardly unsettled, where daily life continues under the shadow of humiliation.

paragraphs:1

Yeovil’s homecoming gives the narrative its structure, as each encounter reveals another aspect of occupied England. London still functions, but its institutions, manners, and public atmosphere have been recast to accommodate the conqueror’s presence. The new order is visible not only in administration and military display but also in subtler changes in conversation, social behavior, and private feeling. Munro presents occupation as something more complex than battlefield defeat: it becomes a condition that alters habits, ambitions, and loyalties. The novel’s early movement therefore establishes the central conflict between material normality and a profound sense of national diminishment.

As Yeovil reconnects with his social world, the book explores differing responses to subjugation. Some characters adapt readily, pursuing comfort, status, or safety within the new regime, while others preserve a quieter sense of injury or resistance. These differences are especially sharp in drawing rooms, clubs, and fashionable circles, where political catastrophe coexists with social routine. Munro uses these settings to show how a society under pressure may disguise fear beneath elegance and irony. The tensions between principle and convenience, patriotism and self-interest, become increasingly important as Yeovil measures both his acquaintances and himself against the demands of altered circumstances.

A significant part of the novel’s force lies in its portrayal of class and national character. Munro suggests that occupation tests more than military strength: it exposes habits of privilege, insularity, and unpreparedness that made conquest conceivable. Yeovil’s observations repeatedly return to the unsettling ease with which many people resume ordinary pursuits, as if style and comfort might compensate for lost sovereignty. Yet the book does not reduce everyone to a single type. Alongside accommodation and vanity, it also depicts wounded pride, restlessness, and a longing for some recovery of self-respect, creating a social panorama shaped by defeat but not entirely reconciled to it.

The novel also traces Yeovil’s personal unease as public defeat intersects with private relationships. His marriage and his connections within society become means through which the larger political condition is felt at an intimate level. The occupation is never merely a backdrop; it affects emotional allegiance, personal dignity, and the terms on which individuals judge one another. Munro keeps the focus less on dramatic action than on the accumulating pressure of circumstance, using conversations, visits, and observations to deepen the sense of estrangement. In this way, the story’s suspense grows from moral and social uncertainty rather than from hidden secrets or sudden reversals.

As the narrative advances, the question becomes not simply how England was conquered but what kind of people conquest is producing. Munro examines whether adaptation can remain pragmatic without turning into surrender of spirit, and whether resentment without action has any real value. Yeovil’s experiences lead him through scenes that test the boundaries between patience, passivity, and latent defiance. The occupying power remains a constant fact, but the novel’s deeper interest lies in the conquered population’s internal divisions and self-understanding. Its speculative premise therefore serves as a framework for a broader meditation on national decline, civic responsibility, and the cost of political negligence.
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    Published in 1913, H. H. Munro’s When William Came appeared in late Edwardian Britain, a period marked by imperial confidence and acute anxiety about national security. The novel imagines a near-future London under German rule, making its setting intelligible through the political and military conditions of the years before the First World War. Britain was a constitutional monarchy under George V, governed through Parliament and supported by a global empire whose sea routes were protected by the Royal Navy. Yet the same institutions that symbolized stability were increasingly discussed in relation to vulnerability, preparedness, and the possibility of invasion.

The most important international background was the rapid rise of the German Empire after unification in 1871. Under Kaiser Wilhelm II, Germany expanded its industrial power, colonial ambitions, and military prestige, becoming Britain’s chief continental rival. Relations worsened during the naval arms race of the early twentieth century, especially after Britain launched HMS Dreadnought in 1906 and Germany intensified battleship construction. Newspapers, politicians, and military writers treated these developments as evidence of a dangerous strategic contest. Munro’s title invokes “William,” the English form of Wilhelm, directly linking the novel’s imagined conquest to a contemporary and widely recognized imperial adversary.

Fear of invasion had a substantial place in British public culture long before 1914. Earlier war scares with France and Russia had already produced invasion fiction, but German power gave the genre renewed force from the 1890s onward. Works such as George Tomkyns Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking remained influential models, presenting fictional defeat as a warning against complacency. Periodicals, popular novels, and public lectures circulated scenarios of enemy landings, espionage, and domestic unpreparedness. When William Came belongs to this tradition, but it is distinguished by its focus on the social and political life of an occupied capital rather than battlefield action alone.

Debates over military organization directly inform the novel’s perspective. Unlike most continental powers, Britain did not impose universal conscription in peacetime and relied on a small professional army, naval strength, and imperial resources. After the South African War exposed administrative and military weaknesses, reform became a major political issue. Richard Burdon Haldane’s army reforms from 1906 created the Territorial Force and reorganized the Expeditionary Force, while voluntary service remained controversial. Invasion literature often argued that these measures were insufficient. Munro’s imagined catastrophe draws power from precisely this controversy, presenting conquest as the result of national softness and inadequate preparedness.

The domestic setting also reflects the political culture of Edwardian Britain, especially the world of metropolitan elites. London was the center of court society, Parliament, finance, and journalism, and these institutions shaped public discussion of national decline or endurance. The years before publication were politically unsettled: the constitutional crisis over the House of Lords led to the Parliament Act of 1911, while militant suffrage campaigns, labor unrest, and the Irish Home Rule conflict intensified arguments about authority and cohesion. Though these issues are not the novel’s main subject, they formed the background to broader concerns that internal division might weaken the state in an age of international rivalry.

Munro’s own career helps explain the sharpness of the book’s outlook. Born in British Burma in 1870, he worked as a journalist and foreign correspondent before becoming famous for satirical short fiction under the pen name Saki. His reporting experience included observing European politics and the Balkan region, and he wrote for newspapers that closely followed diplomacy and war scares. He was politically conservative in many respects and skeptical of liberal optimism and fashionable complacency. Those attitudes shape When William Came, whose imagined occupation is less a fantasy of adventure than a pointed critique of a society he saw as unserious about power and defense.

The years immediately surrounding 1913 made such a warning especially resonant. The Agadir Crisis of 1911 had brought Britain and Germany dangerously close to confrontation, reinforcing public suspicion of German intentions. At the same time, the alliance system hardened: Britain’s understandings with France and Russia increasingly contrasted with the Triple Alliance led by Germany and Austria-Hungary. Across Europe, military planning, press nationalism, and recurring diplomatic crises created a sense that major war was possible even if not inevitable. Readers encountered Munro’s novel in this atmosphere of tension, where fictional occupation could be read as an urgent extrapolation from current events rather than remote fantasy.

Seen in historical context, When William Came reflects and critiques its era by transforming Edwardian defense debates into a social satire of defeat. It draws on verifiable prewar realities: Anglo-German rivalry, invasion-scare literature, disputes over military service, and anxieties about elite complacency in a mass political age. The novel does not predict the actual course of the First World War, which began in 1914, but it captures the mood of a society measuring imperial self-confidence against new strategic fears. Its enduring historical value lies in showing how fiction registered the pressure of prewar politics and used imagined occupation to question national character and public responsibility.
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CHAPTER I: THE SINGING-BIRD AND THE BAROMETER
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Cicely Yeovil sat in a low swing chair, alternately looking at herself in a mirror and at the other occupant of the room in the flesh.  Both prospects gave her undisguised satisfaction.  Without being vain she was duly appreciative of good looks, whether in herself or in another, and the reflection that she saw in the mirror, and the young man whom she saw seated at the piano, would have come with credit out of a more severely critical inspection.  Probably she looked longer and with greater appreciation at the piano player than at her own image; her good looks were an inherited possession, that had been with her more or less all her life, while Ronnie Storre was a comparatively new acquisition, discovered and achieved, so to speak, by her own enterprise, selected by her own good taste.  Fate had given her adorable eyelashes and an excellent profile.  Ronnie was an indulgence she had bestowed on herself.

Cicely had long ago planned out for herself a complete philosophy of life, and had resolutely set to work to carry her philosophy into practice.  “When love is over how little of love even the lover understands,” she quoted to herself from one of her favourite poets, and transposed the saying into “While life is with us how little of life even the materialist understands.”  Most people that she knew took endless pains and precautions to preserve and prolong their lives and keep their powers of enjoyment unimpaired; few, very few, seemed to make any intelligent effort at understanding what they really wanted in the way of enjoying their lives, or to ascertain what were the best means for satisfying those wants.  Fewer still bent their whole energies to the one paramount aim of getting what they wanted in the fullest possible measure.  Her scheme of life was not a wholly selfish one; no one could understand what she wanted as well as she did herself, therefore she felt that she was the best person to pursue her own ends and cater for her own wants.  To have others thinking and acting for one merely meant that one had to be perpetually grateful for a lot of well-meant and usually unsatisfactory services.  It was like the case of a rich man giving a community a free library, when probably the community only wanted free fishing or reduced tram-fares.  Cicely studied her own whims and wishes, experimented in the best method of carrying them into effect, compared the accumulated results of her experiments, and gradually arrived at a very clear idea of what she wanted in life, and how best to achieve it.  She was not by disposition a self-centred soul[1q], therefore she did not make the mistake of supposing that one can live successfully and gracefully in a crowded world without taking due notice of the other human elements around one.  She was instinctively far more thoughtful for others than many a person who is genuinely but unseeingly addicted to unselfishness.

Also she kept in her armoury the weapon which can be so mightily effective if used sparingly by a really sincere individual—the knowledge of when to be a humbug.  Ambition entered to a certain extent into her life, and governed it perhaps rather more than she knew.  She desired to escape from the doom of being a nonentity, but the escape would have to be effected in her own way and in her own time; to be governed by ambition was only a shade or two better than being governed by convention.

The drawing-room in which she and Ronnie were sitting was of such proportions that one hardly knew whether it was intended to be one room or several, and it had the merit of being moderately cool at two o’clock on a particularly hot July afternoon.  In the coolest of its many alcoves servants had noiselessly set out an improvised luncheon table: a tempting array of caviare, crab and mushroom salads, cold asparagus, slender hock bottles and high-stemmed wine goblets peeped out from amid a setting of Charlotte Klemm roses.

Cicely rose from her seat and went over to the piano.

“Come,” she said, touching the young man lightly with a finger-tip on the top of his very sleek, copper-hued head, “we’re going to have picnic-lunch to-day up here; it’s so much cooler than any of the downstairs rooms, and we shan’t be bothered with the servants trotting in and out all the time.  Rather a good idea of mine, wasn’t it?”

Ronnie, after looking anxiously to see that the word “picnic” did not portend tongue sandwiches and biscuits, gave the idea his blessing.

“What is young Storre’s profession?” some one had once asked concerning him.

“He has a great many friends who have independent incomes,” had been the answer.

The meal was begun in an appreciative silence; a picnic in which three kinds of red pepper were available for the caviare demanded a certain amount of respectful attention.

“My heart ought to be like a singing-bird to-day, I suppose,” said Cicely presently.

“Because your good man is coming home?” asked Ronnie.

Cicely nodded.

“He’s expected some time this afternoon, though I’m rather vague as to which train he arrives by.  Rather a stifling day for railway travelling.”

“And is your heart doing the singing-bird business?” asked Ronnie.

“That depends,” said Cicely, “if I may choose the bird.  A missel-thrush would do, perhaps; it sings loudest in stormy weather, I believe.”

Ronnie disposed of two or three stems of asparagus before making any comment on this remark.

“Is there going to be stormy weather?” he asked.

“The domestic barometer is set rather that way,” said Cicely.  “You see, Murrey has been away for ever so long, and, of course, there will be lots of things he won’t be used to, and I’m afraid matters may be rather strained and uncomfortable for a time.”

“Do you mean that he will object to me?” asked Ronnie.

“Not in the least,” said Cicely, “he’s quite broad-minded on most subjects, and he realises that this is an age in which sensible people know thoroughly well what they want, and are determined to get what they want.  It pleases me to see a lot of you, and to spoil you and pay you extravagant compliments about your good looks and your music, and to imagine at times that I’m in danger of getting fond of you; I don’t see any harm in it, and I don’t suppose Murrey will either—in fact, I shouldn’t be surprised if he takes rather a liking to you.  No, it’s the general situation that will trouble and exasperate him; he’s not had time to get accustomed to the fait accompli[1] like we have.  It will break on him with horrible suddenness.”

“He was somewhere in Russia when the war broke out, wasn’t he?” said Ronnie.

“Somewhere in the wilds of Eastern Siberia, shooting and bird collecting, miles away from a railway or telegraph line, and it was all over before he knew anything about it; it didn’t last very long, when you come to think of it.  He was due home somewhere about that time, and when the weeks slipped by without my hearing from him, I quite thought he’d been captured in the Baltic or somewhere on the way back.  It turned out that he was down with marsh fever in some out-of-the-way spot, and everything was over and finished with before he got back to civilisation and newspapers.”

“It must have been a bit of a shock,” said Ronnie, busy with a well-devised salad; “still, I don’t see why there should be domestic storms when he comes back.  You are hardly responsible for the catastrophe that has happened.”

“No,” said Cicely, “but he’ll come back naturally feeling sore and savage with everything he sees around him, and he won’t realise just at once that we’ve been through all that ourselves, and have reached the stage of sullen acquiescence in what can’t be helped.  He won’t understand, for instance, how we can be enthusiastic and excited over Gorla Mustelford’s début, and things of that sort; he’ll think we are a set of callous revellers, fiddling while Rome is burning.”

“In this case,” said Ronnie, “Rome isn’t burning, it’s burnt.  All that remains to be done is to rebuild it—when possible.”

“Exactly, and he’ll say we’re not doing much towards helping at that.”

“But,” protested Ronnie, “the whole thing has only just happened; ‘Rome wasn’t built in a day,’ and we can’t rebuild our Rome in a day.”

“I know,” said Cicely, “but so many of our friends, and especially Murrey’s friends, have taken the thing in a tragical fashion, and cleared off to the Colonies, or shut themselves up in their country houses, as though there was a sort of moral leprosy infecting London.”

“I don’t see what good that does,” said Ronnie.

“It doesn’t do any good, but it’s what a lot of them have done because they felt like doing it, and Murrey will feel like doing it too.  That is where I foresee trouble and disagreement.”

Ronnie shrugged his shoulders.

“I would take things tragically if I saw the good of it,” he said; “as matters stand it’s too late in the day and too early to be anything but philosophical about what one can’t help.  For the present we’ve just got to make the best of things.  Besides, you can’t very well turn down Gorla at the last moment.”

“I’m not going to turn down Gorla, or anybody,” said Cicely with decision.  “I think it would be silly, and silliness doesn’t appeal to me.  That is why I foresee storms on the domestic horizon.  After all, Gorla has her career to think of.  Do you know,” she added, with a change of tone, “I rather wish you would fall in love with Gorla; it would make me horribly jealous, and a little jealousy is such a good tonic for any woman who knows how to dress well.  Also, Ronnie, it would prove that you are capable of falling in love with some one, of which I’ve grave doubts up to the present.”

“Love is one of the few things in which the make-believe is superior to the genuine,” said Ronnie, “it lasts longer, and you get more fun out of it, and it’s easier to replace when you’ve done with it.”

“Still, it’s rather like playing with coloured paper instead of playing with fire,” objected Cicely.

A footman came round the corner with the trained silence that tactfully contrives to make itself felt.

“Mr. Luton to see you, Madam,” he announced, “shall I say you are in?”

“Mr. Luton?  Oh, yes,” said Cicely, “he’ll probably have something to tell us about Gorla’s concert,” she added, turning to Ronnie.

Tony Luton was a young man who had sprung from the people, and had taken care that there should be no recoil.  He was scarcely twenty years of age, but a tightly packed chronicle of vicissitudes lay behind his sprightly insouciant appearance.  Since his fifteenth year he had lived, Heaven knew how, getting sometimes a minor engagement at some minor music-hall, sometimes a temporary job as secretary-valet-companion to a roving invalid, dining now and then on plovers’ eggs and asparagus at one of the smarter West End[2] restaurants, at other times devouring a kipper or a sausage in some stuffy Edgware Road eating-house; always seemingly amused by life, and always amusing.  It is possible that somewhere in such heart as he possessed there lurked a rankling bitterness against the hard things of life, or a scrap of gratitude towards the one or two friends who had helped him disinterestedly, but his most intimate associates could not have guessed at the existence of such feelings.  Tony Luton was just a merry-eyed dancing faun, whom Fate had surrounded with streets instead of woods, and it would have been in the highest degree inartistic to have sounded him for a heart or a heartache.

The dancing of the faun took one day a livelier and more assured turn, the joyousness became more real, and the worst of the vicissitudes seemed suddenly over.  A musical friend, gifted with mediocre but marketable abilities, supplied Tony with a song, for which he obtained a trial performance at an East End hall.  Dressed as a jockey, for no particular reason except that the costume suited him, he sang, “They quaff the gay bubbly in Eccleston Square” to an appreciative audience, which included the manager of a famous West End theatre of varieties.  Tony and his song won the managerial favour, and were immediately transplanted to the West End house, where they scored a success of which the drooping music-hall industry was at the moment badly in need.

It was just after the great catastrophe, and men of the London world were in no humour to think; they had witnessed the inconceivable befall them, they had nothing but political ruin to stare at, and they were anxious to look the other way.  The words of Tony’s song were more or less meaningless, though he sang them remarkably well, but the tune, with its air of slyness and furtive joyousness, appealed in some unaccountable manner to people who were furtively unhappy, and who were trying to appear stoically cheerful.

“What must be, must be,” and “It’s a poor heart that never rejoices,” were the popular expressions of the London public at that moment, and the men who had to cater for that public were thankful when they were able to stumble across anything that fitted in with the prevailing mood.  For the first time in his life Tony Luton discovered that agents and managers were a leisured class, and that office boys had manners.

He entered Cicely’s drawing-room with the air of one to whom assurance of manner has become a sheathed weapon, a court accessory rather than a trade implement.  He was more quietly dressed than the usual run of music-hall successes; he had looked critically at life from too many angles not to know that though clothes cannot make a man they can certainly damn him.

“Thank you, I have lunched already,” he said in answer to a question from Cicely.  “Thank you,” he said again in a cheerful affirmative, as the question of hock in a tall ice-cold goblet was propounded to him.

“I’ve come to tell you the latest about the Gorla Mustelford evening,” he continued.  “Old Laurent is putting his back into it, and it’s really going to be rather a big affair.  She’s going to out-Russian the Russians.  Of course, she hasn’t their technique nor a tenth of their training, but she’s having tons of advertisement.  The name Gorla is almost an advertisement in itself, and then there’s the fact that she’s the daughter of a peer.”

“She has temperament,” said Cicely, with the decision of one who makes a vague statement in a good cause.

“So Laurent says,” observed Tony.  “He discovers temperament in every one that he intends to boom.  He told me that I had temperament to the finger-tips, and I was too polite to contradict him.  But I haven’t told you the really important thing about the Mustelford début.  It is a profound secret, more or less, so you must promise not to breathe a word about it till half-past four, when it will appear in all the six o’clock newspapers.”

Tony paused for dramatic effect, while he drained his goblet, and then made his announcement.

“Majesty is going to be present.  Informally and unofficially, but still present in the flesh.  A sort of casual dropping in, carefully heralded by unconfirmed rumour a week ahead.”

“Heavens!” exclaimed Cicely, in genuine excitement, “what a bold stroke.  Lady Shalem has worked that, I bet.  I suppose it will go down all right.”

“Trust Laurent to see to that,” said Tony, “he knows how to fill his house with the right sort of people, and he’s not the one to risk a fiasco.  He knows what he’s about.  I tell you, it’s going to be a big evening.”

“I say!” exclaimed Ronnie suddenly, “give a supper party here for Gorla on the night, and ask the Shalem woman and all her crowd.  It will be awful fun.”

Cicely caught at the suggestion with some enthusiasm.  She did not particularly care for Lady Shalem, but she thought it would be just as well to care for her as far as outward appearances went.

Grace, Lady Shalem, was a woman who had blossomed into sudden importance by constituting herself a sort of foster-mother to the fait accompli.  At a moment when London was denuded of most of its aforetime social leaders she had seen her opportunity, and made the most of it.  She had not contented herself with bowing to the inevitable, she had stretched out her hand to it, and forced herself to smile graciously at it, and her polite attentions had been reciprocated.  Lady Shalem, without being a beauty or a wit, or a grand lady in the traditional sense of the word, was in a fair way to becoming a power in the land; others, more capable and with stronger claims to social recognition, would doubtless overshadow her and displace her in due course, but for the moment she was a person whose good graces counted for something, and Cicely was quite alive to the advantage of being in those good graces.

“It would be rather fun,” she said, running over in her mind
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