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Preface

In one of the funniest scenes in Evelyn Waugh’s novel Brideshead Revisited, Charles Ryder’s father pretends to suppose that his son’s very English friend, Jorkins, is an American.

‘Good evening, good evening. So nice of you to come all this way.’

‘Oh it wasn’t far,’ said Jorkins, who lived in Sussex Square.

‘Science annihilates distance,’ said my father disconcertingly. ‘You are over here on business?’

Mr Ryder never makes his misapprehension explicit enough to give Jorkins the opportunity of correcting him but he is careful to explain any peculiarly English terms that come up in conversation, ‘translating pounds into dollars,’ as Waugh writes, ‘and courteously deferring to him with such phrases as “Of course, by your standards . . .”; “All this must seem very parochial to Mr Jorkins”; “In the vast spaces to which you are accustomed . . .”’

Evelyn Waugh played similar games in real life. When a young American fan named Paul Moor wrote to him out of the blue in 1949, he was amazed to be invited by return to stay at Waugh’s home in Gloucester-shire. Moor later described to Martin Stannard his reception by Waugh’s butler and, almost immediately, being confronted by his ‘idol’, who was wearing a dinner jacket and greeted him with a show of astonishment: ‘But I thought you’d be black! . . . What a disappointment! My wife and I had both counted on dining out for months to come on our story of the great, hulking American coon who came to spend the weekend.’ Dazed by his host’s exaggerated absence of taste, Moor never realised that Waugh was making a joke about his surname.

Later at dinner, when the butler went to fill Moor’s wine glass, Waugh

waved towards a jug on the sideboard, declaring, ‘I’m sure you’d prefer iced water,’ as though that was all Americans liked to drink. When Moor bravely declined, Waugh exclaimed, ‘But we’ve gone to so much trouble!’ Soon he was off again: ‘At breakfast tomorrow I expect you’ll want Popsy Toasties or something like that, won’t you?’ The teasing went on throughout Moor’s three-day visit and yet the baffled innocent came away with the impression that his host was ‘an essentially kind man’.

A brilliant and extraordinarily clear writer, Evelyn Waugh could hardly have been easier to understand and enjoy on the page; yet the peculiar traits of his character were often harder to fathom, inclined as he was to fantasy, comic elaboration and mischievous disguise. If the imaginative flourishes in his letters were intended to entertain the recipients, the eccentric and sometimes frightening façades he adopted in person were more often designed as defences against the boredom and despair of everyday life.

Moor was right about Waugh’s kindness and one only has to read his novels to find the deep humanity behind the forbidding front. One of his more sympathetic American obituarists accurately described him as ‘a man of charity, personal generosity and above all understanding’, however it is also true that he rarely went out of his way to advertise the benevolent side of his nature. ‘I know you have a great heart,’ his close friend Diana Cooper wrote to him, ‘but you hate to put it on your sleeve – rightly up to a point – but rather than sometimes letting it fly there, by its own dear volition, you pin a grinning stinking mask on the site.’

*  *  *

This is not a ‘critical’ biography in the sense that it does not seek to reassess Evelyn Waugh’s achievements as a writer, but aims to paint a fresh portrait of the man by revisiting key episodes throughout his life and focusing on his most meaningful relationships. Drawing on a wide variety of sources – published and unpublished – it also seeks to re-examine and rebalance some of the distortions and misconceptions that have come to surround this famously complex and much mythologised character.

My biggest thank you is to Alexander Waugh, who suggested the idea of a new biography to mark the half-centenary of his grandfather’s death and gave me unfettered access to his archive which has supplied a great deal

of the unpublished material in the book. In the course of researching his own richly entertaining Fathers and Sons: The Autobiography of a Family (2005) and more recently as editor-in-chief of the first Complete Works of Evelyn Waugh (Oxford University Press; the first of forty-three volumes is due in 2017), he has assembled the most comprehensive Waugh study archive in the world, comprising original manuscripts, rare transcripts, photographs, rare editions, memorabilia, professional records and copies of the vast majority of the existing primary and secondary material.

Among the numerous unpublished letters that cast fresh light on Evelyn Waugh’s life there are more than eighty written to Teresa ‘Baby’ Jungman, with whom he fell hopelessly in love in the 1930s, and who he later claimed formed the basis for every character – male and female – in his masterpiece A Handful of Dust. These letters have long been regarded as the holy grail of Waugh biography and while charting the course of this unrequited affair they show a deeply romantic and tender side to his character that counters the popularly-held view of his heartlessness.

No less significant is the brief unpublished memoir written by Evelyn Waugh’s first wife, Evelyn Gardner, describing the short-lived marriage that is thought to have unleashed a bitter and capricious side to his character and propelled him towards the Roman Catholic Church.

Evelyn Nightingale, as she became by her third marriage, has had a harsh press and was understandably wary of Waugh’s biographers, declining most requests for interviews. She was however forthcoming with Michael Davie, editor of The Diaries of Evelyn Waugh (1976), who interviewed her and corresponded with her regularly. In her 1994 obituary in The Independent he described her as ‘a much more substantial person as well as a much nicer one than the propaganda spread by Waugh’s circle had led me to expect’. After his own death in 2005, Davie’s extensive collection of Evelyn Waugh papers (including his interview transcripts and copious correspondence with Evelyn Nightingale) were acquired by Alexander Waugh. These records constitute another significant cache of untapped primary sources in his archive.

In the course of editing Evelyn Waugh’s diaries Davie had undertaken intensive background research, interviewing several key figures in Waugh’s circle besides his first wife, in several cases shortly before they died. Some of them Davie had sought out; others contacted him to correct false impressions – or, as they believed, the outrageous fictions – in the

diaries as they first appeared in The Observer Magazine. His interviewees included Sir John Heygate, for whom Evelyn Gardner had deserted Waugh, who died shortly after meeting him. Alastair Graham, Evelyn Waugh’s intimate Oxford friend, who had become a recluse on the west coast of Wales, was another of those who did not co-operate with any other Waugh biographer to the same extent again, although a few years before Graham’s death in 1982 the writer Duncan Fallowell chanced to discover him in a New Quay pub, which began a quest entertainingly related in Fallowell’s book How to Disappear: A Memoir for Misfits (2011).

Alexander Waugh’s archive also holds a significant collection of materials donated by Selina Hastings, derived from researches in the 1980s for her own outstanding biography, published in 1994. I am profoundly grateful to her for the resulting access to her numerous interview transcripts and for her great generosity in volunteering several additional stories that she had omitted from her book.

Another part of Waugh’s life which the discovery of ‘new’ material renders ripe for revision is his army career in the Second World War. Here I owe a large debt to Professor Donat Gallagher, who for decades has been scouring military archives across the world for evidence to challenge many of the entrenched myths surrounding Waugh’s military service – including Antony Beevor’s widely adopted thesis concerning the supposed wrongdoing of Waugh and his commanding officer, Robert Laycock, during the Allied evacuation from Crete in 1941.

I am also grateful to Bob Laycock’s son Ben and daughters Emma Temple and Martha Mlinaric for their help with my own research into this complex cause célèbre and for allowing me to quote from their father’s unpublished memoir which sets out his version of events on the fateful night in question. I am equally indebted to Richard Mead, whose full and fascinating biography of Laycock – making full use of the memoir – is due to be published in the autumn; he could not have been more open-handed in sharing information and insights.

This book owes a considerable amount to the various scholars, editors, biographers, critics, filmmakers and bloggers who have done so much over the years to illuminate Evelyn Waugh’s life and work. In addition to those already mentioned I am greatly indebted to the work of Mark Amory, Martin Stannard, the late Christopher Sykes, Robert Murray Davis, Artemis Cooper, Ann Pasternak Slater, Nicholas Shakespeare, the late John

Howard Wilson, Douglas Lane Patey, Charlotte Mosley, Paula Byrne and Duncan McLaren – whose various books are listed in the bibliography.

For access to various primary sources relating to Evelyn Waugh I am grateful to the Bodleian Library, Oxford; Boston University Libraries; Brasenose College, Oxford; the British Library; Christ Church, Oxford; Columbia University, New York; Georgetown University, Washington D. C.; the Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas, Austin; Hertford College, Oxford; the Huntington Library, San Marino, California; the Imperial War Museum, London; the Liddell Hart Centre, London; the National Archives, Kew; and the New York Public Library. I have sought to obtain permission from all relevant copyright holders and greatly regret it if I have inadvertently missed anyone; any omissions can be rectified in future editions.

I am enormously grateful as ever to my agent Caroline Dawnay and her assistant Sophie Scard; to the endlessly helpful staff of the London Library, where much of this book was written; to Mrs Drue Heinz for a very comfortable and productive four-week fellowship at Hawthornden Castle; and to my preternaturally patient publishers, Alan Samson at Weidenfeld & Nicolson in the UK and John Sterling at Holt in the US. Many thanks too to everyone else who worked on the book at Weidenfeld – Simon Wright, Lucinda McNeile, Leanne Oliver, Elizabeth Allen, Helen Ewing, Craig Fraser and Hannah Cox; and also to Linden Lawson for her excellent copy-editing; Kate Murray-Browne for her painstaking proofreading; and to Christopher Phipps for compiling yet another model index.

Grateful thanks also to the estate of Harold Acton (c/o Artellus Ltd, London), Johnny Acton, the Dowager Countess of Avon, Theo Barclay, Matthew Bell, David Belton, Caroline Blakiston, Rachel Blakiston, Michael Bloch, Tessa Boase, Nina Campbell, Raymond Carr, Matthew Connolly, Barbara Cooke, Richard Davenport-Hines, Maria Dawson, Jill and Tommy Eade, Jo Eade, Duncan Fallowell, Hugo de Ferranti, Claudia FitzHerbert, Giles FitzHerbert, the late John Freeman, Derek Granger, Robert Gray, Jasmine Guinness, Nicky Haslam, Lord Head, Bevis Hillier, James Holland-Hibbert, Kate Hubbard, Luke Ingram, Kathryn Ireland, Paul Johnson, Rosanna Kelly, David Landau, Jeremy Lewis, Imogen Lycett Green, Euan and Fiona McAlpine, Patrick and Belinda Macaskie, Giles Milton, Harry Mount, Rosalind Morrison, Benedict Nightingale,

Michael Olizar, James Owen, Thomas Pakenham, Henrietta Phipps, Saffron Rainey, Alex Renton, Hamish Robinson, Jonathan Ross, Charlotte Scott, Nicola Shulman, Christopher Silvester, Rick Stroud, Michael Sissons, Charles Sturridge, Christopher Simon Sykes, Inigo Thomas, Blanche Vaughan, Rupert Walters, Eliza Waugh, Hatty Waugh, James Waugh, Septimus Waugh, Teresa Waugh, A. N. Wilson, Sebastian Yorke and Sofka Zinovieff. And finally, my love and most profound thanks to my wife Rita and daughter Margot.






1

Second Son

In A Little Learning, the autobiography published two years before he died, Evelyn Waugh maintained that his childhood memories were suffused with ‘an even glow of pure happiness’.1 This was possibly designed to thwart what he called the ‘psychological speculations’ and ‘naive curiosity’ of nosy interviewers and biographers, who seemed to be always ‘eager to disinter some hidden disaster or sorrow’.2 In any event, there is plenty of contrary evidence that from an early age he occasionally felt both alienated and unloved, excluded above all from the extraordinarily gooey bond between his father, the publisher and critic Arthur Waugh, and his elder brother Alec – the ‘popular novelist’ as Evelyn later disparaged him. Nothing approaching an equivalent relationship existed between the father and his more exceptional younger son, who remembered that ‘at the height of the day’s pleasure his [father’s] key would turn in the front door and his voice would rise from the hall: “Kay! Where’s my wife?”’.3 The arrival of this intruder would mark the end of his mother’s company for the day and confine him to the nursery. ‘The latch-key which admitted him imprisoned me. He always made a visit to the nursery and always sought to be amusing there, but I would sooner have done without him.’4

Alec remained very obviously his father’s favourite throughout Evelyn’s childhood. ‘Daddy loves Alec more than me,’ Evelyn once said to his mother. ‘So do you love me more than Alec?’ ‘No,’ she tactfully replied. ‘I love you both the same.’ ‘In which case,’ concluded Evelyn, ‘I am lacking in love.’5 ‘I was not rejected or misprized,’ he later told his friend and biographer Christopher Sykes, ‘but Alec was their firstling and their darling lamb.’6

When Alec returned home from school for the holidays, a notice would

be hung over the face of the grandfather clock in the hall, declaring ‘Welcome Home to the Heir of Underhill!’ – eventually prompting Evelyn to ask his father: ‘When Alec has the house and all that’s in it, what will be left for me?’7

Underhill was the house that Arthur had built for his family at North End, Hampstead, in 1907, when Evelyn was four. Its construction was paid for by a small inheritance from Arthur’s father, Dr Alexander Waugh (1840–1906), an exceptionally gifted country doctor who had won all the major student prizes at Bristol and Barts and invented Waugh’s Long Fine Dissecting Forceps – still used by obstetricians today. Publicly jovial and popular with his patients in Somerset, Dr Waugh nonetheless came to be known by his family as ‘the Brute’8 because of his tyrannical behaviour at home. Geneticists might wonder whether certain of his foibles explain the more demonic traits of his grandson Evelyn, who was only three when he died.

Barely a hint of the doctor’s less wholesome characteristics found their way into his son Arthur’s cloying memoir One Man’s Road, however family tradition has it that when the word ‘sadist’ was first explained to him, Arthur responded: ‘Ah yes, I believe that is what my father must have been.’9 Subsequent Waugh memoirists, notably Evelyn and his grandson Alexander Waugh, have been less reticent, hence we learn that Arthur’s rowdier younger brother Alicki was regularly thrashed by his father while timid Arthur was deliberately frightened – ostensibly to toughen him up – by being sent downstairs to kiss his father’s gun-case in the dark (the Brute was mad about shooting but Arthur, although a good shot, was never keen), or violently swung on five-bar gates, or mounted on a rocking-horse while it reared on its back rockers, or left on high branches for hours on end and then surprised by the blast of his father’s shotgun just behind him.10 After a bad day, Dr Waugh was apt to lash out at the drawing-room ornaments with a poker, or fly into a ludicrously disproportionate rage, as when he came home to find his family using his sacred whist cards to play snap.11

Despite the ordeals of his childhood, Arthur made no mention of these explosions in his autobiography, partly, it seems, out of some residual filial piety and partly out of deference to his sisters, who despite being badly bullied themselves remained curiously loyal to their father’s memory. He merely recorded that ‘the great lesson of our childhood was undoubtedly discipline . . . day after day, week after week, discipline, discipline and discipline’.12

Evelyn, though, already knew all about the Brute from his mother, who hated her father-in-law with a passion after witnessing his tantrum over the game of snap and eagerly disseminated many of the least flattering stories about him. Later in life Evelyn would entertain his own children with cartoons depicting the Brute’s misdeeds and, as his grandson Alexander records, ‘the arresting images he produced – snorting nostrils, flaming devil’s eyes, lascivious mouth and snapping black-dog teeth – never failed to set their imaginations aflame’.13

Arthur grew up asthmatic – a condition often associated with ‘nerves’ – and a worrier. His mother Annie, a talented watercolourist, was a great worrier too; as her grandson Alec recalled, she was ‘infinitely apprehensive . . . her imagination pictured dangers everywhere’.14 Yet however watchful, she could not escape her husband’s extraordinary and unpredictable cruelty. Evelyn recorded how one day when his grandmother was sitting opposite his grandfather in a carriage and a wasp settled on her forehead, he ‘leant forward and with the ivory top of his cane carefully crushed it there, so that she was stung’.15

The Brute derived his nickname partly from stories such as this, and partly to distinguish him from his grandfather, known in the Waugh family as ‘Alexander the Great and Good’.16 Born in 1754 at East Gordon in Berwickshire, where the Waughs had been yeoman farmers for several generations, this Alexander Waugh was ordained a minister of the Secession Church of Scotland before moving south to London – thereby anglicising the family – where he became one of the most celebrated Nonconformist preachers of his day, a vigorous campaigner for the abolition of slavery and founder of the London Missionary Society. His popularity was never more evident than during the remarkable scenes at his funeral in 1827, when his horse-drawn hearse was followed from Trafalgar Square to Bunhill Fields cemetery by more than fifty carriages and a vast crowd of people stretching over half a mile – according to Arthur Waugh ‘one of

the longest processions that had ever attended a private citizen through the streets of London to his last resting-place’.17

Alexander the Great and Good had ten children, among them Evelyn’s great-grandfather James, who with his brother George used his inheritance (they each inherited £30,000 from their mother’s brother, John Neill, who had made a fortune trading corn during the Peninsular War) to establish a smart chemist’s in Regent Street, with exclusive rights to import the mineral waters of Vichy, Seltzer, Marienbad and Kissingen. Still more lucratively, they invented Waugh’s Curry Powder – which is still made today – Waugh’s Lavender Spike, an ointment for aches and pains, and Waugh’s Family Antibilious Pills, which Queen Victoria was known to favour as a palliative.18 After experiencing a religious calling, James eventually sold his share to George, who further acquired a large house in Kensington, a country villa at Leatherhead and blocks of property in and around Regent Street. Of George’s eight beautiful daughters, Alice married the Pre-Raphaelite sculptor and poet Thomas Woolner, and Fanny married his friend Holman Hunt. Ten years after Fanny died in childbirth, Holman Hunt flouted convention and the law as it then stood to marry her younger sister Edith. Evelyn rarely spoke about his heredity but he often expressed fascination with his connections with the Pre-Raphaelites,19 which helped inspire the choice of subject for his first book, a biography of Dante Gabriel Rossetti.

James meanwhile became an Anglican clergyman and at his own expense built a large vicarage at Cerne Abbas in Dorset, which he later bequeathed to the parish when the Marquess of Bath offered him the living of Corsley in Somerset – near to where most of Evelyn’s other forebears had by then somehow converged. There the Rev. James Waugh, a tall, striking figure with a long white beard, ‘lived well in mid-Victorian style,’ Evelyn recorded, ‘with long, abundant meals and an ample installation of servants and horses’. His theatricality would be inherited by subsequent Waugh generations, however his apparent joylessness and high regard for his own dignity and reputation20 were such that his less reverential descendant Auberon deemed him ‘mildly ridiculous’.21 By Evelyn’s reckoning he was fundamentally benevolent, but the same could scarcely be said for his son Alexander.

*  *  *

Born in 1840, Alexander ‘the Brute’ Waugh was sent to Radley, where he excelled at almost everything – academic, sporting and theatrical. His subsequent successes as a medical student promised a glittering career in London, however the lure of country life with its endless possibilities for shooting and fishing took him instead to the then remote village of Midsomer Norton, near Bath, where at the age of twenty-four and already sporting fashionable Dundreary whiskers he set up as a GP. He remained there for the rest of his life, tending to patients as far afield as his dog-cart would carry him – including Downside Abbey and school, whose monks later recalled him as always smartly turned out, ‘with a button-hole and a jolly word of greeting’.22 He married Annie Morgan, descended from an ancient but impoverished family of Welsh gentry, ‘unambiguously armigerous’ according to Evelyn,23 and granddaughter of William Morgan (1750–1833), the clever, club-footed and acerbic associate of Thomas Paine who later earned a small fortune as a pioneering actuary to the Equitable Life Assurance Company. Annie’s father, John Morgan, one of the earliest eye surgeons, died when she was six, and she was brought up by her mother Anne, one of the Gosse family of fundamental Christian Plymouth Brethren movingly if unreliably portrayed by her cousin Edmund Gosse in his classic memoir, Father and Son (1907).ii Years later Evelyn’s grandmother would recall ‘with a recurring shiver, the sound of Philip Henry Gosse’s [Edmund’s father] knock at the door, his austere appearance at the portal, and his solemn but confident question, as he unwound an interminable worsted scarf from his neck: “Well, Cousin Anne, still looking daily for the coming of dear Lord Jesus?”’24

Annie doubtless saw marriage as a way of escaping the oppressive solemnity of her childhood, however she quickly found herself bound by a new set of constraints, her well-being according to Evelyn ‘entirely subject to [her new husband’s] will and his moods’.25 While pregnant with their first child, Evelyn’s father Arthur, she became terrified lest his

arrival interfere with her husband’s first day of partridge-shooting. To the relief of everyone, he was born a week before the start of the season, on 24 August 1866.26 After Arthur came his ill-fated younger brother Alick and three girls, Connie, Trissie and Elsie, who were never properly educated and were regularly reduced to tears by their father’s outbursts. It is possible that they were all put off men for life and Evelyn later hazarded that ‘so far as there can be any certainty in a question which so often reveals surprising anomalies, I can assert that my aunts were maidens’.27 Though not without suitors, none of them married, Evelyn later explaining that within ‘the stratified society of North Somerset they were part of a very thin layer, superior to farmers and tradesmen, inferior to the county families’.28 After their parents died, the sisters all stayed on at the family home at Midsomer Norton, where Evelyn spent many of his childhood summer holidays, about two months a year. Save for decay, the house had hardly changed since his father’s childhood and Evelyn relished its dark hidden corners and assorted interesting smells. Behind the creeperclad façade lay a rambling interior in which the only bathroom featured a stuffed monkey that had, improbably, died of sunstroke after being brought to England from Africa by a great-uncle. Its grinning teeth were all that could be seen when the room filled with steam. Other curiosities included a collection of fossils in the library that the local coalminers used to bring Evelyn’s grandfather, and a glass phial of ‘white blood’ that he had morbidly preserved from a patient dying of acute anaemia. Evelyn would always be fascinated by the macabre, and when the last of his aunts died in 1952 and he came to oversee the disposal of their property he ‘sought vainly for this delight of my childhood’.29

For Evelyn the house at Midsomer Norton ‘captivated my imagination as my true home never did’. As a boy he explained his preference to his parents on the basis that ‘people had died there’ – a pointed contrast to the sterile newness of Underhill where he grew up.30 ‘The bric-a-brac in the cabinets, the Sheffield plate, the portraits by nameless artists quickened my childish aesthetic appetite as keenly as would have done any world-famous collection and the narrow corridors stretched before me like ancient galleries. I am sure I loved my aunts’ house because I was instinctively drawn to the ethos I now recognise as mid-Victorian; not, as perhaps psychologists would claim, that I now relish things of that period because they remind me of my aunts.’31

For Arthur, childhood at Midsomer Norton had held less happy memories. He recalled being ‘perpetually haunted by vague apprehensions, fermented by the mysterious talk of the younger servants’ – favoured topics included the brutal murder of a local cripple and the wicked activities of a cross-dressing highwayman.32 Aged eight he was sent to board at a ‘dame-school’ in Bath, from where he wrote plaintively to his mother: ‘Dear Muz, I will try to be a dutiful son and put cold cream on my lips at night.’33 He later went to Sherborne, where he was teased for being swotty and unathletic. The nightly expeditions to kiss his father’s gun-case had failed to arouse any enthusiasm for field sports and the only interests they ultimately shared were amateur theatricals and cricket, which Arthur adored despite being regularly outplayed by his sisters – he eventually scraped into the Sherborne second eleven.34 To the added disappointment of his father, he showed no desire to enter the medical profession, and instead began to incline towards a literary career, editing the school magazine and winning the Senior Poetry Prize. At New College, Oxford he managed only a double Third in Mods and Greats35 but won the prestigious Newdigate Prize (past winners of which included John Ruskin, Matthew Arnold and Oscar Wilde) for his poem on ‘Gordon in Africa’. A great surprise to everybody, this triumph laid the foundations of what was to be a remarkable literary dynasty, Arthur’s descendants having since produced some 180 books between them.36

By now resigned to his son’s calling, the Brute told Arthur that he had ‘nearly cried with joy’ when he heard the news. ‘You have made us very very happy and it is such a good thing for you in connection with any literary career you may take up & I am so glad because you have had disappointments and have borne them so nobly and now you have gained this great distinction – & one I know you will prize . . . God bless you my own darling son & make your career worthy of your best endeavours & then I know it will be a glorious one.’37 If subsequently irked by the ‘self-satisfied atmosphere of puffed success’ surrounding Arthur, the Brute affected equal magnanimity when he learned about Arthur’s third-class degree: ‘Do you imagine that I look upon my sons as machines for the gratification of my self-esteem? You did your best and that is more than enough.’38

After he came down from Oxford, Annie Waugh sent her son’s prizewinning poem to her cousin Edmund Gosse, the family’s only literary

contact, hoping he might open doors. Edwardian England’s pre-eminent man of letters, whom Evelyn later shuddered to recall as the worst of the ‘numerous, patronising literary elders who frequented our table’,39 Gosse began asking his young cousin to his Sunday literary soirées, where a star-struck Arthur met the likes of Henry James, Thomas Hardy, Bram Stoker, J. M. Barrie, Arnold Bennett and others. He also introduced him to Wolcott Balestier, the dazzling if slightly shambolic American publisher who had recently arrived from New York to woo English authors on behalf of John W. Lovell & Co.iii

Balestier asked Arthur to come and work for him but then died suddenly of typhoid in 1891 while on a business trip to Germany, whereupon Arthur found himself placed in sole charge of Lovell’s London office. Shortly afterwards, he began writing what turned out to be a very timely first biography of Alfred Tennyson, his idol, which Heinemann managed to publish eight days after the poet died in October 1892. The reviews were glowing – ‘Mr Waugh’s discriminating judgments have evidently cost time and thought,’ said The Times, ‘and proceed from a critical faculty of no mean order’40 – and the book soon ran to six editions. It might well have made the twenty-six-year-old Arthur financially independent from his father at last, however in February 1893 Lovell’s went bankrupt in New York and Arthur nobly took it upon himself to divert all his book royalties to his staff in lieu of their unpaid salaries. His personal sacrifice was all the greater since he now had to postpone his planned marriage to the girl he had been assiduously courting since his final year at Sherborne.

*  *  *

Arthur had met Catherine Raban (generally known as Kate, or to Arthur simply as K) eight years previously when her family moved into a village near Midsomer Norton. He remembered one day reading in the library window and seeing their dog-cart hurtling up the drive behind a high-stepping chestnut, the elder brother driving, Kate ‘in a tam-o’-shanter cap and long, flowing locks, the apparition, as it seemed to me, of one of the jolliest-looking girls I had ever seen’.41

Kate Raban had been born in India, where her father served as a magistrate. According to Evelyn, Henry Rabaniv was regarded with a mixture of admiration and bemusement for his ‘familiarity with all the insalubrious purlieus’ of his postings, and he eventually succumbed to one of the endemic diseases when Kate was just a year old.

Evelyn thus knew neither of his grandfathers, however the sketch of Henry Raban in his autobiography includes the haunting story of how as a little boy he had been removed from his teenage mother after she remarried and converted to Roman Catholicism (thereby becoming the only Roman Catholic beside Evelyn in the lower branches of Evelyn’s family tree), to be looked after by his aunts. Years later they found a rosary that the boy had hidden and slept with as a memento of his lost mother.42

Kate’s mother was Elizabeth ‘Lily’ Cockburn, granddaughter of the famous Scots judge Lord Cockburn (1779–1854)v whose Memorials of His Time is easily the best-written book by any of Evelyn’s ancestors. Evelyn professed no particular pride in this illustrious predecessor, once telling a friend that he would have far sooner have been descended from a ‘useless Lord’, by which he meant a hereditary peer, than from one ‘ennobled for practical reasons’.43 For all his much talked-about snobbery, Evelyn never made any attempt to aggrandise his own antecedents and his position as a member of the hardworking, professional middle classes. He was in fact descended from plenty of useless lords, however he was never an especially diligent genealogist and seems to have been entirely unaware of his various historic links to the nobility via Lord Cockburn and his wife Elizabeth Macdowall, who between them descended from several of Scotland’s oldest and grandest aristocratic families. Henry Cockburn could count John of Gaunt and King Edward III among his forebears, as well as the Earls of Buchan, Erroll, Huntly, Marischal and Morton, while Elizabeth descended from the Earls of Calendar, Gowrie, Linlithgow and

Southesk, the first Marquess of Montrose, the first Duke of Lennox and, further back, King Henry I.

*  *  *

After Henry Raban’s death, Lily had married a Raban cousin of his, an army chaplain in India with whom she had two more children. At an early age Kate and her sister were sent to England to be looked after by two maiden great-aunts and a bachelor great-uncle just outside Bristol. According to Evelyn, Kate was ‘entirely happy’ at their house, ‘the Priory’ in the village of Shirehampton, and ‘all her life she looked back on that elderly ménage as the ideal of home’44 – an unconscious echo of his own feelings towards his aunts’ house at Midsomer Norton. The chaotic houses Kate’s family lived in during her adolescence fell far short of this paragon, her stepfather having retired his Indian army chaplaincy to fill short-term vacancies at various West Country churches without a regular vicar.

By the time the Rabans came to live near Midsomer Norton Kate was fifteen, Arthur eighteen and about to start his last term at Sherborne. Smitten at first sight, he began asking her to tennis, picnics and dancing, and as he coyly recorded they soon became ‘something more than friends’.45 The Rabans were far from bookish – when Kate’s half-brother Basset first saw Arthur’s library, he cried: ‘All these books! And not one a feller could read!’46 – but Kate read everything that Arthur lent her and in later life read a book a fortnight, ‘always a good one’, according to Evelyn.47 She did not much like writing letters and, in the estimation of her great-grandson Alexander, though ‘shrewd and prudent’ she was ‘not particularly bright’.48 However her calm and reticent nature proved an excellent foil for Arthur’s nervous insecurity and impulsive, garrulous theatricality. Their courtship progressed over the next eight years, after which their parents raised no objections to their getting married.49

In a typically intimate letter to his elder son Alec, Arthur later confided that ‘when I became engaged to your mother, I was able to tell her that I had never had anything to do with any woman in the world. And the chief reason why I had that inestimable gift to give her (for man’s innocence is the finest of all marriage gifts) was largely that as a boy I broke myself early of the habit which is worrying you.’50 The habit he referred to was masturbation, or ‘self-abuse’ as he called it.

Yet Arthur evidently found it a struggle to rein himself in. In July 1893 he wrote to Kate: ‘I long for you so much, but after being away from you for so long, I can’t promise I should be good. So for the sake of your peace of mind, Old Chum, it’s just as well we can’t meet . . . don’t long for me to come to you for you know I am a brute and it’s better for you that I stay away.’51 Their great-grandson Alexander deduces from their long engagement that Kate was reluctant to commit, perhaps disconcerted by Arthur’s ‘immodest and demonstrative gropings’.52 However they were eventually married by her stepfather in October 1893, by which time Arthur had gone some way towards repairing his battered income with freelance literary journalism. After honeymooning at the spa town of Malvern in Worcestershire they began married life in West Hampstead, in a small flat above a dairy off the tree-lined Finchley Road. This was then much closer to the open fields than it soon became and was chosen partly because Kate would have far preferred to live in the country. They also hoped that, being higher than smoky central London, the fresh air would be good for Arthur’s asthma.

In the five years before their first son was born, Kate relished her role as homemaker. Having been surrounded by servants in India, her mother was a lousy housekeeper and to Kate’s mind lived in a state of continual, avoidable discomfort. Kate decided that her best strategy in any given domestic situation was to think what her mother would do – and then do the opposite.53 Evelyn later remembered his mother as ‘always busy with her hands, sewing, making jam, bathing and clipping her poodle . . . and with hammer and screwdriver hanging shelves and building rabbit hutches from packing cases’.54

Arthur, meanwhile, concentrated on his career, attending Gosse’s Sunday literary gatherings, reviewing books and writing for newspapers and journals. His essays included an appeal for ‘Reticence in Literature’, published in the first issue of The Yellow Book, an avant-garde magazine in which Arthur’s piece was hailed by the stuffier Academy as ‘sane and manly’ unlike the rest of the ‘worthless, silly’ articles. According to Arthur, the essay had an ‘immediate, recuperative and permanent influence on my chances of getting literary work’, and by the time he came to write his memoirs almost forty years later he had reviewed some 6,000 books.55 His anxious temperament did not suit the fluctuating fortunes of a freelance, however, and in 1896 he took a job as literary adviser to

the board of Kegan Paul, Tennyson’s former publishers, in Charing Cross Road, with a salary of £600 a year,56 while writing reviews when he returned home each evening.

By this time, intending to start a family, he and Kate had moved to 11 Hillfield Road, a Victorian terraced house not far west of their old flat, backing onto a narrow back garden with a lawn, borders, an apple tree and a willow, and a patch where Kate could grow vegetables. The sound of owls at night added to the rural illusion. They had no telephone or electric light but lived comfortably enough, waited on at table by their maid Agnes in a cap and apron,57 with a man coming two days a week to do the heavier work in the garden. When they returned from holidays, a bare-footed porter would follow their horse-drawn cab all the way from Paddington in order to earn a shilling by carrying down their luggage.58

Their street was a cul-de-sac, which made it ideal for learning to ride the bicycles they had bought as part of the cycling craze sparked by the recent development of the ‘safety’ bicycle, whose inflatable rubber tyres made it far more comfortable than the previous boneshakers and pennyfarthings. Arthur could draw additional reassurance from George Bernard Shaw’s pronouncement that bicycling was ‘a capital thing for a literary man!’59 and he and Kate were soon going off on long bike rides to explore the lanes of Buckinghamshire, pursued by their poodle Marquis,vi Arthur in tweed jacket and plus-fours, Kate in long skirt and balloon sleeves.

These expeditions continued for several years until Kate fell pregnant with their first child. He was born on 8 July 1898 and christened Alexander, though this was later shortened to Alec, in memory of Arthur’s brother Alick, who died in 1900.60 An indulged child from the start, Alec was given the sunniest room in the house for his nursery, with a south-facing bow window from which the Surrey hills could be glimpsed on a clear day. Almost all his earliest memories revolved around his father, his mother and nurse barely featuring.61 At five o’clock each day, when Arthur arrived home from work, Alec awaited him with his sketchbook and demanded he draw elaborate gory scenes from history or literature or spectacular disasters that might befall the Waugh household.

After Arthur became managing director of the publishers Chapman & Hall in 1902, he would get home slightly later but still found time to read poetry to his son, who loved the sound of it even if he rarely understood what it meant: ‘Noble words,’ young Alec would murmur when Arthur had finished. ‘Noble words.’62 Arthur also taught Alec to love cricket, and when he was five he gave him a cricket bat and they began playing single-wicket matches on the lawn. When Arthur announced Evelyn’s birth that autumn, Alec’s immediate reaction was, ‘Oh good, now we’ll have a wicket keeper.’ It proved to be a vain hope, cricket being one of the chief annoyances of Evelyn’s early life, the netting over his cot constantly pounded during his elder brother’s endless indoor Test matches.63 Alec admitted that any attempts on his part to teach his little brother its joys only served to reinforce his ‘permanent repugnance for the game’.64

Evelyn was born at 10.30 on the evening of 28 October 1903, quite suddenly, so Kate recorded in her diary, before the doctor could get there. Despite the speed of the birth, she had lost a lot of blood and needed extensive stitching. For the next few weeks she remained frail, suffering painful headaches and post-natal depression – possibly deepened by the fact that she and Arthur had both been hoping for a girl. She stayed in bed until at least the middle of December, when a wheelchair was brought to the house so that a maid could push her up and down the road outside,65 and she was only just beginning to regain her strength by the time of Evelyn’s christening early in the new year.

On 7 January 1904, at St Augustine’s Church in Kilburn, he was christened Arthur Evelyn St John. In later years he grew to dislike both Evelyn, by which he was always known, largely because of the confusion it gave rise as to his sex,vii and St John, which he thought gave him an air of absurd affectation.66

Unlike Alec, Evelyn remembered very little about his father from his infancy beyond the sound of his coughing and the smell of his pipe tobacco mingled with the menthol preparation he burned for his asthma.

Although Arthur continued coming to the nursery each evening after work, Evelyn saw his appearance as an unwanted interruption in the day’s fun. Of far more interest to him were his mother and his young nurse, Lucy Hodges, the daughter of a Somerset smallholder who had come to look after Alec but formed a far stronger bond with his younger brother. Evelyn remembered Lucy with great affection and her influence could be detected in his early interest in religion – she read the Bible all the way through every six months – in his scrupulous truthfulness (when he wasn’t indulging in fantasy) as an adult and in the fact that the nurses in his fiction seemed to be the only characters to escape parody.

*  *  *

In the autumn of 1906, when Evelyn turned three, his only surviving grandfather, the bad-tempered Alexander Waugh, died from pneumonia after falling ill while out shooting. Evelyn’s grandmother did not long survive him, dying fifteen months later. Between them they left enough money – the remnants of John Neill’s Peninsular War corn-trading fortune plus income from a coal mine on one of the Morgans’ Welsh properties – to enable Evelyn’s aunts to remain living quite comfortably at Midsomer Norton, while Arthur decided to use his legacy to build a new house.

The family had long since outgrown their home on Hillfield Road, where Alec’s non-stop cricket was getting on everyone’s nerves, and one day early in 1907 Arthur set off with Kate to explore the area being developed two miles away, just beyond Hampstead Heath, on what was then the north-western edge of London. From the top of the Heath they came down the steep wooded cutting to the village of North End, passing the bow-fronted Old Bull & Bush pub – soon to feature in Florrie Forde’s popular music-hall song – and the carriage entrance of North End Manor, one of the principal houses in what was then still a relatively rural community. Next to this was a small paddock where a character called Gypsy Joe kept his pony and trap and where, with characteristic impulsiveness, Arthur decided he would build his house.

 

i. Alick left home as soon as he could, enrolling as a naval cadet at the age of twelve in 1883. Six years later he married a Tasmanian girl, Florence Webster, and brought her back to Midsomer Norton, where their son Eric was born in 1900. Later that year Alick died from malaria, whereupon the Brute promptly evicted his widow and child from the house he had lent them, ordered them to pay Alick’s funeral expenses and other outstanding bills and packed them back off to Hobart.

ii. In A Little Learning, Evelyn Waugh writes that one of his great-great-grandfathers was Thomas Gosse, an itinerant portrait painter. In fact he descends from Thomas’s youngest brother John (Jacky) Gosse, who prospered as a merchant in Newfoundland before returning to Poole around 1820. Jacky Gosse’s daughter Anne (Evelyn’s great-grandmother) was thus first cousin of the naturalist Philip Henry Gosse (Thomas Gosse’s son), chief protagonist of his son Edmund’s memoir Father and Son. And Edmund Gosse was second cousin of Evelyn’s grandmother Annie Waugh (née Morgan). See Ann Thwaite, Glimpses of the Wonderful: The Life of Philip Henry Gosse (Faber & Faber, 2002).

iii. Balestier was followed by his sister Carrie, who came to keep house for him in Kensington but shortly became the ‘hated’ wife of Rudyard Kipling, the most famous of her brother’s new recruits.

iv. Henry Charles Biddulph Colton Raban, born 1837, son of Henry Tilman Raban (born 1799) and Theodosia Mahon (born 1821).

v. A friend of Walter Scott and other Edinburgh luminaries at a time when the city was ‘the Athens of the North’, Henry Cockburn was an engaging figure whose ‘rather melancholy eyes, when roused by energy or wit, sparked like a hawk’s’. A dash of eccentricity manifested itself in his attire that ‘set the graces of fashionable dress at defiance. His hat was always the worst and his shoes, constructed after a cherished pattern of his own, the clumsiest in Edinburgh.’ (See Edinburgh Review, January 1857.)

vi. Marquis was the first of a succession of spirited poodles owned by the Waughs. Terence Greenidge recalled one of his successors in the 1920s, Beau, having ‘an extraordinary habit of eating papers’ which he thought appropriate to a publisher’s dog.

vii. Chosen ‘on a whim’ by his mother, so he recorded, perhaps as consolation for not having had a daughter, the name was usefully distinctive for his future career as a writer, however his arrival in Abyssinia in 1935 was awaited by an Italian press officer ‘in a high state of amorous excitement’ holding a bouquet of red roses. ‘The trousered and unshaven figure which finally greeted him must have been a hideous blow, but with true Roman courtesy he betrayed nothing . . . and it was only some days later, when we had become more intimate, that he admitted his broken hopes.’ Waugh in Abyssinia (1936) p. 164.
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The Sadism of Youth

The chosen plot for their new home was on the North End Road, then still a quiet, dusty lane with low white rails bordering its grassy footpaths, bypassed to the east and west by trunk routes for carters and coachmen. Within a year it would get a lot busier with the opening of the Tube line from Charing Cross to Golders Green, which set in motion a frenetic burst of housebuilding that quickly engulfed the dairy farms and market gardens to the north.

The terminus of the new line was at the junction of Golders Green Road and Finchley Road, a quarter of a mile downhill from where the Waughs built their house. A postcard of this crossroads from 1904 shows a lonely farmstead surrounded by open fields with a wooden signpost pointing to London, Finchley and Hendon1 – ‘such a place,’ wrote Evelyn, ‘as where “The Woman in White” was encountered’.2 By the middle of 1907, though, estate agents’ pavilions had begun to appear in the fields and by 1914 the entire area had been built over. Evelyn later pronounced his father ‘the first of its spoliators’3 and he spent much of his childhood living beside a vast, sprawling building site.

Nowadays a publisher of Arthur’s standing would have to spend well over ten times his salary for an equivalent London house, however in 1907 it cost Arthur barely what he earned in a year to build his new home – ‘little more than £1,000’ by Evelyn’s reckoning.4 By the standards of those days it was a very ordinary suburban villa, a typical middle-class professional’s home, although for a time it had the distinction of being the only new house in the village and its relative isolation made it look far more desirable than it now appears, next to a drive-in car wash.

Arthur involved himself in every aspect of the plans, stepping out all

the rooms and stipulating sufficient windows to make it light and airy, although the effect was offset by his penchant for gloomy interior oak panelling, wainscoting and floorboards. The finished house – which Arthur named Underhill after the leafy lane where he and Kate had trysted at Midsomer Norton – was no architectural gem and Evelyn later deemed his father’s sentimental attachment to its actual structure ‘slightly absurd’. The only two times he could remember being beaten by him was when he had done ‘wilful injuries to its fabric; once by paring the corners of a chimney-piece with a new knife, once by excavating a tunnel through a boot-cupboard into the foundations where, until detected, I was able to crawl about under the floor joists’.5

Arthur’s devotion to his new home was intense, however, particularly since his asthma and slight deafness made him increasingly reluctant to go out in the evening. He was almost certainly the only person in North End at that time who went to work in London, but when he got back home each evening he retreated to his ‘book-room’ to dash off book reviews for The Daily Telegraph (his reviews were written, so Evelyn recorded, ‘as he did everything, at deleterious speed’),6 poems and other writings.

Several evenings a week in the same room after dinner he would read aloud from his literary favourites. Sometimes he also read the popular plays of his youth, ‘stepping about the room,’ as Evelyn recalled in A Little Learning, ‘and portraying the characters as he had seen them on the stage’. Evelyn described how Arthur held his family rapt ‘with precision of tone, authority and variety that I have heard excelled only by Sir John Gielgud’.7 ‘In these recitations of English prose and verse,’ Evelyn wrote, ‘the incomparable variety of English vocabulary, the cadences and rhythms of the language, saturated my young mind, so that I never thought of English Literature as a school subject, as matter for analysis and historical arrangement, but as a source of natural joy.’8 However, as an adolescent Evelyn was frequently embarrassed by these readings and was scathing of them in his diary, describing one of Arthur’s typical performances as ‘a good lecture but incorrigibly theatrical as usual’. The diary was later bound and left on the shelves at Underhill and after Arthur nosily read what Evelyn had written, he never read aloud again. Alec later begged Michael Davie to omit these references from Evelyn’s published diaries, arguing that it was not what he would have wanted.9

*  *  *

French windows led out from the book-room to the garden and to the north Arthur could gaze out across bucolic meadows until they too were sold to developers and houses sprouted up beside them. Kate had a small sitting room directly above on the first floor where Evelyn sometimes sat with her and the boys had a day nursery alongside, to which Arthur eventually added a balcony overlooking the garden. Their night nursery was on the floor above facing the road and the large Victorian villa opposite where the thirty-one-year-old ballerina Anna Pavlova came to live in 1912 in wooded seclusion until her once extensive grounds were built over too. There was one spare bedroom, which was often occupied by some guest or relation from the country,10 and a solitary bathroom, although the resulting inconvenience, compounded by the fact that it doubled as Arthur’s dressing room, was not unusual for a house of its kind at the time.

For Evelyn and his mother, neither of whom were especially enthusiastic city dwellers, the chief attraction of Underhill was the garden where Kate happily spent hours potting, planting, weeding and dead-heading while Evelyn drew countless complaints by climbing over the wall into the neighbouring North End Manor’s kitchen garden in search of lost balls. In his autobiography he portrayed the complainant, a maiden lady, as ‘an aged misanthrope’,11 however he scarcely went out of his way to endear himself to her. On one occasion he led his friend Mac Fleming into her garden and began lopping cabbages off their stalks, shouting, ‘Here we come, the Cabbage Chopping Clan!’12

When the manor house eventually came to be sold, Arthur took the precaution of buying this bit of ground, after which it became for Evelyn ‘the only part of my home to fascinate me’ on account of its tall jungle of weeds and the dark steps leading down to a derelict furnace-house. ‘This cellar and this wilderness I took as my special province, thus early falling victim to the common English confusion of the antiquated with the sublime, which has remained with me; all my life I have sought dark and musty seclusions, like an animal preparing to whelp.’13

On his frequent childhood visits to his aunts’ house at Midsomer Norton, Evelyn thus relished ‘the still airs of gas and oil and mould and fruit’, the fact that some rooms smelled ‘like a neglected church, others like a populous bazaar’. He would always remember their fierce cockatoo

with its peculiarly pungent tray and the smell of leather and horses in the stables, even though the coachman had long since decommissioned the old brougham and kept only a solitary pony and trap, making up his hours by cleaning boots and pottering about the garden. To Evelyn’s young eyes, the Midsomer Norton household ‘belonged to another age which I instinctively, even then, recognized as superior to my own’.14

*  *  *

Almost as soon as they had moved into Underhill, Alec was sent away to board at Fernden, a prep school in Surrey, creating yet more distance between the brothers: the few postcards that he sent to Evelyn from there tended to begin ‘Dear It’. Meanwhile Kate began to give four-year-old Evelyn his first lessons at home, shared with a local girl called Stella, the red-headed daughter of their friend Ernest Rhys, the Welsh poet and founder of the Everyman’s Library. Stella found Kate Waugh ‘a dear – everybody was very fond of her’ and Evelyn ‘so self-reliant, cocky, outgoing and enthusiastic’. He was also ‘stronger and more clever than I was, but he did not rub this in’.15

But Evelyn’s most constant companion at this time was his nurse Lucy, with whom he regularly went shopping in Hampstead, where he was excited less by the merchandise than by ‘the dexterity of the shop-keepers . . . with butter-hands weights and scales, shovels and canisters, paper and string . . . I delighted in watching things being well done’.16 Three times a year they would also go to Hampstead Fair, where Evelyn exulted in the jostling crowds with their ‘pentecostal exuberance which communicated nothing but goodwill’, the monkeys capering on hand organs and, once again, the smells – ‘orange peel, sweat, beer, coconut, trampled grass, horses’.17 According to Evelyn’s autobiography, written some sixty years later, Lucy entirely reciprocated his love for her and was ‘never cross or neglectful’,18 however Stella Rhys recalled Lucy once telling them both off and Evelyn countering that she had ‘no business to speak to us like that’ because ‘we’re of a much better class she is!’.19

It was on one of his regular outings with Lucy that Evelyn came across three children playing on a mound of clay and was invited to join them. They were Jean, Philippa and Maxwell (‘Mac’) Fleming, who lived on the former farm that was now the estate office of the new Hampstead

Garden Suburb. Their father (Edward Vandermere Fleming) worked at the War Office and to Evelyn’s fascination kept a revolver for his family’s protection and an Airedale watch-dog called Warder. The Flemings soon became Evelyn’s regular holiday playmates and the first of the surrogate families that he adopted during his early life, compensating for what he saw as the shortcomings of his own family and his rather isolated place within it.

Infected by Mr Fleming’s defence measures as well as the prevailing unease in the years shortly before the First World War, the children convinced themselves that a German invasion was imminent and set about fortifying the clay heap, storing provisions in anticipation of a siege and preparing poison soup for the enemy. Quickly having established himself as leader of their little band, Evelyn dubbed them ‘The Pistol Troop’ and rallied them each morning from the field by their house with the cry of ‘Hoik! Oy-oik!’, his right arm bent across his chest in salute.20 They agreed a strict code of laws and various initiation tests, such as walking bare-legged through stinging nettles, climbing tall trees and signing their names in blood. Never having been mollycoddled or discouraged by warnings of physical danger,21 Evelyn was a fearless participant in all these rituals, displaying the same bravery that he would later show when swimming in the sea, which he preferred ‘toppingly rough’, and as a commando during the Second World War.i

His physical courage and combative nature meant that he liked nothing better than a good fight and relished the regular skirmishes with other ‘roaming bands who attempted to enter our fort, whom we repelled with fists, clay-balls and sticks,’ he recalled. One regular adversary called Felix aroused particular indignation among the Pistol Troopers by enlisting the support of a far larger band of ‘gutter children’, as Evelyn contemptuously recorded in his diary at the time. At the height of hostilities, Felix ‘came again at a fierce charge but a voley of clay pelits combined with a stick charge drove him back again’. Felix charged once more, repelled this time by a ‘smashing blow in the face’ from Philippa, ‘our best fighter’ (she was awarded a medal for bravery that night); and again, now beaten

back by ‘such a blow in the ribs’, delivered by Evelyn to one of Felix’s recruits, ‘that he fell flat on his face’.22 Despite his evident satisfaction at this, Evelyn maintained that the conflicts were rarely started by the Pistol Troopers, who as Evelyn later admitted were a self-righteous lot, forever going on about honour, and in any case they needed to save their strength for the Prussian Guard.23

*  *  *

In September 1910, just short of his seventh birthday, Evelyn donned green tweed knickerbockers for his first day at Heath Mount School, twenty minutes’ walk away up in Hampstead. The idea had been for him to spend two terms there before following his brother to Fernden, an alarming prospect given Alec’s reports about his despotic headmaster, who bade Alec ‘finish up!’ after he had disgorged his revolting sago pudding, dipped his fingers in ‘brown bitter liquid’ when he bit his nails and appeared in his bad dreams long after he had left the school.24 In the event, Kate’s wish to keep her younger son at homeii combined with Evelyn’s evident happiness at Heath Mount meant that he stayed there for six years.

A month after Evelyn’s arrival, the headmaster, J. S. Granville Grenfell, told Kate he was ‘very pleased indeed with your young man. He is a smart boy, decidedly so, and promises extremely well. I do not know who has been teaching him, but he is better prepared than any boy of his age I have had for a long time. You will I am sure get an excellent report of his work and conduct generally at the end of term.’25

‘Granny’ Grenfell had been a few years senior to Arthur at Sherborne and was by then a forty-six-year-old widower. An admiral’s son, he had a naval air with his tall, slim figure, neat, pointy beard and tight-buttoned serge suit, his demeanour alternating ‘wrath [with] explosions of bluff geniality, in a way which might be supposed to derive from the quarter deck’, as Evelyn recalled.26 Already strongly attracted to fantasy, Evelyn was particularly intrigued by furtive talk among the boys of his wife’s ‘death-chamber’ somewhere in his lodgings, which he was rumoured to

have locked and never re-entered and which Evelyn liked to imagine as ‘Miss Havisham’s bridal room, heavy with dust, festooned in cobwebs and rotting picturesquely’.27

Each morning began with roll-call and prayers in the gym, a sentry boy yelling ‘Cave!’ at the approach of the headmaster and the room falling silent as he leaped up the steps and entered with a lusty ‘Good morning, gentlemen!’ Like Dr Fagan’s charges in Decline and Fall, the boys chorused ‘Good morning, sir!’ in reply.

Saturdays were more nerve-wracking, when the headmaster drew everyone’s attention to the boys who had done well that week and then publicly denounced those who had not: ‘What is this I find? Fletcher. Fletcher has been idle. Stand out, Fletcher . . . We had better understand each other, young man . . . Any idling, Fletcher, and’ – banging his fist hard on the table – ‘I’ll be down on you like a ton of bricks!’ Only later did Evelyn realise that Grenfell’s fury was mostly feigned and in any case he never suffered it in its fiercest form as he did well in his lessons and was one of the headmaster’s favourites.

Evelyn usually walked to school with Arthur on his way to Chapman & Hall. He remembered these morning walks as the first time he really got to know his father and enjoy his company.28 Still, Evelyn considered his office ‘a offely dull plase’,29 as he recorded in his earliest surviving diary entry shortly before his eighth birthday, and was ashamed of Arthur’s ‘sedentary and cerebral occupations’. He would have ‘better respected a soldier or a sailor like my uncles, or a man with some constructive hobby such as carpentry, a handyman; a man, even, who shaved with a cutthroat razor’. He always saw his father as rather ‘old, indeed as decrepit’, although he had been only thirty-seven when he was born.30

In his first year at school, Evelyn had lessons with a governess until 12.30, when the youngest boys were collected by their nannies. From his second year he stayed until ‘middle-day dinner’ and was taught by masters whom he recalled stoically as ‘mild enough’. None of them were married and they included one who chalked his ruler to ensure consistency of aim when carrying out a multiple beating31 and another who slobbered over his favourites32 and bade troublemakers bend over a footstool while he kicked their backsides – he was eventually dismissed for pinching boys’ bottoms.33 ‘Some liked little boys too little and some too much,’ reflected the adult Evelyn. ‘According to their tastes they mildly mauled us in the

English scholastic way, fondling us in a manner just short of indecency, smacking us and pulling our hair in
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