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To Lynda





‘I like it,’ he called to them, through the open window, from outside. Cervantes stood behind the bar, with scared eyes, holding the cockerel. ‘I love hell. I can’t wait to get back there. In fact I’m running. I’m almost back there already.’

Under the Volcano by Malcolm Lowry
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Introduction

IN 2013, Olivia Laing published The Trip to Echo Spring, an excellent and penetrating study of six American writers who also happened to be alcoholics. The book’s subtitle was Why Writers Drink. She was not asking the question, ‘Why do writers drink?’, rather, her subtitle carried the promise of an explanation. That this was not fully delivered is probably inevitable: the task, of dealing with a mysterious condition affecting writers, that most psychologically slippery cast of characters, resists any single answer.

Perhaps the question should be put as ‘Why do some writers destroy themselves by drinking alcohol?’ Before our health-conscious days it would be true to say that most writers, at least those with enough leisure and money, drank what we now regard as excessive amounts. Graham Greene drank on a daily basis quantities of spirits and wine and beer most doctors would consider as being dangerous to his health. But he was rarely out of control and lived with his considerable wits intact to the age of eighty-six. W.H. Auden drank the most of a bottle of spirits a day, but also worked hard and steadily every day until his death. Even T.S. Eliot in middle-age, for all his pontifical demeanour, was once observed completely drunk at a London Tube station by a startled friend. These are not writers who were generally regarded as alcoholics. It is a slippery word, as exemplified by Dylan Thomas’s definition of an alcoholic as ‘someone you dislike who drinks as much as you do’.

But it can be said that all of Laing’s choices – F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Tennessee Williams, John Berryman, John Cheever and Raymond Carver – were men who took the drinking of alcohol to more or less self-destructive excess. And men only? Laing did not include any women writers, although there are many, American and English, from Dorothy Parker onwards. The sad fact is that any work on this subject could fill several large volumes and contain the sodden lives, amongst those already mentioned, of Jack London, Eugene O’Neill, Sinclair Lewis, William Faulkner, Charles Jackson, Raymond Chandler, Jack Kerouac, and Richard Yates for the Americans, and a team including Patrick Hamilton, Jean Rhys, Henry Green, Evelyn Waugh, Dylan Thomas, William Sansom, Malcolm Lowry, Anthony Burgess, and Kingsley Amis for the British. Heavy drinkers all and some possibly alcoholics. The word is still controversial and often misunderstood and misapplied. What this book is interested in is the effect that heavy drinking had on writers, how they lived with it and were sometimes destroyed by it, and how they described the private and social world of the drinker in their work.

II

There is a continuing debate about the nature of alcoholism, but it is obvious that the long-term effects of heavy and continuous drinking are physically and mentally deleterious and in some cases catastrophic. In the past few years I have lost three close friends to drink: one died from cirrhosis of the liver, one collapsed into alcoholic dementia and died within a couple of weeks, and the third suffered a massive and fatal stroke after many bouts of illness. Two were in their late fifties when they died; the oldest was sixty-three. All three drank daily and heavily. None of them, I think, would have denied, in the end, that they were alcoholics. But then none of them was a writer. And, as we shall see, writers have many ways of denying, defining, or justifying their drinking. They can also describe its horrors.

Here is Fitzgerald enumerating some of his problems in a notebook:


Heartburn

Eczema

Piles

Flu

Night Sweats

Alcoholism

Infected Nose

Insomnia

Ruined Nerves

Chronic Cough

Aching Teeth

Shortness of Breath

Falling Hair

Cramps in Feet

Tingling Feet

Constipation

Cirrhosis of the Liver

Stomach Ulcers

Depression and Melancholia



Faced with that lot, it’s small wonder that almost all of the drunk writers achieved their best work young and, if they lived long enough, saw their work, as with Hemingway, Sinclair Lewis, and Raymond Chandler, descend into weaker versions of former glories. Most denied drinking whilst actually working, although Faulkner once said that ‘I always write at night. And I always keep the whisky bottle near.’ His story ‘Golden Land’ opens with a man waking up:


If he had been thirty, he would not have needed the two aspirin tablets and the half glass of raw gin before he could bear the shower’s needling on his body and steady his hands to shave . . . He didn’t waken sick. He never wakened ill nor became ill from drinking, not only because he had drunk too long and too steadily for that, but because he was too tough even after the thirty soft years.



It is obvious that this is a chosen way of life, even a way, in using the word ‘tough’, of reinforcing the perceived masculinity of hard drinking. The glass of gin may have become necessary to stave off the shakes, but it is also taken as a ritual, as part of a willed life. There is an implication in Faulkner’s earlier statement about the whisky bottle and his work that a drink, then the next drink, and so on, will enable the writer to open the gates of perception, to see further, rise higher, and perhaps to fall harder. It is a Romantic view and the Romantic Movement came later and lasted longer in America than it did in Britain and Europe. It is a view that caused these American writers to be so grievously damaged by alcohol that in some it drowned first their gifts, then their lives.

The youth and early adulthood of those born at the end of the nineteenth century (Fitzgerald and Hemingway) and in the earlier years of the twentieth (Cheever and Williams) happened to coincide with an enormous change in drinking habits in the United States. The ratification in 1920 of the Volstead Act, prohibiting the manufacture and sale of alcohol, turned off the legal supply and immediately created a gigantic illegal industry to meet a demand that had not gone away. The economics of this industry meant that the greatest profit could be made by distilling the most concentrated spirits: whisky, gin and rum, or by importing these. The proof strength of the home-produced drink varied but was usually very high and the great symbol of the Jazz Age of the 1920s was the extremely potent hip flask in a young man’s pocket.

We forget sometimes how young Hemingway and Fitzgerald were when they wrote their greatest work. Fitzgerald wrote The Great Gatsby in his mid-twenties, and had published two other novels and three books of stories by the time he was thirty. He completed only one other novel; Tender is the Night. Hemingway’s career as a great writer was effectively over by the time he was forty. There were some superb stories and fragments of novels after that, but the posturing drunken Papa Hemingway was a coarser and lesser artist than his younger self.

The body can take a lot of punishment and recuperate swiftly when young and alcohol does, at first, deliver a powerful charge to the imagination. The cool and gleaming beauty of Fitzgerald’s early work comes partly at least from a sense of a world washed clean by the wrecking excesses that came before and after spells of hard work. But alcohol, like other drugs, demands more and delivers less as time goes by. Writers may be stimulated by the slanted perspectives alcohol gives on life, but picking up a pen, or switching on a word-processor, are actions very like walking on stage to perform; occasions for fear, and rightly so, and any drug takes away that fear, that necessary stage fright. Fitzgerald admitted that parts of Tender is the Night were flawed by being written with the aid of drink and he bitterly regretted the damage it had done to his marvellous talent. It is only a few years from the completion of Tender is the Night to the appalling picture of the alcoholic writer in his story ‘An Alcoholic Case’. The ‘bottle’ in this passage is a bottle of gin broken in a struggle with his nurse:


He was looking at the corner where he had thrown the bottle the night before. She stared at his handsome face, weak and defiant – afraid to turn even halfway because she knew that death was in that corner where he was looking. She knew death – she had heard it, smelt its unmistakable odour, but she had never seen it before it entered into anyone, and she knew this man saw it in the corner of his bathroom; that it was standing there looking at him while he spat from a feeble cough and rubbed the result into the braid of his trousers. It shone there crackling for a moment as evidence of the last gesture he ever made.

She tried to express it next day to Mrs Hixon:

‘It’s not like anything you can beat – no matter how hard you try. This one could have twisted my wrists until he strained them and that wouldn’t matter so much to me. It’s just that you can’t really help them and it’s so discouraging – it’s all for nothing.’



III

So why do intelligent men and women even start? Why does anyone – plumber, lawyer, doctor – drink in a way that leaves them physically and mentally wrecked?

Whatever the eventual consequences, the reason most people drink alcohol is because they like it. When they start to drink in youth they may not enjoy the taste at first; for some with a palate just out of childhood alcohol has to be sweetened or smothered by other flavours. Many, having got over the problem of taste, find that they like the effect that alcohol has. Those who enjoy neither taste nor effect generally leave the stuff alone.

It seems to be the case that for most alcoholics drinking starts very young and accelerates rapidly, once the company of other like minds is found. In the case of the educated and literate (not always the same thing) the discovery of drink is often accompanied by early creative efforts, usually the writing of poetry. The cultural heroes of young writers are likely to be along the lines of Arthur Rimbaud, Dylan Thomas, or Kurt Cobain; boozers and junkies, rather than grave and sober and old artists such as Hardy or Tolstoy. The drinker’s companions are chosen for their shared tastes in music, other intellectual (or not) interests, and their ability to drink.

It is from this choice of like-minded associates that one of the chief difficulties arises for any drinker encouraged to cut down or entirely abandon drink. The drinker’s friends are usually drinkers of a similar capacity. Not many sober people would choose to spend an evening in the company of people who seem to be going out of their minds in front of them. The particularly intense sodality of male drinkers in particular, the progression from lively conversation to a maundering exchange of witless confessions or outright nonsense, repels any sober person. But it is the social aspect of drink and drinking that some drinkers (not all, not the committed solitaries) find hardest to relinquish. This is when, in the pub, the party, or alcoholic tête-à-tête, there comes that gradual relaxation, the escalation of hilarity and good will, the final release out of one’s self. It is illuminating to see the way an earlier generation viewed it. The progression was coldly detailed in the 1911 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, in the article entitled Drunkenness:


[alcohol’s] action on an average individual is first to fill him with a serene and perfect self-complacency. His feelings and faculties are exalted into a state of great activity and buoyancy, so that his language becomes enthusiastic, and his conversation vivacious if not brilliant. The senses gradually become hazy, a soft humming seems to fill the pauses of the conversation, a filmy haze obscures the vision. The head seems lighter than usual, the equilibrium unstable . . . judgement is abolished, secretiveness annihilated, and the drunkard pours forth all that is within him with unrestrained communicativeness; he becomes boisterous, ridiculous, and sinks at length into a mere animal.



With the plain speaking customary in its era the article goes on to state that the habitual drunkard:


. . . must be regarded as temporarily insane . . . and ought to be placed in an inebriate asylum till he regain sufficient self-control to enable him to overcome his love for drink.



In fact this incarceration in an asylum (now a shelter, hostel, hospital, or private clinic) is very unpleasant, but is in a way the easiest part of owning up to drunkenness; the drinker is taken out of his or her accustomed world and the habit treated as an illness. The problem comes with the return to the outside world as a sober person.

To succeed, the renunciation of drink entails the permanent loss of all the companions, friends, lovers, fellows and handmaidens of the drinking cult, the loss of shared rituals, of the hours and hours spent in convivial company. It means no more anticipation of the first drink, or relish of the subsequent glasses, the pain of the hangover (a sort of built-in but hard-earned retribution in the curious logic of the drunk), the recovery, the beginning again. To lose this is to abandon a whole world, a way of life, and to be cast into a psychological desert with only the sober as companions. The act of will necessary to giving up drinking is colossal, and the resultant feeling of loss is akin to that described by outcasts and apostates of the Communist Party or Catholic Church; that they are deprived at once of a life-defining belief system and its accompanying and sustaining society. The sad fact, insufficiently recognised by those determined to treat alcoholics as medical cases, is that for many, even the most dilapidated, drinking is the thing they most want to do in the world, that, indeed, it is the world.

And, for writers above all, their world is largely one they create for themselves. Despite boasts of producing thousands of words a day, most writers are more likely to resemble the novelist ‘shit in a shuttered château’ in Larkin’s poem ‘The Life with a Hole in it’, with his daily five hundred words. They write, sure, but whatever they may say, most don’t sit down at nine and write until five. A lot of time is spent looking out of the window or thinking of other things (Dylan Thomas’s manuscripts have the names of horses to be backed that day, sums adding up debts, and shopping lists scribbled in the margins). Writers do not have the welcome opportunity to attend meetings or pop off down to Human Resources to have a chat with good old Mike, or answer the busy phone, or have a hundred emails waiting to be dealt with. They have a few hours each day trying to make things up, things that they then try to sell to people who don’t really want them. The writers then have to endure a wait before their work is published, and it is then reviewed by people who do not like it or say they like it because they know the author. After a brief flurry of activity there falls complete silence. They begin to write another book. They like to drink socially, it takes the edge off mixing with other people; it is a social solvent. Very soon some of them will get stuck at about three in the afternoon and sit in utter despair. It’s then that they hear the ‘singing of the bottles in the pantry’ that John Cheever described in his journals. A quick snort may get them going again. It does sometimes, but then it doesn’t and another snort seems to be called for. They don’t drink while they work, they say – so when unable to work they just drink. If they have an alcoholic friend – and this is the only real kind of friend an alcoholic has – they will pass time with them.

This indeed is the opening of Olivia Laing’s The Trip to Echo Spring: the meeting of kindred spirits, Raymond Carver and John Cheever. They are in a beat-up old car, waiting at just before nine in the morning for the state liquor store to open. When it does they buy half a gallon of Scotch and immediately begin to drink it. At the time Cheever, author of some of the greatest short stories in American literature, was sixty-one years old and newly out of hospital and straitjacket after an attack of delirium tremens. Carver was thirty-five, just starting on a literary career. Both men were spending a year teaching and working on their own stories at Iowa University and had bonded immediately on meeting, over a drink. Their teaching must have been uneven to say the least and they never managed to get any of their own work done. What they wanted and what they did was to drink to excess. All the time.

In his book, The Myth of Addiction, John Booth Davies wrote that ‘most people who use drugs do so for their own reasons, on purpose, because they like it, and because they can find no adequate reason for not doing so.’ And so Carver and Cheever continue to drink although they know that it is damaging to their health, their personal relationships, their ability to perform a job, and that it will most probably shorten their lives. Some drunks are suffering from mental and psychological difficulties that render them unable to deal with life, but some, like Cheever and Carver, are highly intelligent and outwardly successful professional people. The only thing they have in common is drink. To the outsider the persistent, repetitive intake of alcohol, given the overwhelming medical and social evidence of the harm it causes, is extremely puzzling and annoying. But to the drinker, the answer is not based in logic, but in desire.

The word ‘love’, that is, love of drink, as used in the Britannica article above, was replaced in later literature on drunkenness by ‘craving’. But ‘love’ is the correct word for the first stages of the drunkard’s life: he or she is infatuated, and looks forward to a long and warm relationship with drink.

For, like lovers, like suicides, alcoholics seek the cessation of time’s flow. Unlike suicides, drinkers at first seek this on a strictly temporary basis, hoping to be able to recreate the pleasures of the experience rather than suffer a permanent obliteration of all the senses. The illusion of the cessation of time is accompanied by a feeling of euphoria – all drinkers know the exact point at which this is reached: they do not realise when it topples into drunken unconsciousness, or social disaster. All they want is to be able to repeat the rare moments when they feel elevated and free. In the later stages of drunkenness the drinker wants this state to become permanent; it is in the nature of the drug that this desire is pursued and endlessly lost, over and over again.

IV

But surely these are only ‘ordinary’ drunks we are talking about? Not people blessed with great talents, genius even, whose craving for booze must come from some deeper motivation, some conscious disordering of the senses to free their vision? They are not the mental weaklings and physical wrecks propping up the bar in pubs that have half their windows boarded-up, are they?

If we regard persistent drunkenness as a weakness of personality then certainly not many writers could be described as being altogether mentally robust. That most outwardly confident of writers, Anthony Burgess, was a heavy drinker who did not develop into a self-destructive alcoholic. I do not think that Burgess, Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh and other heavy drinkers fit the ‘alcoholic’ pattern. It goes against the grain of modern medical opinion, which says that anyone regularly drinking even a quite small amount of alcohol above the recommended limit is likely to become at first dependent then an alcoholic, but it does seem possible for people to drink heavily and at a constant level and live to a more or less healthy old age. Burgess crammed his life with work, some of which in his later years he surely did not need to undertake, seemingly unable to turn down any hackwork offered however much it might take time and energy from his novels. Drink was an accompaniment to all of his tremendous activity, but it seems to have been mainly taken as a source of energy, an aid to work that lubricated the great machine.

Burgess seems never to have suffered the feelings – or at least never expressed them – of self-doubt that plagued others such as Malcolm Lowry and Dylan Thomas and John Cheever. If Burgess drank to give himself energy, others did so to bolster what they perceived as inner weakness. The worst and most damaging form this took was in self-accusations of fraudulence and unworthiness. Cheever, for instance, born into a lower middle-class family and without a university education, formed himself into the very image of a New England gentleman. But all of his life he was, as he once accused himself, ‘a helpless mixture of fraudulence and honesty’. His ‘feigned patrician origins’, his promiscuous but well concealed homosexuality, his love for his wife and the destruction of that love by his drinking, the tension created by all these gave him his subject matter and the extraordinary quality of his writing. A feeling of fraudulence haunted others. A young man in New York who asked for an autograph was informed by Dylan Thomas that he was only posing as the poet. Thomas had been disturbed earlier in a bar by someone saying to him that if Thomas had not written a few good poems no one would ever have heard of him. His adult work was highly original and could be mistaken for that of no one else, but his first printed poem, published in a local newspaper when he was twelve years old, had been directly plagiarised with no alteration from a poem in a boys’ magazine. Accusations of plagiarism could hardly be made about his own later work, but charges that he was bogus and a charlatan were common among academic critics and becoming more widely voiced towards the end of Thomas’s life. To a man who was highly sensitive such doubts must have struck home badly.

So, did the doubts of self-worth cause the rush to the bottle, or did the drink produce the doubts, or at least greatly exacerbate them? Thomas, in common with Malcolm Lowry and Patrick Hamilton, also seems to have had a certain sexual timidity. And he shared with Charles Jackson, John Cheever, and Richard Yates a feeling of intellectual unworthiness because of his lack of a university education.

Writers, by the nature of their trade, must be highly sensitive to social and emotional states. In their work at least. No one sober would have seen the drunken Kingsley Amis or Lowry or Thomas or Cheever or Yates as anything but foul-mouthed bores. When they were drunk, that is. Because, by other reports these men could be, when sober, sensitive and charming. But then again, as John Sutherland has written, ‘It is a peculiarity of alcoholics that when things go well, they sabotage themselves . . . My personal view is that drunks do not want the responsibility of a successful life.’

V

One of the difficulties people have with drinking and drunken behaviour is what to call it. As we have seen, many doctors would say that anyone drinking regularly above the officially sanctioned drinks limit is an alcoholic, or potential alcoholic. At the same time, doctors and psychiatrists declare that alcoholism is a ‘disease’. But, as Donald B. Douglas, an American doctor who rejects the disease concept, says:


. . . what kind of a disease can coexist with the best of health? . . . Is it a ‘disease’ of the will? If so, we must enter the field of addiction to understand it. ‘Disease’ may be more acceptable to the majority, more respectable than addiction but what does it explain? Is it a mental disease? If so, does the alcoholic have it when sober? If so, what disease? If not, why does he drink again after achieving sobriety? What if the alcoholic decides not to drink? What kind of disease, mental or not, can we decide not to have?



It’s a strange disease that can be dismissed or summoned up by the will or acts of its sufferer. This is not to deny the physically injurious aspects of drinking; the heart disease, circulation problems, cancers and dementia that can come with heavy and sustained drinking. But these are the symptoms of poisoning by the direct chemical action of alcohol: they are not caused by the wish to drink.

The prevailing and not wholly disinterested view of the American psychiatric industry is that alcoholism is a disease and that it can be treated if not cured by the use of psychotherapy, drugs, or the intervention of a body such as Alcoholics Anonymous. The American psychiatric bible, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, attempts to pin down this mental and physical disorder. The problem with this is that the DSM is about as useful a guide to humanity as the A–Z Guide to London is to the lives of the inhabitants of that city. The DSM enumerates symptoms of alcoholism, their possible causes and consequences, but treats the matter as one of generalised addiction, not differentiated by individual personality or circumstance. Another researcher in the field, quoted by Olivia Laing, Mary-Anne Enoch, makes the claim that ‘It is well established that the heriditability of alcoholism is around 50%’. This seems to suggest that alcoholism is caused by genetic inheritance, but not by everybody, or perhaps by familial acceptability, but again not by everybody. In fact, as far as I know, none of the children of the writers under discussion here became an alcoholic and some reacted with disgust to the degraded state of their parents. There may well be some genetic predisposition to the drinking of alcohol, but certainly as strongly affecting is the nature of the upbringing of the future drinker, the world they are brought into and what they witness on an intimate and hourly basis. Childhood is an extremely long part of our lives in the sense the child has of being confined into a small world at the most impressionable stage of life for what seems an interminable amount of time. So, cue the unhappy childhood. But, with the exception of Elizabeth Bishop, the problem with the writers looked at in this book is that they seem not to have had childhoods any more miserable or happy than most of us have had to put up with. Millions of us have had difficulties with parents; only a tiny number turn into a Hemingway or a Fitzgerald.

And after all, the business of the writer is not in the generality of the human condition, or of sorting human beings into types or groups. It is in the description of particularity – of one human mind, one room, one love affair; the affairs of one or more individuals in one house can do equally for a huge novel or a short poem. It is the setting down of individually unique lives, not the exemplification of psychological theories that concerns the artist. This is why, in the records of those drunken writers referred to psychiatrists we find they share an unkind contempt for those trying to help them. The hard fact is that good writers, however they may dissimulate and conceal, do usually know far more about what ails them than any psychiatrist attempting to isolate what troubles his recalcitrant patient. The writers know that they are harming themselves. The alternative proposed by the physician is to be a different person. In the case of Dylan Thomas, it was not an unhappy childhood that haunted him, but the memory of a too happy one; one that he tried to return to endlessly for material, with inevitably diminishing returns as he grew older. For him, drink’s job was to stave off marriage, children, money, to reverse time, to relieve of him of the responsibilities of adult life, to preserve him as childish and the recipient of doting love and care. Thomas was a considerably more intelligent man than he made himself out to be. He saw the paradox of his desire, rejected an alternative persona, and allowed his way of life to kill him.

Were these writers so hopelessly locked into disease that they can be regarded as passive victims? The moral ambivalence in the treatments urged by Alcoholics Anonymous is that while saying, ‘You cannot really help yourself. Alcoholism is a disease. It’s not really your fault at all,’ this is accompanied by an insistence that the alcoholic face up to the mental, emotional and sometimes physical damage his or her conduct has caused to others and make full amends.

Did these writers know what damage they were doing to their families and friends?

Dylan Thomas fought with his wife, Caitlin, and sometimes came off the worse for the combat. Richard Yates’s relationships with women were ruined by his boozing, and he alienated many friends through boorish and stupid behaviour. The diminutive Jean Rhys attacked her husbands and initiated fights in pubs and public places while intoxicated. Malcolm Lowry drunkenly attacked both his wives. Patrick Hamilton was boorish and insulting when drunk. And so on and on.

Most of these writers had periods of sobriety and these tended to coincide with increased and enhanced periods of creation – so why, as John Sutherland put it, ‘sabotage’ themselves? We go back to the ‘love’ of drink, and no man or woman was ever cured of an infatuation by the moral injunctions of others. If the thing that an alcoholic loves more than any other is drink then the only way to replace that object of desire is by another and greater one: for a lover, for family, or work. But the thing about alcohol is that it is so undemanding. It does not requite the love invested in it, but it never refuses an advance. It requires no education or previous experience to be admitted to its profession. It does not clamour like a child for attention, but quietly invites one to play. It is endlessly forgiving to backsliders. It is very easy.

VI

The advice of V.S. Pritchett (who lived to the great age of ninety-six) was to ‘smoke like a fish and drink like a chimney’. Pritchett was a distinguished writer and by all accounts a settled and amiable personality, but as the novelist Philip Hensher has pointed out, most ‘writers aren’t normal, and if they became normal they might lose what Juvenal described as a disease, the itch to scribble . . . a few grow to value what medical science sees as abnormality.’

The question of whether alcohol is a spur to an artist’s creativity is a long and much debated one. It does seem that the use of alcohol in the early stages of the career of a writer who may be emotionally and sexually repressed or socially ill at ease can be a valuable and powerful liberator. In the case of Dylan Thomas it undoubtedly helped to fuel his first youthful burst of great productivity and to diminish his sense of personal worthlessness.

There is another important point to bear in mind when considering in the deepest sense why writers drink – the writer may not consider that the direct use of drink inspires creativity, but he or she may feel a very great fear of the inhibition that may result from conscious restraint, that a constant sense of being on guard against drinking may have the effect of altering the writer’s personality from being open to becoming closed and costive: that the sheer emotional and physical diversion of giving up drink might well become a perverse incentive for the writer to decide to continue on a path that to outsiders is obviously self-destructive. The alcoholic artist strikes a bargain between the bottle and the work. In the end, if persisted in, it will be a devil’s bargain, but then, such highly intelligent men and women know that and must reckon that whatever misery is entailed is balanced by some reward. It is not enough to say that the creators of Under the Volcano or Tender is the Night or The Swimmer were helpless in the grip of a devouring disease. These works exhibit the highest signs of intellectual and artistic control: if their authors were drunk in the street at night, they were, for some years at least, sober at the desk in the morning.

VII

We return in horror and fascination to the man in the bathroom in Fitzgerald’s story. For him, this is the end of a long process and the picture is drawn from Fitzgerald’s own experience. Fitzgerald was an alcoholic in the accepted sense, but it is a difficult word, easy to throw around, describing a condition that, at least in its early stages, is a disorder of the personality rather than an irreversible medical condition. It can be easy to use it as a catch-all definition, much in the way the word ‘depression’ is used to describe a variety of emotional conditions from mild anxiety to the deepest grief. Each of the writers discussed in the later chapters of this book drank heavily, sometimes almost insanely. One of their abiding attractions for some of their readers is that these writers dared to do it, to go the whole way in a manner that they would be too scared to even contemplate. But they are mistaken and the writers were too. They were the victims of a seductive, contrary and ultimately destructive Muse, the one described with deadly charm in ‘A Drunkard’s Address to a Whisky Bottle’ by the nineteenth-century Irish writer J.S. Le Fanu:


Oh terrible darlin’,

How have you sought me

Enchanted, and caught me?

See, now, where you’ve brought me

To sleep by the road-side, and dress out in rags.
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Chapter 1

‘The feverish magic that alcohol can work’

Patrick Hamilton (1904–1962)

I

PATRICK HAMILTON is a writer’s writer. That is, his books come into and go out of print, writers contribute introductions to reissues that lament the fact that Hamilton remains so neglected, and a scent of fugitive importance hangs about his name. He is not taught in universities and his name does not appear in some standard reference works to English literature, but every now and then a young writer will happen on his books and write excitedly about them, asking why they are not better known, and so he is rediscovered by each generation and his books refuse to die.

To the first-time reader, the novels of Patrick Hamilton appear highly accomplished, full of mordant humour and sharp observation, but sometimes repellent in a way that may explain his neglect as a writer. His characters are dwarfed by the world that surrounds them, a world which is almost always cold and inhuman to the individual, with no hint of redemption and little love. The men and women in these books torture each other verbally and emotionally in a thousand ways, or suffer such torture masochistically, accepting it as their due and rarely rebelling. Like tiny insects imprisoned in the works of a large clockwork watch, time passes above them, what it is measuring is outside their comprehension, and they scurry hopelessly about, looking for an exit – while we gaze down on them with a mixture of fascination and horror.

II

Anthony Walter Patrick Hamilton was born on St Patrick’s Day, the seventeenth of March 1904. His father, Walter Bernard Hamilton, was well off (he had inherited a sum worth about £3 million in today’s terms), a minor historical novelist, and a drinker. His mother, Ellen, also a writer, gradually found herself running the household single-handedly as her husband ran through his fortune. Both parents had been briefly married before: Ellen had rapidly divorced her first husband; Bernard had been more bizarrely married to a prostitute he hoped to reclaim from a life on the streets. She later threw herself under a train. The marriage of Bernard and Ellen was more conventional, but as Bernard spent his fortune, the family descended from a solid and prosperous life to living in lodgings in London and Hove. Patrick attended a preparatory school in Hove until 1918 (except for two disastrous terms at Colet Court in Hammersmith in 1915, from which he was withdrawn after coming out with details of its aggressively homosexual dormitory life). His stay at Westminster School lasted only one year, his education cut short by an attack of the Spanish influenza that killed many millions worldwide after the end of the First World War.

Hamilton’s career as a writer started early; he was only nineteen when his first novel, Monday Morning, was published. He published two further novels in his early twenties and in 1929 his play Rope (later filmed by Hitchcock) was a huge and lucrative success on the London stage. This, and later plays, including Gaslight, were well constructed and popular melodramas that displayed some of the interest in emotional cruelty and frustration that inform his novels. What the plays could not contain was the depth of introspection and the minutely observed particulars of the inner lives of the characters in the novels. A life-long and doctrinaire Marxist, Hamilton wrote: ‘I was trying to present a “black” social history of my times. There were so many “white” portraits of the twenties and thirties that I wanted to show the other side of the picture.’ And certainly the socialist in Hamilton seems to have made him portray precisely those people the novel usually ignores, or uses as the backdrop to what more ‘interesting’ characters are doing. Typically, a Hamilton character is a clerk, barmaid, prostitute, petty crook, a spinster or bachelor in an unsatisfactory job or living on a small private income; people who are of little interest to the world outside of themselves, but within whom emotions rage and die. Perhaps the secret of why Hamilton’s work has lasted is because of his instinctive recognition of the value of every human life. For each one of us the world is constructed individually inside our minds and emotions and when even the pathetically comic and boorish Mr Thwaites dies, in The Slaves of Solitude, a world dies with him. Always greatly influenced by Dickens, Hamilton seems to have taken on those who might have been fleeting bit players in Dickens and to have constructed a whole and often tragic world where they occupy centre stage as heroes and heroines.

III

Hamilton followed in his father’s footsteps in two ways: in his early twenties he fell in love with a prostitute, Lily Connolly, and at the same time he began to drink heavily. The affair with Lily did not get as far as marriage and what went on can only be known now through the fictionalised version Hamilton offers in The Midnight Bell, the first of three early novels that make up the trilogy entitled Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky. All three parts are concerned with the failure of love, the inability of men and women to communicate in any meaningful way, and the use of drink as both a friend and a destroyer.

The Midnight Bell deals with Bob, a barman, Jenny, a prostitute, and Ella, a barmaid. As Bruce Hamilton writes in his biography of his brother, ‘Many of the incidents in this beautifully contrived tale were taken straight from personal experience.’

The title of the novel is the name of the pub where much of the action takes place. If later writers such as Kingsley Amis and Anthony Burgess use the pub as one dramatic location among others, for Hamilton it is the centre of his characters’ world; they may go home to eat and sleep, or visit relatives or friends, they may go on the occasional trip away, but the pub is where they live.

It is astonishing how very little has been
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