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For Beatrice of Oxford, aged 6¾, who loves school
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‘… all the richness of your invention, the magical embroideries you fling around your characters cannot make me nostalgic about the world I knew in the 1920s. And yet it was the same world as you describe, or at any rate impinged on it. I was a debutante in 1922, & though neither smart nor rich went to three dances in historic houses, Norfolk House, Dorchester House, Grosvenor House & may have seen Julia Flyte. Yet, even in retrospect it all seems very dull … Nobody was brilliant, beautiful, rich & owner of a wonderful home though some were one or the other … You see English Society of the 20s as something baroque and magnificent on its last legs … I fled from it because it seemed prosperous, bourgeois and practical and I believe it still is.’

Lady Pansy Lamb to Evelyn Waugh, following the publication of Brideshead Revisited in 1945
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Preface

When I first came up to Oxford, I feared I’d never sleep for the incessant ringing of bells.

For four years I lived at St Hilda’s College, on the east bank of the river, in the shadow of Magdalen Tower, where they chimed every quarter hour, day and night. It took me weeks to make my peace with them – and the carillon of St Mary’s, and the quarter-boys of Carfax Tower in their handsome Roman uniforms. I steadily learned to depend on them as I raced daily between libraries, lectures and the Cherwell on St Aldate’s, until 101 bongs of Great Tom at 9.05 p.m. called me back to my room. But the clocks did not repay me in kind. Before I was ready, Oxford was preparing to finish with me, and all I could think, as I rose to Magdalen’s chorus once more, was that my time had too quickly run out.

I had spent the morning before my last exam going over classical texts – Xenophon’s Oeconomicus, the Histories of Herodotus and the writings of the Church Mothers. I’d come to love the intricacies of the Greek language, the aorist, the optative, mi-verbs and contractions, studied each day in a group named Thales, after the ancient philosopher. As the fateful hour approached, I made my way to Examination Schools, the site of our usual classes, and settled down to an essay, a red carnation pinned to my lapel for good luck.

As I wrote, I strained to recall the lines of Homer that our tutor had so gracefully recited, and the awful things that Plato had said about motherhood in his Republic. Slowly, the words of my professors began to filter through, and I became aware, perhaps for the first time, of how subtly and deeply they had taught me to think. When finally I stepped out into clouds of confetti on Merton Street, I felt, amidst the jubilation, a swell of sadness that I was leaving them all behind.

Many of us can trace our passion for a particular subject to the influence of an inspiring teacher. My love of the ancient world was nurtured at school and then at university by a series of unforgettable mentors. This book – a classicist’s portrait of Oxford University between the wars – brings to the fore, among a host of others, three such individuals: Maurice Bowra, E. R. Dodds and Gilbert Murray. Though they could hardly have been more different in personality and style – one, a libertine and veteran of the Western front with an appetite for good food, society and praise; another an Irish pacifist and amateur hypnotist; the third an elegant Australian of Victorian reserve – this trio inspired some of the most brilliant writers and thinkers of the twentieth century. John Betjeman, Vera Brittain, Iris Murdoch, Virginia Woolf, Cecil Day Lewis, Kenneth Clark, W. H. Auden, T. S. Eliot, Louis MacNeice, C. S. Lewis, W. B. Yeats, Henry Green, Elizabeth Longford and Edith Sitwell all benefitted variously from their teaching, scholarship and friendship.

When I first encountered Murray, Bowra and Dodds I had no conception of them as people. They were simply names that recurred with surprising frequency on my university reading lists. As students, we seldom think to research the authors of books we are told to read. I wish I had, for I would have realised that, as well as leaving an indelible mark on the history of scholarship, these classicists led colourful, unconventional and often difficult lives that took them far beyond the confines of academia.

All three read classics (‘Greats’) at Oxford at a time when classicists possessed real authority. The Oxford Student’s Handbook described the classics degree, formally known as Literae Humaniores, as ‘the oldest and … on all hands the premier School in dignity and importance. It includes the greatest proportion of the ablest students, it covers the widest area of study, it makes probably the severest demands, both on examiner and candidate, it carries the most coveted distinction.’ A foundation in antiquity was considered so important that students of English and other humanities were required to pass ‘Responsions’ (examinations in Latin, Greek and mathematics), before they could embark upon their chosen courses. The value of a classical education would become only too apparent when aspects of antiquity were subverted under the Third Reich and employed as Nazi propaganda. During the Second World War, classicists would be recruited in their numbers to work as codebreakers and covert intelligencers. Bowra, Murray and Dodds would confront the challenge of preserving the past while striving for a future.

The Oxford they knew was and remains a world of its own, in which it is perfectly possible to live in blissful ignorance of what lies outside. Students often speak of being ‘in the Oxford bubble’. Even the language of the place can seem rather esoteric and removed. Undergraduates don’t ‘arrive’ and ‘leave’ but ‘come up’ and ‘go down’ (or are ‘sent down’ for poor performance or conduct). They eat in ‘hall’, snack in ‘butteries’, win ‘blues’ for sports, pay ‘battels’ not ‘fees’ and dress in ‘sub fusc’ of gowns and caps for ‘finals’ and other exams. Among their many entitlements, they enjoy the services of ‘scouts’, who empty their bins, scrub their bathtubs and generally mother them. In the 1920s and 1930s, the duties of scouts extended even further, to include the serving of lunch – a ‘commons’ of bread, cheeses and ale could be eaten in college rooms – pouring of tea, lighting of fires and emptying of chamber pots when bathrooms were still in short supply. ‘In Magdalen and Christ Church,’ wrote Louis MacNeice, a classicist at Merton from 1926, ‘the scouts were like Hollywood manorial butlers; in the more plebeian colleges they were often like caricatures by Rowlandson of inn-keepers or ostlers.’

In recent decades, the university has been anxious to cast off its mantle of privilege, and improve its diversity and inclusion. Just over a fifth of undergraduates accepted at Oxford in 2020 were from black, Asian or minority ethnic backgrounds, and almost 70 per cent of undergraduates came from state-funded schools. This marks a significant reversal of the patterns of the past. In the interwar period, almost three-quarters of the men and over half of the (small number of) women reading arts subjects at the university had attended (a small number of) independent schools. Around 5 per cent of undergraduates came from the Commonwealth and about the same proportion from other overseas territories; these students, like the majority of their peers, would typically have come from wealthy families. Today, international students make up 23 per cent of undergraduates and 64 per cent of graduate students at Oxford. In the mid-1920s, when it cost at least £300 a year (over £12,000) to live in an Oxford college, working-class students were so far in the minority that Stephen Spender, an undergraduate at Christ Church, could describe them as ‘simply the most obscure, most ground-down members of their colleges’.

For all the privileges that accompanied an Oxford education, there was another side to these individuals’ experience. Ultimately, no amount of cosseting could protect the young men and hundred-odd women who studied here in 1914 from external threat. The Great War ravaged the university population, cutting short the young lives of 2,857 of its members.

It was in the aftermath of the conflict, in the decades that separated the two world wars, that the peculiarities of Oxford University came into their own. This window of time let in a sliver of light. Veterans and civilians, scarred by their experiences, found here a safe haven in which they could live very different lives from the ones they had known. The university remained closed off enough for survivors to feel that they could at least try to shut out what they had witnessed. Some of the characters in this book arrived planning to do precisely that, throwing themselves into student life with an eagerness to sap it of its pleasures.

Evelyn Waugh drew on ‘some aspects’ of his own years at Oxford in the early 1920s when writing his most famous novel, Brideshead Revisited. The extreme antics of many of his contemporaries – unforgivable in copycat students today – were perhaps more understandable in the dislocated days after the First World War. Maurice Bowra, a mischievous bon viveur, was among the veterans Waugh befriended. The novelist later employed him as a model for one of his Brideshead characters. Gilbert Murray, Bowra’s mentor and confidant, married into the extraordinary family who inhabited Castle Howard (the stately home used in the ITV 1981 dramatisation of Brideshead Revisited*). Waugh was a visitor there in 1937, and, I believe, found inspiration for his novel in Murray’s in-laws and wife, Lady Mary, who became something of a Lady Marchmain figure herself.

Interwar Oxford would ultimately prove to be a flawed Arcadia, where vendettas, misogyny and prejudice prevailed as much as they did in the world outside. Among the dons, a major conflict was beginning to brew: a clash of two worlds which would bring about ‘the triumph of puritanism over the last embers of the dying twenties’, or, instead, a startling overturning of tradition. As Oxford’s societies grew more raucous, the champagne more plentiful, darkness threatened to seep in. There was an uneasiness that lurked beneath the exuberance of the Roaring Twenties. With the coming of the thirties, this uneasiness reached a peak.

This is the story of the frivolity and fear and unstuffy intellectualism that characterised Oxford between the wars. It resurrects an era in which men dominate but women are beginning, most brilliantly, to break through. The worlds of Bowra, Murray, Dodds and their many friends and protégés were not, after all, so very far from Brideshead.



June 1936

A letter wends its way from 10 Downing Street to the breakfast table of an ambitious and brilliant scholar of classics. The prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, has named him Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford. The post, established by Henry VIII in 1541, is in the gift of the Crown and is extremely prestigious. Such a missive demands to be read twice – thrice – before being placed on the mantelpiece as prominently as possible. It is not every day a man learns that he is to succeed Gilbert Murray. The don gathers his thoughts, dashes off a note of acceptance, and prepares to open a new chapter in his life.

 

 

 

 

* It is not known which country house, if any, inspired Waugh’s ‘Brideshead Castle’, but comparisons have often been made between it and Castle Howard, in Yorkshire, as well as Madresfield Court, home of the Lygon family, in Worcestershire.


I

A Place Worth Fighting For

At a quarter past seven on an autumn morning, a young American rose and made his way through Merton College, Oxford, to sign his name at roll call. The staircase near his rooms, on St Alban’s Quad, led down to a small lawn that overlooked the Fellows’ Garden. Skirting the grass, the young man shuffled across the flagstones, waved his hand wearily over the blank sheet, and waited an interminable forty minutes for breakfast.

T. S. Eliot could not have imagined how depleted the university would be when he arrived from Harvard in October 1914. The long tables of the dining hall were ordinarily laid for hundreds of men, but with only forty or so students remaining at the college in wartime, they looked ludicrously outsized. Apart from the emptiness, a strange sense of disorder prevailed over the space, as the rhythms that had been perfected over the years fell slowly out of time.

Visitors to the city in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were often told that it produced ‘nothing but parsons and sausages’. Outside the university and its chapels, beyond the libraries with their miles of gently fraying books and the fan-vaulted splendour of Divinity School, almost a quarter of the county’s population worked in agriculture. On market days, farmers would drive their livestock into giant pens on Gloucester Green, to be met by crowds of potential buyers leaning over the rails. Towards the end of the Great War, meat was rationed in many of the colleges to high table, where the dons dined, and to Tuesday and Thursday evenings for everyone else, with an allowance of 11 lb per student per week. In 1914, there was still a hope – or a pretence – that life could continue as it had with the usual formalities and traditions in place. Eliot and his peers would sit down to breakfasts of Oxford sausages, coarse-cut marmalade from Frank Cooper, the high street greengrocer – and, if the atheists were down early, a healthy smattering of theologians.

For all the beauty of his surroundings, Eliot felt isolated, and uneasy. He had come over to Britain at the age of twenty-six on a travelling fellowship to complete his doctorate in the philosophy of a Merton don named F. H. Bradley. In the seven years he had spent at Harvard, he’d developed an interest in the more obscure elements of ancient thought and contemporary ethics, and might reasonably have expected to explore his ideas with the man who inspired his thesis. Bradley – an Idealist, Hegelian and passionate contrarian – was, however, invalided with a kidney complaint, and something of a recluse. Eliot was never to meet him. As an American, he had no prospect of accompanying his British contemporaries to the Western front, either. With the academic faculties emptying out around him, and team sports evaporating, he had little else to do but to sit, and read, and row on the River Cherwell.

All across Oxford, young men were being urged to join up. Posters and leaflets adorned college walls and common rooms; marches and rallies filled the streets. The September fair of St Giles’, the long tree-lined road that runs out towards Summertown, had lately become a fertile recruiting ground for Kitchener’s armies, with sergeants weaving their way through gypsies, fire-dancers and ‘living dolls’ to urge men to do their duty for King and Country. More than 2,000 had enlisted before the merry-go-rounds were packed away.

It was rare that town and gown came together in united purpose. For hundreds of years, residents and students had endured a tense relationship, as each side strove to assert their dominance over Oxford. On 10 February 1354 (or 1355), a riot had broken out at the Swyndlestock at Carfax, the city crossroads, when some young scholars threw wine in the face of the taverner, complaining it was unpalatable, and proceeded to attack him with the jar. The brawl quickly escalated as the victim and his supporters roused their fellow townsmen to arms. Over the course of three days, academic halls were raided and their occupants routed. At least sixty students and thirty locals were killed. The ill-feeling out of which this conflict arose only deepened when King Edward III decreed that the university’s authority over the city be increased and reparations paid. Every 10 February, the mayor would be required to attend a mass and swear an oath of obedience to the university’s rules in recompense for the bloodshed, an act of annual penance that would continue for the next five centuries. The St Scholastica’s Day parade culminated at St Mary the Virgin, the University Church, on the high street, known locally in Oxford as the High.

From the persistent bells to the melancholy sound of the organ ringing out of college chapels, the Church remained a constant presence in the lives of the people of Oxford, even those who had little time for it. As the lists of war dead grew longer by the day from 1914, clergymen contrived to keep their congregations ‘face to face with the poignant facts, instead of creating a diversion inevitably followed by the sharp shock of recollection’. Sermons preached the importance of heeding the call of country as the ‘call of God’, and women wandered the streets handing white feathers – emblems of cowardice – to conscientious objectors. J. R. R. Tolkien, an undergraduate at Exeter College, felt their scorn after he put off war service to complete his studies, first in classics, then in English. In 1915, he achieved his first and left for the Somme with the Lancashire Fusiliers. Harold Macmillan departed from Balliol after sitting his initial classics examinations, destined never to complete his degree.

In July 1914, 3,079 undergraduates and approximately a hundred graduates were enrolled at the university; by 1916, just 550 students remained. Almost a fifth of the 14,561 members and alumni of Oxford University recorded as serving in the Great War would lose their lives in that conflict. The entire makeup of the university changed and became, for the first time in its history, distinctly international. St John’s College, on St Giles’, opened its doors to Belgian refugees and established in 1916 a school to educate Belgian children. Serbians were welcomed at Wycliffe Hall, one of Oxford’s theological colleges, and at The Queen’s College on the High. With so many students away fighting, Americans, Irishmen, Rhodes Scholars and other students from overseas predominated in the lecture rooms, and together with the pacifists and cadets, the infirm and myopic, and a steadily growing number of women, formed the backbone of what was soon ‘no more than a shrunken skeleton of a university’.

As Lady Ottoline Morrell, the flamboyant society hostess of nearby Garsington Manor, observed, the students who remained in Oxford were largely: ‘In spite of their apparent flippancy and frivolity … seriously anti-war.’ Among the more vocal pacifists in their number was a handsome undergraduate whom T. S. Eliot joined for tutorials in the ancient philosophy of Plotinus. As an Irish national, Eric Robertson Dodds – known as ‘Dodds’ – was exempt from service. Besides, he was convinced he had no place on the battlefield. He had spent the summer before the war holidaying in Germany and Austria and could not conscience returning to confront the men he had befriended.

E. R. Dodds, born in County Down on 26 July 1893, has been accurately described as ‘a very courteous rebel’. Protestant by upbringing, he was descended from northern Presbyterians on his father’s side and Anglo-Irish landowners on his mother’s; his maternal line could be traced to West Meath and Longford, and his father’s family had been settled in northern Ireland for the past three centuries. In the growing struggle between Irish nationalists, who desired Home Rule, and most of his fellow ‘Ulstermen’, who did not, Dodds’s sympathies were firmly with the former. Both Dodds’s parents were headteachers, but his father had been dismissed from his post as a result of worsening alcoholism and died while still a young man. Dodds did the only natural thing, and rebelled. As a boy at Campbell College, Belfast, he was reprimanded for his slackness, unpunctuality and failure to uphold the discipline of the school. He was eventually expelled for ‘gross, studied and sustained insolence to the headmaster’.

In 1912, Dodds matriculated into Oxford’s University College (‘Univ’) to read classics on the strength of his academic record, only to continue to find trouble for himself. Soon after coming up, he took a punt out on the River Cherwell and collided with another party, nearly causing their craft to capsize. Such accidents were not unusual – the task of steering a boat with a long pole being one that required both balance and practice – but this was no small incident. The opposing punt contained the future King Edward VIII, an undergraduate at Magdalen College. If there was an opportunity to befriend the prince as they disentangled themselves, Dodds did not take it. ‘Ulstermen’ might in general have been ‘plus royalistes que le roi’, but he was no monarchist, and Edward was no scholar. The prince soon went down from Oxford with no degree.

Dodds took to Oxford, describing it as it appeared on the eve of war as: ‘Absurd, delightful, totally irresponsible, and totally self-assured – moulded on a way of life that appeared unshakeably preordained yet was about to vanish like the fabric of a dream.’ And yet, as England remained to him ‘a foreign country’, he felt no embarrassment about his reluctance to fight in its defence. Whenever a woman approached him on the streets of Oxford with a white feather in her hand, he would bow, thank her, and pin it to his hat.

If only to convince himself that his views were not couched in cowardice, Dodds broke from his course in October 1915 to travel to Belgrade to volunteer with the British Eastern Auxiliary Hospital following an outbreak of typhus. ‘I will be in no danger whatever,’ he wrote to his mother reassuringly. ‘I shall be much happier in Serbia than I could be in England, or even Ireland, at present.’ He kept an intermittent diary while there and recorded the dropping of a terrifying 40,000 shells within a single twenty-four-hour period. He persevered with his work, amidst the blasts of howitzers and screams of the sick and dying, before joining a hospital ship at Lemnos for his voyage home. ‘My hands are usually covered with the patients’ excrement, and I have ceased to worry about eating meat off someone else’s porridge-plate or finding my coffee full of cigarette-ends,’ he scrawled in his heavily stained exercise book. Within the month he was back in Oxford.

Dodds is remembered by classicists today as one of the most vibrant intellectuals of the twentieth century. His groundbreaking book of 1951, The Greeks and the Irrational, overturned popular conceptions of the stateliness and propriety of the ancients by probing their spiritual and religious beliefs, and established his reputation internationally. While something of a maverick – a drug-taking spiritualist and poet – Dodds already showed great promise as a student, taking the prestigious Ireland and Craven scholarships and displaying what one don described as an ‘incomparable efflorescence’ in his written work. The most senior classicist in the department, the Regius Professor of Greek, Gilbert Murray, observed in a private letter to another academic that Dodds ‘marked himself out as second or third from the beginning’. His translations were ‘quite the best in’, Murray continued, though he needed to avoid ‘carrying too far a method which he possibly learnt from me – of wringing all the meaning he can out of each word’. Murray was among Dodds’s favourite lecturers and helped steer him in the direction of Neoplatonic philosophy when he was seeking a specialisation.

Like T. S. Eliot, Dodds was attracted to the Egypt-born philosopher Plotinus for his interest in the ‘mystical experience’. The Irishman established within the university a student society for psychical research in which to practise hypnotism and perform séances, leading Eliot to name him ‘the man with the crystal ball’. Over the course of their tutorials, Dodds and Eliot grew friendly, though neither was easy to know. Dodds was gregarious but preoccupied with his experiments. Eliot was an enigma for being so self-contained. When the latter ‘confessed shyly’ that he liked to write poetry, however, Dodds’s interest was piqued. Dodds belonged to a club called the Psittakoi – ‘parrots’ in Greek – to which he once welcomed J. R. R. Tolkien as a speaker, and to another called the Coterie, members of which met regularly near the Ashmolean Museum. Intrigued as to what this ‘quiet, reserved man’ was capable of, Dodds encouraged Eliot to bring some of his poetry to read aloud at the next Coterie meeting.

The young Coterie writers – who included the poet and novelist E. H. W. Meyerstein, the future prime minister of Pakistan, H. S. Suhrawardy, and Aldous Huxley (exempted from war service on account of his poor eyesight) – usually gathered in the student rooms of T. W. ‘Tommy’ Earp, the future artist and critic, on Beaumont Street after lectures. Ordinarily they were highly vocal in their criticisms of each other’s writing. But when Eliot began to read from ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, they could not contain their excitement. For once, they heard a poem, absorbed it, and ‘did not tear it to pieces’.

‘Prufrock’ was not set in Oxford, but Eliot’s descriptions seemed to evoke the city as it looked in wartime, with its ‘certain half-deserted streets’, its ‘Streets that follow like a tedious argument/ Of insidious intent/ To lead you to an overwhelming question …’ Indeed, as Eliot wandered an empty Oxford, he felt himself ‘not quite alive – that my body is walking about with a bit of my brain inside it, and nothing else’. He had shown the poem to Ezra Pound soon after arriving in England, and Pound, a foreign correspondent of the journal Poetry, had encouraged his editor, Harriet Monroe, to publish it. Following its first appearance in the June 1915 issue, the poem was released more prominently as part of Eliot’s first collection, Prufrock and Other Observations, in 1917. The Coterie had enjoyed a rare taste of what was to come. As grateful as Eliot must have been to find an appreciative audience, he was some years older than Dodds, Huxley and the others, and used to a greater degree of freedom than Oxford could offer. Longing for more varied company, he took to escaping whenever he could for London, and the British Museum, where just maybe women might ‘come and go/ Talking of Michelangelo’.

Women at Oxford were still very much in the minority. Female students had only recently – in 1910 – been recognised formally as members of the university. And despite studying the same syllabus as the men, and sitting the same examinations, they received mere ‘Certificates’ upon completing their courses, rather than degrees. These women were to be found at the ladies’ colleges of St Hilda’s, St Hugh’s, Lady Margaret Hall, Somerville and the Society of Oxford Home-Students, later known as St Anne’s. Each was situated between half a mile and two miles from Merton, which in the smallness of Oxford might as well have been ten times as far. Vera Brittain, Dorothy L. Sayers (‘a bouncing, exuberant young female who always seemed to be preparing for tea-parties’) and Winifred Holtby were near-contemporaries of Eliot and Dodds at Somerville. Brittain would later capture the realities of wartime Oxford with unparalleled candour in her memoir, Testament of Youth. The ‘tranquillity with which elderly Oxford appeared to view the prospect of spring-time death for its young men’ surprised her, as it did many of her peers. A short time after arriving, she was compelled to walk to the corner of Woodstock Road and Little Clarendon Street to bid farewell to her brother Edward as he left for Sandgate in preparation for war service. Her fiancé, Roland, forfeited his place to study classics at Merton to fight with the 7th Worcestershire Regiment in March 1915.

In the spring of that year, the War Office issued instructions for Somerville to be transformed into a home for convalescing soldiers. The Third Southern General Hospital was established across several quarters of the university, opening first at Examination Schools, on the High, and expanding into many of the colleges and the town hall, where special beds were set aside to treat soldiers suffering from malaria. At Somerville, day beds were arranged across the lawn and hospital tents pitched on the main quad. The dining and common rooms were converted into wards, and the gardens into grounds for exercise and relaxation. Men could stroll out in their pyjamas and dressing gowns to take the air or sit in the shade of the library portico. A wall was knocked through to the Radcliffe Infirmary, next door, so that patients could graduate to the college for convalescence as soon as they were able.

[image: image]

Several Oxford colleges were taken over by the Third Southern General Hospital during the Great War. While Somerville was able to provide 262 beds for convalescing soldiers, New College (pictured) took in over a hundred patients at a time, many of them suffering from sepsis. Medical tents were often used to maximise the space.

As the soldiers moved in, the women of Somerville moved out, taking their library books and belongings with them. Vera Brittain, struggling through Greek as a prerequisite to her course in English, found herself rehoused in an unappealing room off St Aldate’s, in the centre of town. Removed from her friends and concerned that Oxford was ‘infinitely remote from everything that counted’, she left to find nursing work in a hospital in London, so that she could be close to Roland, whenever he came back. Most of her Somerville peers relocated to Oriel College, next to Merton, where they occupied Third (St Mary’s) Quad. The passage that separated their quadrangle from Second was filled in with what one local journalist described as ‘a purpose and determination that were worthy of the mediaeval bricking-up of a nun’. Viewing the new addition as a challenge, the young men launched a midnight assault on the barricade, breached it, and broke triumphantly into the women’s quarter. Hilda Lorimer, a Somerville classics tutor, was waiting on the other side and sent them sternly back to their stations. The passage was henceforth guarded by night.

The war provided women with an unprecedented opportunity to make their presence felt in Oxford. The number of female students doubled at several of the colleges, as they made up the spaces ordinarily reserved for men. Many graduated to professions they would endeavour to keep after the war came to an end. Among the largest employers in the city was Oxford University Press. With over half its male workforce conscripted, women were able to find work on the print floor for the first time, overseeing the production of naval intelligence papers and war pamphlets, including one by Gilbert Murray debating the question: ‘How Can War Ever Be Right?’ Other women began working the fields, expanding the allotments on Port Meadow and Merton Field, and producing munitions in the factory that opened in nearby Banbury: female ‘canaries’ (their skin turned yellow through exposure to picric acid) soon made up a third of the factory’s workers.

Over the next few years, Somerville filled up with patients, among them Siegfried Sassoon, who arrived in August 1916 after contracting trench fever in France, where he had been serving with the Royal Welch Fusiliers. His friend, Robert Graves, followed him in with bronchitis early the next year. Graves had returned to the field too soon after being hospitalised following the Battle of the Somme. His wounds had been so severe that his family had been told that he was dead. As he recuperated, he would wander down to Oxford’s busy Cornmarket in his pyjamas to enjoy his morning coffee at the Cadena. Many wounded soldiers could now be seen strolling the streets in their slippers. By the time Graves arrived, Somerville had become a hospital for officers only, and ‘hall’ had reverted to a dining room. A sign here read: ‘Officers are requested not to throw custard at the walls.’

Nineteen sixteen was the year of the Easter Rising in Ireland, and Dodds made no hesitation in expressing his support for those nationalists who seized control of public buildings in defiance of British rule in their bid to declare an Irish Republic. ‘It was impossible to withhold one’s admiration from the heroic dreamers in the Dublin Post Office,’ he later reflected. ‘And after the executions’ of the rebellion’s leaders, ‘any notion of again putting on a British uniform, even in the harmless capacity of a hospital orderly, became invincibly repugnant.’ Dodds had talked over his position on the war in Europe with his tutor, Gilbert Murray, and found him sympathetic. (Murray would also come to the aid of a number of students who were imprisoned for pacifism during the war and help secure their release.) In taking the position he did on Ireland – where 485 people lost their lives during the rising, the majority of them civilians – Dodds isolated himself from his college and much of the faculty. Eyewitness accounts in the press brought home to people in England the severity of what had happened. ‘I have seen one or two serious revolutions elsewhere, which gave me a good nervous shaking,’ wrote one reporter in the Liverpool Echo. ‘These were,’ however, ‘grim realities, and they bred terror and sowed memories which remain.’ At a time when the word ‘revolution’ sparked fear across Europe, Dodds had pledged his allegiance to a cause that looked certain to inspire further violence and unrest. There was little Murray could do when Dodds was, ‘to put it mildly – strongly advised not to stay up’.

C. S. Lewis, who briefly attended the same school as Dodds in Belfast, regarded Dodds’s Irish nationalism as a ‘particular foible’ but far from ‘pure cant’. Dodds might have revelled in the controversy of his opinions, but he did so because Irish politics were important to him, not simply because he was eager to antagonise the Englishmen around him. His dismissal from Oxford was profound but not absolute. He deferred sitting his exams by a year and prepared for them in isolation. Lewis, who read classics at ‘Univ’ from 1917, saw Dodds return that June and achieve a first. He was invited to the leaving party Dodds gave at Exeter College. In the course of the evening, Lewis became ‘royally drunk’, and went around asking Dodds’s guests if he could whip them for a shilling. The hopes Dodds had of staying on to teach at Oxford were, however, destroyed in the light of his politics.

Elsewhere in the university in wartime, lectures continued, but the rooms were often emptier than hall, or closed altogether. Dodds had been one of only nine undergraduates left at Univ when he was dismissed. ‘Oxford is in France, at Salonica, on the Suez Canal, in Mesopotamia, on the High Seas,’ wrote the warden of Wadham College, Joseph Wells, in 1917. Many dons had now joined their pupils on active service. David George Hogarth, Keeper of the Ashmolean Museum, was serving as director of the Arab Bureau in Cairo, where one of his former students of archaeology, T. E. Lawrence, was also posted. C. S. Lewis left for the trenches with the Somerset Light Infantry after spending little more than a term in college. There was some speculation that the university would close until such time as the war ended. ‘I hope there is no truth in the talk we hear that Oxford is going to stop,’ wrote one young man from the front. ‘We should think it meant you were losing heart.’ Warden Wells was among the academics who understood how important it was to ‘keep the old framework for their return’.

While Aldous Huxley and Tommy Earp pushed out their Palatine Review, hopeful that a literary journal might still find a readership, the academics and cadets who remained in Oxford performed drill in the university parks. A. D. Godley, Public Orator of Oxford and tutor in classics at Magdalen, trained ‘Godley’s Own’, a volunteer corps of older men which included Gilbert Murray, then in his early fifties, in their number. Young members of the Officer Training Corps – ‘Bugshooters’ – fired at insects in Christ Church Meadow, where the Oxford and Buckinghamshire military were also billeted. The gardens of Wadham provided more intimate opportunities for training, the north wall of the Fellows’ Garden lending itself to musketry practice, and the grassy quads to digging trenches.

On the fringes of the city, completing his own training with the OTC, was a robust-looking youth named Maurice Bowra. He had earned a place to read classics at New College before the war intervened. While he endeavoured to attend a few lectures as he awaited his instructions, he could not help but feel that he was barely dipping his toe into university life. He did not know of Eliot in Oxford. He did not know of Dodds, or C. S. Lewis, or Vera Brittain. As he peered wistfully into the quadrangles, and prepared to be sent to France, Maurice began to build up an imaginary picture of Oxford. This, more than anywhere else, was ‘a place for which it was worth fighting’.

A heavy mist had fallen over St Quentin, northern France, when in March 1918, Maurice Bowra rejoined his Royal Field Artillery comrades on the Western front. He had crossed the Channel the previous September and seen action as a subaltern in the battles of Passchendaele and Cambrai. Returning from leave to St Quentin, he found the windows of the cathedral lying in shards, shattered by British artillery fire, and the ground strewn with rubble. Just discernible through the grey was the mangled bell tower, silent like a sentry, a Gothic giant overlooking the fields of the Somme.

‘The Germans are attacking tomorrow morning, and you must go up at dawn to the battery,’ came the voice of Bowra’s batman as he approached the wagon lines. But the Germans did not wait for dawn. At 4.30 a.m., a nine-inch shell sped through the sky and exploded near the dugout where B Battery, 298th Army Brigade RFA, was quartered. Bowra leapt up to make for his things, but was left with nothing more than the pyjamas and greatcoat he was wearing. As men around him stumbled free, some of them in gas masks, he made his way outside to untether his horse. A few moments later, a second shell whizzed overhead and destroyed the mess and everyone remaining within it. The enemy bombardment had begun.

The winter past, Maurice had narrowly avoided being buried alive as he made a telephone call in a trench at Cambrai. He was an enthusiastic talker, with a loud, booming voice ‘pouncing on certain consonants, on certain sounds’. With his fingers still clutching the receiver, he had shaken off what earth he could, gathered his strength, and summoned his mate down the line to his immediate rescue. Short, stocky and nineteen years old, Bowra now faced the devastating task of excavating the bodies of his comrades in the dark.

The Germans could not have chosen a foggier night that March to commence their Spring Offensive – Kaiserschlacht – a plan to break through the Allied front and surround the British near Arras. The German commander Erich Ludendorff orchestrated the shelling of St Quentin as a step towards gaining the line of the Somme. In the first phase, Operation Michael, three armies attacked a front extending some eighty kilometres.

Maurice rode on. In China, as a boy, his father had bought him and his elder brother Edward ponies to ‘initiate them into the art of riding’. They used to canter through the countryside after the millet had been gathered, or along the wooded tracks to the walled cities where the first Manchu emperors had been buried, their picnic bobbing before them in carts. Maurice was a good sturdy rider – ‘a little like those toys which cannot be pushed over because heavily weighted at the base’ – but now helpless to see through the St Quentin fog and the smoke shells the enemy dropped to further confusion.

Conditions seldom seemed to be on his side. Four months earlier Maurice had been charged with carrying ammunition to the guns at Third Ypres. The salient there had become a bog, ‘an unbroken waste of mud pitted every few yards with holes full of greasy, scummy, slimy liquid and more often than not of decomposing bodies of horses or men’. Upon entering the observation posts, often at night, Bowra had habitually found dead Germans at his feet. He had dragged them out, stoppered his nose, shut his eyes, but the image of grey fungus spawning on grey uniforms had never left him.

At St Quentin, the fog served to the enemy’s advantage, and they continued to elude sight. It was not until midday that the first Germans came into range. At 12.30 p.m. the British artillery attacked the line between two farms. Ten minutes later they were firing two rounds per gun per minute. Still the Germans approached, creeping forward through the surrounding woods. By 2 p.m. they were just east of Benay; fifteen minutes later they were reported north-east of Essigny. The batteries continued to fire but the enemy proved increasingly difficult to pinpoint. The Germans massed north of Benay and Maurice’s brigade engaged them on the Essigny–Benay Road. But the German advance could not be stopped. At 9.30 that night, 298th Army Brigade retired to Faillouël.

On that one day, the first of the Spring Offensive, 21,000 British soldiers were taken prisoner. In Bowra’s battery alone the toll stood at one officer and four men dead, six wounded, and about forty horses lost. Ludendorff’s men had expended 1.16 million shells in the course of five hours. Communication lines were cut and Allied supplies destroyed.

A routine of engaging the enemy, then retreating, followed in the coming days. Bowra’s battery moved largely by night. When news came that the Germans were just minutes away, he and his comrades made their escape over the nearby canals until they reached the cathedral at Noyon, which the Germans were using as a lookout post. Maurice, an atheist who especially despised ‘puritanism’, hesitated for a moment, then recalled that the theologian Jean Calvin, ‘enemy of the human race’, had lived at Noyon, and his ‘qualms vanished’. He ordered his battery to fire and fire again, and their third shot landed right in the middle of the nave.

[image: image]

Map of St Quentin and the surrounding area in northern France.

The first promise of salvation came ten days later as the battery retreated towards Amiens and caught sight of French troops marching along with guns, bird cages and gramophones. Maurice and his men resolved to camp nearby, train in the green country by the Somme, bathe in the river, and wait. A few months passed before the Anzacs and Canadians succeeded in holding the Germans sufficiently to enable the British to advance. Steadily the tide began to turn.

Throughout it all, Maurice Bowra clung to just a few things. A lover of poetry, he had obtained whilst on leave copies of Thomas Hardy’s collection, Moments of Vision, W. B. Yeats’s The Wild Swans at Coole, and T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock and Other Observations, all recently published. There was also Oxford. Bowra had spent the equivalent of a term in the city, but that had been enough to make him realise that this was the place, more than any other, to which he would most like to return.

Maurice Bowra was a gossip and a raconteur, a libertarian, a showman and a scholar. Isaiah Berlin called him ‘the greatest English wit of his day’. If he wasn’t making ‘a good deal of good blood’ with someone, or giving them ‘the warm shoulder’, he was having ‘a long and interesting silence’ with an overseas visitor who could not speak a word of English. ‘Thank you very much for the delicious pâté,’ he wrote to John Betjeman’s wife, Penelope, one Christmas, ‘I devoured it with some friends at dinner on Sunday, and we smelt deliciously of garlic. It is true that the next day I had terrible pains and had to resort to Dr Collis Browne, but that was no doubt due to the cold.’ Later in his career, he arranged for roses to be grown at the entrance to the Botanic Garden opposite Magdalen knowing full well that the college’s president, T. S. R. Boase, despised them. Bowra could be rude and cutting, even cruel, writing people off as ‘dotty’ or ‘hideous’ in his private correspondence, while inviting them to dinner the following week. To true friends, however, he was loyal and inspiring, and entirely sui generis.

Cecil Maurice Bowra was born in Kiukiang (Jiujiang), on the Yangtse, on 8 April 1898. He was the second generation of his family to begin life in China, his grandfather having come over with the Chinese Customs Service and settled there with his wife, who came from Calcutta. Their son, Maurice’s father, Cecil Arthur Verner, was born at Ningbo, and joined the service as a high-ranking official. Maurice was the second of four children born to Cecil’s wife Ethel Lovibond and in his early years learned Chinese. He grew up in ‘interesting times’, surviving a house fire, an epidemic of plague, and the anti-imperialist Boxer Rebellion. Such was the climate that, when he was six, his father decided that, ‘to give them a fair chance in the world’, he and his elder brother Edward should be educated in England. During a period of leave, Bowra senior uprooted his family from Newchwang (Yingkou), where they had settled, and re-established their home at Knockholt in Kent. The two boys would be tutored by Ella Dell, sister of the novelist Ethel M. Dell, who lived nearby, before being sent to live with relatives in Putney. After their parents returned to China with their baby daughter Norah (a second daughter, Ethel, would be born in 1911), Edward and Maurice went to board at Cheltenham College.

Maurice, always remote from his immediate family, maintained an interest in China throughout his life and brought a number of pieces of Chinese furniture to his rooms when he returned to Oxford after the First World War. He liked the ambiguity his beginnings bestowed upon his social position, which was not quite as high as he sometimes pretended. His father, a keen chronicler, described the family as ‘of the yeoman class, of no particular distinction, some members of which have gone up and some have gone down’.

Maurice was determined to go up. At Oxford, he would rub shoulders with aristocrats, politicians and, in later life, royalty. He became a regular at Lady Ottoline Morrell’s weekends at Garsington Manor, where he became acquainted with Virginia Woolf, Aldous Huxley and Lytton Strachey, ‘with his red beard and long spidery legs, talking in a falsetto voice’. He met several prime ministers, including Winston Churchill, attended a Nazi rally and became implicated in the death of a prominent German diplomat. All the while he turned out books and papers on an impressively wide range of ancient and modern European literature. Kenneth Clark, the art historian, considered Maurice Bowra to have been the strongest influence on his life and the principal reason that Oxford supplanted Cambridge ‘as a centre of intellectual influence’.

Bowra was homosexual, though not even his closest friends knew the truth of his affairs. He famously declared that ‘buggery was invented to fill that awkward hour between evensong and cocktails’. But what he said with the ring of jest was just as likely to be facetious as earnest. He claimed to have had relationships with women. He sometimes spoke of having loved a girl who died in the Russian Revolution. He also proposed to more than one woman in his lifetime, and developed an infatuation with the photographer Joan Eyres Monsell, the girlfriend and later wife of Paddy Leigh Fermor. Bowra despised the ‘infinitely pretentious and ignorant, not at all respectful, physically hideous and embarrassing to be seen with’ former soldier turned travel writer. He once moaned to a friend that Joan had brought Paddy with her on a group trip to Urbino, ‘which meant no f…ing and, much worse, meant his presence’. For all but the last four years of Bowra’s life – he died in 1971 – homosexuality was illegal, and this fact had a lasting impact upon his life and career.

Dodds, Maurice Bowra’s senior by five years, briefly considered switching course to English while he was at Oxford. The rebellious Irishman’s decision to persevere with his studies of Greece and Rome was shaped largely by ‘the intoxicating illusion of direct contact with the past’ he gained by attending the lectures of Professor Murray.

Like Dodds, an ardent spiritualist, George Gilbert Aimé Murray was born in Sydney, Australia, on 2 January 1866, and looked every inch a Victorian. He was tall and slim with a ‘high domed skull’, and had an agility and dexterity not typically associated with academics. According to Bowra, he ‘could walk up a ladder without using his hands and take off his waistcoat without taking off his coat’. Many believed he was telepathic; in experiments to test his ability to thought-read he performed remarkably well. He and his wife Lady Mary Howard were teetotallers and vegetarians and prone to hypochondria. Such was his cleanliness of body and mind that Virginia Woolf supposed that ‘a great nurse must rub him smooth with pumice stone every morning’.

The prime minister Herbert Asquith had appointed Gilbert Murray Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford in 1908 when Murray was just forty-two. This made him not only one of the most senior academics in the university, but also a public figure, who could be called upon to lend advice to the government. Murray used the position to advance the cause of classical scholarship and advocate for social change. A regular correspondent of Jane Harrison, the pioneering Cambridge classicist, he championed the education of women at a time when female students were still barred from receiving degrees. He first established a Greek class for women at Glasgow, where he began his career as a professor, and upon returning to Oxford, where he had studied as a student, offered to teach women Greek pro bono, only to be told that they did not need his charity and would attend his classes on the same basis as men. Although his professorship was based at Christ Church, he sat on the governing board of Somerville and supported the abolition of the compulsory Greek entrance examination to the university in 1920. The move helped to open up places to women and pupils from schools that did not
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