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How much do we need to know about a writer, personally? The answer is that it doesn’t matter. Nothing or everything is equally satisfactory. Who cares in the end? As Northrop Frye has said, the only evidence we have of Shakespeare’s existence, apart from the poems and plays, is the portrait of a man who was clearly an idiot. Biography is there for the curious; and curiosity gives out where boredom begins. – Martin Amis, The War Against Cliché

Obviously, no full explanation of a man is ever possible. – Richard Rees, George Orwell: Fugitive from the Camp of Victory


I

An Oxfordshire Tomb

In a shortish working career of a little over two decades, Orwell produced nearly two million published words. The twenty volumes that Peter Davison’s monumental Complete Works needed to accommodate them take up nearly four feet of shelf space. If he lived to be seventy, Orwell once proposed, comparing his professional output with that of the average coal-miner, the chances were that he would leave a shelf-full of books. He died young, the novels and essays that would have occupied his fifties and sixties were never written, and yet posthumously at any rate, with the help of devoted editors and compilers, he achieved his ambition. Again – and these comparisons say something about the way in which his mind worked – Orwell once calculated that the lifetime output for a prolific writer of boys’ school stories would, were the pages to be lined end to end, have carpeted the best part of an acre. His own oeuvre spread out sheet by sheet would occupy an area roughly the size of Norwich city centre. The fifty years since his death have brought perhaps two million words more: biographies, critical studies, memoirs by literary colleagues and childhood friends, even a novel (David Caute’s Dr Orwell and Mr Blair) in which he plays a starring role. Why add to them?

Thackeray once declared that when he read a book all that remained in his head was a picture of the author. This defies all known precepts of modern literary theory, but the point remains. Orwell has obsessed me for the best part of a quarter of a century. The first ‘adult’ novel I ever picked off the bookshelf in my parents’ house was a Penguin paperback of A Clergyman’s Daughter that some ineluctable instinct had led my mother to buy in the early 1960s. The GCSE O-level English paper essay that I prophetically set out on a year or so later was: ‘Whose biography would you most like to write?’ Always in my adolescence, Orwell was there, the ghostly figure on the back of the book jacket urging me on. The sense of sheer personality that rises from his work – that urgent need to communicate vital things – is immensely strong, all the more so if you are a teenager who barely knows that books exist.

‘He knows all about me,’ you feel, ‘he wrote this for me’ – which, curiously enough, is what Orwell himself wrote about Henry Miller. Were I ever to meet his shade in the celestial equivalent of the Groucho Club – not, you suspect, somewhere Orwell would ever allow himself to be found – I should say what Philip Larkin maintained that he said to Cyril Connolly when the two of them were introduced at Auden’s memorial service: ‘Sir, you formed me.’ Cheap Penguins in those days, procurable at fifty pence a throw from the University of East Anglia bookshop, the four volumes of Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus’ Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters were my private cornucopia in the sixth-form years, a vast, sprawling bran tub into which repeated scoops yielded up anything but bran. Dickens, Thackeray, Gissing, Smollett, hosts of minor writers washed up on the early-twentieth-century shore: hardly any of the people who came to occupy my mental lumber room would have taken up residence there had it not been for Orwell.

There was more to it than this, of course. Marking down Orwell’s collected works as a hugely idiosyncratic version of the Good Book Guide is perhaps the equivalent of regarding Sir Winston Churchill as a moderately effective leader of the Conservative Party. For Orwell is, above all, a moral force, a light glinting in the darkness, a way through the murk. His status as a kind of ethical litmus paper stems not so much from the repeated injunctions to ‘behave decently’, and some of the implications of behaving decently for the average western lifestyle, as from the armature that supported them. Broadly speaking he realised – and he did so a great deal earlier than most commentators of either Right or Left – that the single most important crisis of the twentieth century was the decline in mass religious belief and, its corollary, in personal immortality. God was dead and yet the secular substitutes put in His place, whether totalitarianism or western consumer capitalism, merely travestied human ideals and aspirations. The task facing modern man, as Orwell saw it, was to take control of that immense reservoir of essentially spiritual feeling – all that moral sensibility looking for a home – and use it to irrigate millions of ordinary and finite lives. The atrocities of Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia – and this point is repeated endlessly in his later writings – could only have been designed by the godless because they presuppose a world in which there is no moral reckoning, and where the only power that matters is the ability to control not only your fellow men but the history of which they are a part and the knowledge on which that history rests. The idea that there was a life after death was unsustainable, but the moral baggage that accompanied that belief was indispensable. As it happens, and for reasons it is superfluous to explore here, I don’t believe that God is altogether dead, but I do believe in the materials which Orwell used to construct his opposition to – that eternally memorable phrase from an essay published in 1940 – ‘the smelly little orthodoxies which are now contending for our souls’. It is worth pointing out that these orthodoxies still exist sixty years later, if in rather different forms and wearing yet more elaborate disguises, and that it is our duty to resist them with exactly the same vigour with which Orwell resisted Hitler and Stalin.

And so in a curious way I always knew that I would end up writing about Orwell, that the contents of the Oxford history syllabus were as nothing compared to – say – the essay ‘Oysters and Brown Stout’, which first alerted me to the fact that there was a writer called Thackeray, or the essay on Dickens, which leaves you with the feeling that Dickens and for that matter Orwell himself are sitting in the room talking to you as you read. The intensity of this fixation was such that it took me most of my twenties to establish the areas in which Orwell, mysteriously, was fallible, principally those breathtaking generalisations which close, adult inspection reveals to be a little less watertight than they seem. Take the famous statement that ‘Good prose is like a window-pane’. One doesn’t have to be a literary theorist to know that this is nonsense. Ronald Firbank, Marcel Proust and James Joyce (the last of whom at least Orwell profoundly admired) wrote varieties of ‘good prose’ and none of their sentences is remotely like a window-pane. Transparency, surely, is not the only virtue? It is the same with some of Orwell’s no-nonsense prescriptions for linguistic frankness, his hatred, for example, of those double-negative formulations of the ‘His was a not insignificant talent’ type. Arguably the complexities hinted at when one writer remarks of another that his talent was not insignificant are worth going into, something that redounds to language’s credit rather than its capacity for obfuscation. I believe, for example, that Orwell’s own attitude to the Jews was not unprejudiced. Equally, one suspects that Orwell, in one of his less hard-line moments, would have seen this.

Meanwhile the process of finding out about Orwell, of accumulating, both openly and surreptitiously, that stock of Orwell lore went on. Any sixtysomething littérateur with some kind of track record met in early days around literary London was immediately pinioned with the question ‘Did you know George Orwell?’ The first book I ever reviewed – sniffily: how dare anyone crash in on my private party? – was Bernard Crick’s George Orwell: A Biography. All this – the harassing of literary notables, the snootiness over Professor Crick – was undertaken not in a spirit of fluttering antiquarianism but in the absolute conviction that Orwell, to borrow the original title of Christopher Hitchens’ recent polemic, matters in a way that ninety-nine out of a hundred writers do not. As a reader I have always been wary of ‘relevance’ in literature: so often it means the cast-off manuscripts of Group Theatre, Soviet social realism and novels with titles like Brixton Superfly. All art, Orwell famously suggested, is propaganda; equally, not all propaganda is art. At the same time it is accurate to say that in the fifty years since his death Orwell has managed to colonise vast areas of political thinking and ordinary language in a way that would have seemed remarkable to the friends who gathered round his deathbed. As with Dickens – perhaps the writer whose absorption into the national subconscious Orwell’s case most closely resembles – several of his most resonant utterances are used on an almost daily basis by people who have never read a line of his books. Again, as with Dickens, people mysteriously know about Orwell at second hand: that all animals are equal but some are more equal than others; that Big Brother is watching you; that Room 101 is where you go to be confronted by your worst horrors.

This centrality to a whole area of our national life was confirmed, on one very narrow level, by the tumult of approbation that greeted Peter Davison’s edition of the Complete Works on its appearance in 1998, and on another, much more expansive plateau, in media reaction to the events of 11 September 2001. Without warning Orwell was everywhere: mentor, guide, motivating spirit, conscience. As readily as one commentator inveighed against the ‘pansy left’ and proposed that every British soldier sent to Afghanistan should have an edition of Orwell’s essays packed in his rucksack, so another would dole out some of his less comforting observations about war’s inescapable moral consequences. All this may seem a considerable distance from the emaciated figure dying in a hospital bed half a century and more ago, and not the least fascinating speculation about Orwell is what he might have made of it all. Distinguishing the reality from the myth was difficult enough in the week after his death, Malcolm Muggeridge thought. Fifty-three years later it is harder still. And yet it is this contemporary fixation with Orwell, with that grey and curiously sorrowful face staring remorselessly back across time, that justifies the attempt to get inside his head: to establish not only what can be said about him and the world he inhabited, but what he can tell us about ourselves.

The tortuous history of Orwell biography is largely down to its subject. Orwell requested in his will that no biography of him should be written. Orwell’s widow Sonia spent many years trying to enforce this edict against increasingly sophisticated opposition. The first critical studies of Orwell’s work by Laurence Brander (who had known him at the BBC) and John Atkins appeared within a few years of his death. By the late 1950s there was a ready market for Orwell reminiscences. Paul Potts’ memoir ‘Don Quixote on a Bicycle’ appeared in the London Magazine in 1957. Richard Rees’ full-length study, Fugitive from the Camp of Victory, which contains many biographical fragments, followed four years later, along with his sister Avril’s radio broadcast ‘My Brother, George Orwell’. Sonia’s response to this rising tide of interest was twofold. On the one hand she set to work with Ian Angus, then Deputy Librarian at University College, London, on what eventually became the four-volume Collected Journalism, Essays and Letters, published by Seeker & Warburg in 1968. On the other she appointed Malcolm Muggeridge, a close friend of Orwell’s in the 1940s, as official biographer. The Muggeridge benediction, it now seems clear, was a deliberate spoiler. A full-time editor, television presenter and controversialist, Muggeridge – as Sonia, one imagines, had foreseen – found the demands of a full-scale biography beyond him. His preliminary research survives, but there is no evidence that he made any serious effort to complete the book. In any case Sonia intended the four-volume, 1,500-page selection of Orwell’s work to be his memorial. As for the real biographical monument, there were other interested parties at work. Peter Stansky and William Abrahams’ The Unknown Orwell, uncountenanced by Sonia but displaying the fruits of a great deal of painstaking research, was well received on its publication in 1972. Cyril Connolly was moved to declare that the years he and Orwell had had in common were ‘described with so much tenderness and insight that I am often deluded that the writers were there’. It was this that apparently decided Sonia to appoint a new ‘official’ biographer and ensure that he actually produced a biography. Having read and been impressed by something he had written, she selected the then Birkbeck politics don Bernard Crick. George Orwell: A Biography duly appeared in late 1980. Sonia, who survived long enough to read the proofs, supposedly went to her grave believing that she had betrayed her late husband’s memory.

Quite why Sonia took this view of a punctilious and in many ways ground-breaking account of Orwell’s life is uncertain. You suspect that by this stage in the proceedings any biography would have fallen short of the exacting yardsticks she had in mind. Sonia, as this book will perhaps show, was an odd woman and an odder literary widow: loyal, protective, keen to do the right thing, but simultaneously erratic in her judgement and capricious in her personal likes and dislikes. In her absence the floodgates of Orwell studies were opened. The year 1984, inevitably, brought a deluge of material: Audrey Coppard and Bernard Crick’s assemblage of first-hand testimony, Orwell Remembered; a similar collection, Remembering Orwell, edited by Stephen Wadhams; W.J. West’s Orwell: The War Broadcasts, based on scripts discovered in the BBC archives at Caversham. (A companion volume, Orwell: The War Commentaries, appeared the following year.) Subsequently the tide became a torrent: a second biography by the American scholar Michael Shelden in 1991; a third by Jeffrey Meyers in 2000. In between these high-water marks there have been studies of Orwell’s fiction, of the intellectual climate in which his books were published and received, further reminiscences and dissections of the ‘Orwell myth’. This is a well-trodden path, and the scenery can be distressingly familiar. Writing once to a woman to whom Orwell had diffidently proposed marriage in 1946,1 got back a letter which amongst other information listed the seven previous researchers who had come to interview her. What more was there to be said? this lady wondered.

It was, and is, a good question. Practically anyone of any consequence who came across him during the decade and a half of his life on the public stage has left a record of the encounter. The Orwell who turns up in the recollections of ordinary people is a rather different figure: less touched by fifty years of posthumous sanctification, more human. Three years ago, for example, I went to a village near Didcot in Oxfordshire to interview an old gentleman named George Summers, then in his early nineties. As it happened, I had met Mr Summers nearly two decades before when I was at college with his daughter Annie and had heard rumours of his connection with Orwell even then. Mr Summers, re-encountered in his front room, was affable but cagey. The story itself, pieced together through numberless digressions, involved Orwell’s attempt, back in Suffolk in the early 1930s, to worm his way into the affections of Mr Summers’s then fiancée, a woman named Dorothy Rogers. It ended with a chase – Orwell on foot, Mr Summers pursuing on a motorcycle – across Southwold common, remembered by the pursuer sixty-five years later as follows (this is a direct transcription from the tape): ‘I tried … I missed him … I went I suppose fifty yards, and there he was, and there was she … I was the guardian angel … I ran up the bank … I sort of pushed him off … I didn’t kill him,’ Mr Summers innocuously concluded.

However laboriously reassembled in a ninety-year-old’s memory, this is an extraordinary image: the vengeful figure crouched over the handlebars; the lanky interloper fleeing before him over the springy turf. (It is worth asking, too, what Dorothy was doing. Following behind? Watching the chase from the vantage point of the bank? Carrying on home, leaving the boys to fight it out?) However incongruous, nothing in twenty years of reading and writing about Orwell has quite so narrowly conveyed to me what, in a certain sense, Orwell was like. It took perhaps three-quarters of an hour for Mr Summers to finish, and embellish, his tale. Later Annie and I drove to Sutton Courtenay, a few miles away over the back roads, to examine Orwell’s grave in the village churchyard plot secured for him by his friend David Astor. Not the least of the many ironies that have attached themselves to Orwell is that this professional man of the people should have been buried amidst the Oxfordshire verdure, through the agency of an Anglo-American aristocrat.

Just over fifty years earlier another couple could have been found lingering in the graveyard at Sutton Courtenay: a striking blonde woman in her early thirties, pale with strain and anxiety, supported by a slightly older man. The two of them – David Astor, editor of the Observer, and Sonia, Orwell’s widow – were not alone. They came accompanied by a solicitor, an undertaker’s van and its attendants and a very long coffin. Orwell’s funeral and interment took place on 26 January 1950. Among several interested spectators who left records of the event, Malcolm Muggeridge was perhaps the most intrigued. It is Muggeridge, more than anyone else, who conveys something of the sheer difficulty involved in getting the deceased underground. Somewhat to the general surprise, Orwell had requested in his will that his funeral service should follow the rites of the Church of England and that he should be buried in a cemetery. For one who had never professed Christian beliefs, still less been affiliated to any place of worship – at any rate in his later years – this demand would be difficult to realise. In the end the idea of a London burial place was abandoned and Astor influence was brought to bear on the vicar of Sutton Courtenay. Meanwhile, Muggeridge and Orwell’s close friend Anthony Powell (‘churchy’ people, according to Astor, and aware of the protocols involved) engaged the vicar of Christ Church, Albany Street, where the Powells worshipped, to conduct the service in London. Muggeridge, who had an eye for this kind of detail, was interested to find that the undertaker knew the Reverend Rose, in fact was lunching with him the same day to talk over future business. Sonia, deeply distressed by the events of the past few days, was consulted but took no active part in the arrangements. She was ‘quite helpless in the matter’, Muggeridge noted.

Thursday 26 January was bitterly cold. London lay in the grip of winter. Travelling to the church in a taxi with Orwell’s sister Avril, and seeking to break the ice with a woman who had little small-talk, David Astor asked her who she thought that Orwell had most admired. Avril misunderstood the question – Astor meant an individual rather than a type – and shot back ‘the working-class mother of eight children’. Sonia had not felt up to greeting the mourners as they entered the church. Instead the vestibule was manned by Orwell’s publisher, Fred Warburg, and his business partner Roger Senhouse, both of them behaving ‘as if it were a publisher’s party’, according to Lady Violet Powell. Stationed inside, Muggeridge allowed his wintry eye to rove over the congregation. Largely Jewish, he decided, and almost entirely unbelievers. The Reverend Rose was ‘excessively parsonical’ and his church unheated. As for the mourners themselves, Fred Warburg and his wife Pamela occupied the front row, followed by a file of relations of Eileen O’Shaughnessy, Orwell’s first wife, whose obvious grief seemed to Muggeridge ‘practically the only real element in the whole affair’. However artificial Muggeridge may have thought the proceedings, he was impressed by the lesson (chosen by Powell) from the twelfth chapter of Ecclesiastes: ‘man goeth to his long home, and the mourners go about the streets … Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it’. This was, everyone agreed, a desperately sad affair: not some ancient literary eminence called to his eternal rest in a blaze of pomp and glory but a man of forty-six who had not survived long enough to taste the fruits of his success. Sonia seemed ‘dazed’. Muggeridge felt a pang as the coffin was removed, particularly because of its length: ‘Somehow this circumstance, reflecting George’s tallness, was poignant.’ A quarter of a century later Anthony Powell remembered the service as one of the most harrowing he had ever attended.

Afterwards the majority of the congregation repaired to the Powells’ house in Chester Gate. Astor, Sonia and the hearse departed for Oxfordshire. Following the burial service, read by the Reverend Gordon Dunstan from the Book of Common Prayer, the ‘small company’ (the vicar’s words) proceeded outside. By chance the graveyard at Sutton Courtenay abutted a government building used for testing water samples from the Thames. Apart from Sonia, himself and their professional attendants, Astor recalled, Orwell’s interment had only a single spectator: a scientist in a lab coat smoking a cigarette and looking, Astor thought, horribly like an extra from Nineteen Eighty-Four. Back in London, reading through the obituaries by Arthur Koestler, V.S. Pritchett, Julian Symons and others, Muggeridge felt that he saw in them ‘how the legend of a human being is created’.


Part One
1903–1927


2

A Question of Upbringing

I can’t stop thinking about the young days with you & Guin & Prosper. – Letter to Jacintha Buddicom, 15 February 1949

No one can look back on his schooldays and say with truth that they were altogether unhappy. – ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’ (1968)

Like most rebels, his friend Anthony Powell maintained, Orwell was half in love with the thing he was rebelling against. In Orwell’s case, the thing he was half in love with but lost no opportunity to criticise throughout a twenty-year career in print was his upbringing, down in the soft, prosperous, but by no means invulnerable core of early twentieth-century England. As a grown man, another of his friends thought, he was ‘steeped in the illusions of 1910’. Richard Rees, who observed him quietly for the best part of two decades, noted that his conservatism extended to every aspect of his make-up except politics. How the writer George Orwell, born Eric Blair, came by those illusions, and the steps he took to rid himself of them – some successful, others transparently half-hearted – is perhaps the chief emotional panorama of his life.

The mature Orwell was, investigation insists, a complex man: ambitious, but curiously detached from the theatres of his ambition, sceptical yet given to bouts of self-dramatisation, distrustful of power but not averse to power’s exercise. Inevitably, the roots of this complexity lie somewhere in childhood and the huge portmanteau of family baggage that he carried with him into adult life. The Blairs, by the time Eric arrived among them, were casualties of a distinctive shift in early nineteenth-century English social history: the flight from the land. Eric’s great-great-great-grandfather was an earl; his father was a medium-grade Imperial civil servant. For the earl’s great-great-great grandson, the words Evelyn Waugh puts into the mouth of his hero John Plant’s Royal Academician father in Work Suspended (1942) would have had an uncomfortable resonance. ‘Seventy years ago the politicians and the tradesmen were in alliance,’ Plant senior laments:

‘they destroyed the gentry by destroying the value of land; some of the gentry became politicians themselves, others tradesmen; out of what was left they created the new class into which I was born, the moneyless, landless, educated gentry who managed the country for them. My grandfather was a canon of Christchurch, my father was in the Bengal Civil Service. All the capital they left their sons was education and moral principle.’

This is an exaggeration, but its central point remains. The history of the Blair family in the nineteenth century is the history of a decline. Each of the descendants of Charles Blair (1743–1801), who married the daughter of the Fane Earl of Westmorland, was somehow less distinguished than his immediate predecessor. The family fortunes, built on the now decaying Jamaican sugar and slave trades, were sharply diminished. Thereafter the path ran down and ever down. Orwell’s grandfather Richard Arthur Blair, born in 1802, was ordained a Church of England deacon at Calcutta in 1839 and spent a decade or so attached to the Indian army before returning to England in 1854. There was still a certain amount of aristocratic lustre to hand – the Reverend Blair used his Fane connections to acquire the prosperous ecclesiastical living of Milborne St Andrew in Dorset – but the pattern was unshiftable. With his shrewd eye for categorisation, Orwell was keenly aware of the social class in which he had fetched up. His family, he later wrote, ‘was one of those ordinary middle-class families of soldiers, clergymen, government officials, teachers, lawyers, doctors’. Such family myths and legends as the Blairs allowed themselves were faintly prosaic. One, recalled by Orwell’s sister Avril, had the Reverend Blair, en route to furlough in England, stopping at the Cape. Here he became acquainted with a family called Hare (the name recurs in A Clergyman’s Daughter) and, prior to resuming his journey, engaged himself to one of the daughters. Returning a few months later he discovered that his fiancée had married someone else. ‘Oh well,’ the disappointed suitor is supposed to have remarked, having inspected the remaining members of the family, ‘if Emily’s married it doesn’t matter. I’ll have Fanny instead.’ Orwell’s paternal grandmother was at this stage a young lady of fifteen who continued to play with her dolls for some time after her marriage.

The Blairs were pattern examples of the Victorian upper-middle class: professionally – and sentimentally – attached to the Empire, their money mostly gone, but sustained by the thought of a fine and more prosperous past. The memory of this heritage strayed into Orwell’s own inner landscapes. The fastidious rector in A Clergyman’s Daughter – where Orwell is sufficiently knowledgeable about genteel clergymen to be able to call his parish by the technically correct term of a ‘cure’ – dreams reminiscently of his Oxford days as an antidote to present-day penury and looks down his nose at the local petty gentry. Orwell’s poem ‘A Happy Vicar I Might Have Been’ (‘A happy vicar I might have been/two hundred years ago/to preach upon eternal doom/and watch my walnuts grow …’) glances back at a lost, Elysian world, full of certainty, conviction and money. Here at the end of the nineteenth century the happy vicars were gone. Their descendants looked out on to a world of civil service examinations, prudent marriages and the disagreeable necessity of earning a living.

The mid-Victorian generation of Blairs added to their problems by being philoprogenitive. Even by the standards of the nineteenth century the ten children of Richard Blair, however cunningly dispersed around the Dorsetshire rectory, would have been a source of financial strain. The tenth, Richard Walmesley Blair, Orwell’s father (born in 1857), probably had little say in his choice of career. In 1875, aged eighteen, he followed the family spoor east by joining the Government of India’s Opium Department with the rank of Assistant Sub-Deputy Opium Agent, 5th grade. Opium, legalised as recently as 1870 and mostly exported to China, was already a key component of the revenues annually remitted to the Imperial exchequer, but the status of its administrative department was not high. Not much is known of Richard Blair’s early life. Conservative in his tastes, without the literary interests that had distinguished earlier generations of his family – there had been Fane playwrights and Fane poets – he spent his early manhood in permanent transit across India, monitoring the production and distribution of a drug of whose consequences he must have been painfully aware. Promotion came slowly. By the time of his son’s birth, when he was already in his mid-forties, he had climbed only as far up the hierarchical ladder as Sub-Deputy Opium Agent, 4th grade. Such a lifestyle, and such an income – at its height his salary did not exceed £650 a year – may not have encouraged a romantic outlook on life. At any rate, Richard Blair married late. He was thirty-nine when he attached himself to Ida Mabel Limouzin, a young woman eighteen years his junior, born in Surrey but brought up in India by her French father and English mother. The Limouzins, whose family base lay at the port of Moulmein, south of Rangoon, were long established in Burma as shipbuilders and teak merchants. As well as long-term residence in the East they shared another characteristic with the Blairs: fading fortunes. Ida, who had been working as a governess in India, apparently accepted her husband on the rebound, having been jilted by another man to whom she had been engaged. One should be chary of pronouncing on the emotional lives of people who left no record of themselves, but it does not seem to have been a marriage made in heaven.

Searching for an adjective to describe this low-key, late-Victorian landscape, I thought of Thackeray’s ‘shabby-genteel’. Orwell admired Thackeray: his 1943 Tribune essay reveals a deep fascination with the concept, painstakingly outlined in Vanity Fair, of living well on nothing a year. The Blairs were not prosperous, but they were near enough to prosperity to know what it looked like and appreciate its sheen. At the same time, even in the lower reaches of its professional class, this was a world of enormous security and self-belief. The gentility of the average lower-upper-middle-class Indian civil servant’s son (Orwell’s careful diagnosis of where he stood socially) might be ‘almost purely theoretical’; as an animating spirit it mattered far more than, say, a belief in God. The Blairs had an heraldic crest and a case of family silver – Orwell ended up pawning the knives and forks in the 1930s to raise the money to go to Spain – even if there was little opportunity to put them on display. They knew how to behave in ‘society’ even if society’s doors were not always flung wide to greet them. In The Road to Wigan Pier, a book in which the awareness of class distinctions becomes a kind of mania, Orwell tried to map out the chasm that ran between the lower and upper ends of the pre-Great War bourgeoisie. ‘A great gulf existed between those on £400 a year and those on £2,000, but it was a gulf which those on £400 did their best to ignore.’ The people in this stratum owned no land, but felt that they were landowners in the sight of God. They kept up this ‘semi-aristocratic’ outlook by going into the professions rather than trade. To mark all this down as a kind of mental confidence trick is to ignore the strict, and genuine, social demarcations on which it depended. In retirement on the Suffolk coast, Richard Blair was remembered as a benign old man, happy to send a wedding present to his greengrocer but also capable of cutting that tradesman dead if he met him in the street on a Sunday.

However much he may have resented it, the fact that he was by birth and appearance a ‘gentleman’ hung irremovably over Orwell’s life, and persistently undermined his attempts to ‘connect’ with the lower orders. The minor officials who came across him in his tramping days knew him instantly for what he was: a toff trading under a false prospectus. Like Ravelston, the wealthy magazine proprietor of Keep the Aspidistra Flying, the shabbiness of his corduroy trousers only drew attention to the fact that they had been made by a very good tailor. Gentility often made Orwell a shrewd observer of the social scenes he infiltrated, with an eye for detail that less detached explorers would have missed, but it could sometimes leave him in a state of uneasy suspension, halfway between an environment where he felt materially at home and the world to which he was drawn by instinct and curiosity. A world, more to the point, from which upbringing and ancestry left him, in the end, eternally debarred.

All this, though, lay in the future. The early married life of the Blairs followed a time-honoured Anglo-Indian routine: constant removals brought about by Mr Blair’s job; the eventual retreat home. Marjorie, their elder daughter, was born in 1898 during a stay at Tehta. Just over four years later Richard Blair was transferred to a new post at Motihari in Bengal, not far from the border with Nepal. It was here, on 25 June 1903, that his only son was born. Christened Eric Arthur – a photograph survives of a chubby baby clasped in the arms of his ayah – the child was sent back to England with his mother and sister some time in the following year. Undoubtedly this early severance set the pattern for the young Eric’s relationship with his parents. Barring a solitary leave of absence in 1907 Mr Blair did not reappear in his son’s life until Eric was almost nine: the formative influences were all administered in the nursery. These were not quite as conventional as the other parts of Orwell’s upbringing might have suggested. With her French ancestry and her habit of dressing in ‘a vaguely artistic way’, Mrs Blair cut a faintly exotic figure in Home Counties Edwardian society. She was interested in art, and later in life took lessons in a Suffolk studio run by a resident French artist. The Limouzin side expressed itself strongly in Eric. Anthony Powell noted how in adulthood his physical presence conjured up thoughts of France. Ida’s sisters, too, were unconventional by the exacting standards of the day, offering invitations to Fabian tea parties, or, in the case of Eric’s Aunt Nellie, decamping to Paris to live with an Esperantist. All this gave Ida an individuality which was not lost on her son, or indeed on her husband, whom she called ‘Dick’ and was occasionally inclined to order about.

A telegraphic diary survives from the time of Ida’s first months back in England. It contains no reference to Mr Blair. Amid a round of social engagements and genteel diversions, Eric features as ‘baby’. The account of his doings is oddly prophetic. In early 1905 he is ill with ‘bronchitis’. 11 February finds him much better and ‘calling things “beastly”’. On 6 March ‘baby went out for the first time today for more than a month’. Baby could be adventurous – on 14 June he climbed out into the garden by way of the drawing-room window – but he remained prone to bad health. He was ill again in late July – Mrs Blair, away in London, was summoned home by the nurse – and again in September. On 4 November, Ida recorded ‘Baby worse so sent for doctor.’ Four days later, presumably recovered, ‘Baby came downstairs’. No comparable record exists for later stages of Eric’s childhood, but his infancy was punctuated by a series of short illnesses, invariably related to his chest. All the early photographs of him show a plump, chubby boy, but the roots of his perpetual ill health – defective bronchial tubes – lie here in infancy. From these very early days in England, too, came his abiding love for the countryside of the Oxfordshire/Berkshire border. By late 1905 Mrs Blair and her two children – Marjorie was now seven, Eric just turned two – were established at ‘Ermadale’ (an amalgam of the two infant Christian names), Vicarage Road, Henley-on-Thames. The market town and the Thames Valley in which it lay left an indelible mark on Orwell’s consciousness. Coming up for Air, written in his mid-thirties and in the shadow of approaching war, is a desperate love letter to the sights and scenes of childhood, full of odd fragments of hoarded detail recalled across the decades. Behind it, however carefully disguised – the Bowlings are small shopkeepers of the kind that Mr Blair would presumably have cut dead in the street – lies a conception of family life and the mature writer’s view of the process of growing up.

‘I hope you love your family?’ Orwell once demanded of his friend Richard Rees. The idea of the family, both as a social unit and as a metaphorical conceit, meant a great deal to him. His writings come crammed with idealised pictures of cosy working-class interiors: father reading the paper in front of a roaring fire, mother drowsing over her knitting, children skirmishing on the hearthrug. England, he once suggested, was a family with the wrong members in control. The image of a nation as a restless, rackety household ruled over by feeble uncles and mad aunts is a captivating one, and it shows the depth, or rather the fervour, of Orwell’s collectivism. As an adult he was an intensely solitary man who believed steadfastly in the benefits of a communal life. For all this theoretical enthusiasm, the families in his novels are consistently unhappy, breaking down, about to fall apart. The Reverend Hare in A Clergyman’s Daughter is a vain, autocratic widower who seems to have violently abused his late wife (the scenes between them witnessed by Dorothy, their daughter, have been enough to put her off sex for life) and regards Dorothy, who combines the roles of housekeeper, parish administrator and secretary, as a kind of upper servant. The Comstocks in Keep the Aspidistra Flying are ‘a peculiarly dull, shabby, dead-alive, ineffectual family. They lacked vitality to an extent that was surprising.’ Flory in Burmese Days is entirely detached from family life: parents dead, sisters horsy women living in England with whom he has altogether lost touch. George Bowling in Coming up for Air, of all the imaginary people created by Orwell perhaps the most family oriented, ends up married to a paragon of penny-pinching dreariness. In a novel hugely absorbed by the idea of childhood, his own children are barely described. Throughout a fictional world that extends to half a dozen novels, only once, in the figure of Bowling, does Orwell attempt to recreate a child’s-eye view of the world. Ominously, perhaps, the world of young George, the son of a stolid minor tradesman who dies before the bankruptcy court can claim him, is the most distant from his own experience.

However ground down by parental anxieties or the prospect of a changing world that neither he nor they can comprehend, George Bowling’s childhood and his family life are undeniably happy. What did Orwell think of his own upbringing? His father seemed an aged, remote figure. Reflecting on the biblical injunction to ‘Honour Thy Father and Mother’ repeatedly dished out at his prep school, Orwell noted that ‘I knew very well that I merely disliked my own father, who I had barely seen before I was eight and who appeared to me simply as a gruff-voiced elderly man for ever saying “don’t”.’ His affection for his mother, on the other hand, and she for him (Mrs Blair referred to her children as ‘my chicks’ in letters to third parties) is abundantly clear. Late in life – the evidence comes from a notebook entry made shortly before his death – Orwell divined that he had been his mother’s favourite child. But did he realise this at the time? Working out what the individual members of the Blair family thought of each other, singly and collectively, is complicated by the fact that, in perfect accordance with the standards of their day, they were not emotional people. Such social equals as noted down their impressions of them were aware of this hostility to the open display of ‘feelings’, made allowances for it and detected nothing out of the ordinary in what remained. Avril Blair believed that they were all devoted to each other. ‘They lived on the undemonstrative terms that seem to have been normal for members of their family,’ Richard Rees noted of Eric and his younger sister Avril’s behaviour to each other on Jura in the late 1940s. (Another visitor, alternatively, remembered unspeakably dreary conversations inching forward in monosyllables over the kitchen table as Avril listlessly plucked a goose.) To an observer from lower down the social scale, the Blairs could seem neither happy nor close. The daughter of their ‘daily’ in Suffolk in the late 1920s recalled distinctly the feeling that Richard and Ida Blair ‘didn’t hit it off’, and that, additionally, Mrs Blair was ‘a hard woman’. This may seem a fair distance away from a neighbour’s recollection of a handsome woman, adorning herself with agate drop earrings, producing enticing dishes of cabbage en casserole, rather than the usual overcooked English slops, but it is perhaps only a measure of how the Blairs seemed to people who were not on their social wavelength. It took something extraordinary to knock them off balance, to prod what may now seem quite ordinary emotions to the surface.

Such was the degree of detachment Orwell extended to members of his family, Avril remembered, that even the modest revelations of Down and Out in Paris and London came as a bewildering surprise. The Blairs were interested in the book and eager to read it, ‘but it almost seemed as if it had been written by a different person’. Orwell’s surviving letters to his father from the late 1930s are respectful and affectionate, but they are not complicit. Perhaps we should not expect them to be. Whatever their collective imperfections, their diffidence, their endless anti-emotionalism (and you suspect that Orwell had his own relations in mind when he described the Comstocks as a family in which ‘nothing ever happened’) the Blairs offered a unit, an attitude and an outlook from which their son could never quite extricate himself. ‘He seemed to think himself rather a rebel,’ a girl who knew him in the 1930s shrewdly remarked, ‘but I don’t think he could ever quite make it.’

The world of the upper-middle-class Edwardian childhood has been endlessly revisited by late-twentieth-century autobiographers. Among Orwell’s contemporaries, Anthony Powell, Evelyn Waugh and Cyril Connolly – to name only three – left accounts of an upbringing that was not substantially different from his. To a greater extent than he would perhaps have wanted to admit, Orwell conformed to the prevailing patterns of his class. Powell and Connolly’s fathers were army officers. Arthur Waugh was a publisher. Richard Blair, who would end his days in the Indian Civil Service as Sub-Deputy Opium Agent, 1st grade, lagged just a little way behind them in terms of professional prestige. Now turned fifty, and with only a five-year stretch in front of him before retirement, he returned to England for three months’ leave in 1907, begat a third child, Avril, born the following year, and then went away again. By this time the family had moved again to a house called the Nutshell, and the older children had begun to attend a convent school, Sunnydale, staffed by Anglican nuns. It was here, Orwell revealed, that he first fell violently, if remotely, in love with a much older girl named Elsie (the name is given to George Bowling’s shopgirl sweetheart, later glimpsed in slatternly decline, in Coming up for Air). There was a more tangible friendship with the children of a neighbouring plumber with whom he went bird-nesting and played mildly erotic games until Mrs Blair stepped in and snuffed out the connection on class grounds. Slightly later, as a boy of seven or eight, Eric featured as the cadet member of a teenaged gang led by a fifteen-year-old local doctor’s son named Humphrey Dakin (again, the ‘Black Hand Gang’, whose initiation ritual involves eating a live earthworm, turns up in Coming up for Air). Dakin was not impressed by his younger confederate: ‘A rather nasty fat little boy with a constant grievance. It took him a long time to grow out of it.’

The passage of time in Coming up for Air, with war looming on the horizon and the scent of disturbance in the air, has a peculiarly rapt hallucinatory quality. ‘And time was slipping away,’ George Bowling reflects. ‘1910, 1911, 1912 … I tell you it was a good time to be alive.’ To Bowling ‘before the war’ was always summer – a delusion, as he very well knows, ‘but that’s how I remember it. The white dusty road stretching out between the chestnut trees, the smell of nightstock, the green pools under the willows, the splash of Burford Weir – that’s what I see when I shut my eyes and think of “before the war …”’ Towards the end of his life Orwell allowed himself a certain amount of nostalgia over this prelapsarian round of endless summers and village sweet shops. (Bowling provides a page-long description of Edwardian confectionery, with prices included.) A review of Great Morning, the first volume of Osbert Sitwell’s long-winded autobiography, maintains that its author is probably right to insist that English life in the immediately pre-1914 era had ‘a kind of gaiety’ that has never been recovered. The cultural baggage that Orwell drags in as evidence – Chaliapin and the Ballet Russe, ragtime, the tango, young men-about-town in grey top-hats, houseboats, ‘a splashing to and fro of wealth unseen since the early Roman Empire’, is probably not the kind that would have occurred to a child. Equally, no one can doubt the fervour with which it is marshalled against the world of forty years hence. Orwell’s ‘As I Please’ columns, written for the left-wing weekly Tribune in the mid-1940s, and much of his other journalism, are awash with this type of rhapsodising: paragraphs on the popular songs of the Edwardian age (‘Rhoda had a pagoda’, the earliest he could remember, dated from 1907–8); meticulous descriptions of children’s toys such as peg-tops – there were two kinds, Orwell remembered, one thrown over your shoulder, the other curled out underhand – or, ‘one of the greatest joys of childhood’, the brass cannons mounted on wooden gun carriages which cost the substantial sum of 10 shillings and went off ‘like the day of judgment’. For all its parental restrictions, there was a degree of licence about the early twentieth-century childhood, an absence of rules and regulations, that appealed to Orwell’s anarchic side. The gunpowder needed to detonate the miniature cannon could be bought across the counter, while Orwell recalled buying his first firearm, a lethal-looking weapon known as a Saloon Rifle, ‘with no questions asked’ at the age of ten.

Only by resurrecting our own memories of childhood, Orwell once suggested, can we begin to appreciate quite how distorted is the average child’s view of the world it inhabits. The marked absence of children from his novels does not mean that Orwell took no interest in childhood in general or his own in particular. A twitch on the invisible thread that connected him to the world of pre-war Henley could produce dramatic results. ‘I can’t stop thinking about the young days,’ he wrote to a childhood friend, not seen for nearly thirty years, who had contacted him after chancing upon the real identity of the author of Animal Farm. But the idea of childhood was important to Orwell for other reasons, in that it confirmed and justified the view he took of himself. The impression of Orwell the child conveyed by his published writings is of a solitary, diffident, aloof boy, permanently on the edge of things, fundamentally detached from the ebb and flow of juvenile life. Avril Blair, who observed this existence at close hand for thirteen years, was concerned to scotch the ‘myth’ of Orwell’s miserable upbringing. ‘It has been said that Eric had an unhappy childhood,’ she wrote in a memoir published ten years after her brother’s death. ‘I don’t think that was in the least true, although he did give out that impression when he was grown-up.’ Avril took up this line again some years later when Jacintha Buddicom announced her intention of writing the reminiscences that became Eric and Us. The question of his solitude having once more arisen, Avril suggested that ‘Eric had all the friends he wanted. In any case, he was an aloof, undemonstrative person, which doesn’t necessarily mean to say that he had a blighted childhood.’

Steering a course through these opposing currents is made all the more difficult in that, with one significant exception, Orwell left no detailed account of his formative years. What he remembered, or what he remembered out loud, came in fragments. The key public event of his childhood, he maintained, was the loss of the Titanic on 15 April 1912. The accounts of this disaster, read out over the family breakfast table, filled him with horror. In particular, the fate of the passengers in the stern, flung 300 feet in the air as the ship up-ended itself before being plunged downward, produced a sinking sensation in his stomach thirty years later. Then there was a whole string of memories conveying the sense of class difference and class privilege: his admiration for working-class people – the kindly farmhands met on family holidays in Cornwall, the labourers working at the house next door who taught him to swear – balanced by an awareness of the elemental fissures that ran through the society of which he was a part; his shock at the local squire who countermanded the umpire at a village cricket match and ordered a dismissed batsman back to the wicket. Hindsight, and subsequent adult skirmishes in the class war, may have distorted some of these memories, but the care with which they are burnished up and dealt out conveys something of their importance to Orwell’s sense of himself and the world he grew up in. Leaving aside Humphrey Dakin (‘stinking little Eric’) those around him recalled a detached but not unfriendly child, unfailingly polite, with a marked fondness for reading. Introduced to books by his elder sister, Eric subsisted on a diet that ranged from children’s classics such as Gulliver’s Travels and R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island to newer authors such as Beatrix Potter and the contemporary jingoism offered by Bartimeus’s Naval Occasions or Ole-Luk-Oie’s The Green Curve, the prophecies of a professional soldier who forecast, among other things, air raids and a German invasion. Mrs Blair detected literary talent. Orwell preserved a memory of himself, aged four, dictating a poem containing the phrase ‘chair-like teeth’, which he fancied was derived from Blake. Significantly, perhaps, the mature Orwell was anxious to connect this with the wider view that he took of his childhood. ‘I had the lonely child’s habit of making up stories and holding conversations with imaginary persons,’ he explained, ‘and I think from the very start my literary ambitions were mixed up with the feeling of being isolated and undervalued.’

This is hindsight again but it points towards an important truth. Orwell went through life in ceaseless cultivation of what might be called his personal myth. On one level his work is a constant stream of propaganda for the view that he took of himself, his childhood, his personality, and the great stretches of past time of which he had been a part. Nowhere, perhaps, is this tendency more pronounced than in the vision he conceived of his early education.

By early 1911 Eric was nearly eight: the age at which most boys of his background would be entered at a preparatory school. Mrs Blair, in whose hands the matter rested, took up the task of planning her son’s education with some enthusiasm. Transparently ambitious on his behalf – this much is clear from her eventual choice – she was keen, in the light of the family’s modest finances, to find somewhere capable of training him up to the level required for a public school scholarship. At last, with the help of her brother Charles, who lived on the south coast, she came up with a school named St Cyprian’s, outside Eastbourne. Eric was accepted as a pupil in the summer of 1911 and began what was to turn into a five-year stint there in the autumn term. So much has been written about St Cyprian’s in the past half-century – most of it by famous old boys with grudges to nurture – that it is sometimes difficult to remember that it was simply a school rather than a mythological seed-bed. By the formal standards of its time – not always high – it was an exceptional place: laid out on a five-acre site, with spacious living quarters, a substantial dining hall, a gymnasium and even a small chapel. This spruce little colony, with perhaps a hundred pupils, was the private fiefdom of its proprietors, Mr and Mrs Vaughan Wilkes, known to the boys as ‘Sambo’ and ‘Flip’ (Mrs Wilkes’ nickname derived from her uncorseted breasts). Academic standards, annually monitored by external examiners, were impressive. ‘I can fairly say that St Cyprian’s need not fear being compared with standards of work done at its competitors,’ Sir Charles Grant-Roberts, a Fellow of All Souls, pronounced at about this time. The curriculum stuck rigidly to the subjects required for public school entry: Latin, Greek, English, History and a smattering of Mathematics. Efforts were made to teach the boys such newfangled accomplishments as French, Science and Drawing, but the Wilkeses’ speciality, in common with their scholarship-hungry competitors, was the Classics. As to where all this proficiency might lead, although there was a strong connection with Harrow School, St Cyprians preferred to emphasise a rather more tenuous link with Eton College.

Again, vats of ink have been expended on analyses of the school’s social catchment area. While St Cyprian’s in Orwell’s time certainly touted its aristocratic élite – the second son of the Duke of Devonshire, even a Siamese prince – there is a suspicion that most of the pupils came from a slightly less exalted category. A boy who arrived the year after Eric left remembered a preponderance of nouveaux riches, children whose parents had done well out of the war. The young Orwell himself marked most of his schoolmates down as scions of ‘the non-aristocratic rich, the sort of people who live in huge shrubberied houses in Bournemouth or Richmond, and who have cars and butlers but not country estates’. Landless gentry, then, but of a higher status than the Blairs. Eric’s own particular upper-middle-class redoubt was firmly represented. Keen on talent of whatever income bracket, the Wilkeses were prepared to accept boys at half-fees (£90 per annum instead of £180) if they thought them potential scholarship winners. Eric, unexceptionably, and, as far as we can make out, silently, was one of these.

The formal record of this five-year stay in the shadow of the South Downs – its winter chill is memorably evoked in Bowling’s account of his time at an Eastbourne convalescent hospital after being invalided home from the Western Front – reveals only an utterly conventional middle-class English childhood. St Cyprian’s kept to a spartan, but not notably severe, regime: early morning swimming in the school’s plunge pool, followed by PE, chapel and breakfast (huge slices of bread and margarine and porridge served up in pewter pots) in the dining hall. Mrs Wilkes, on the other hand, was furnished with a grapefruit. A religious atmosphere was encouraged. Scripture, one old boy recalled, ‘began almost before the end of the meal’ with the learning of Bible verses by heart. On Sundays Sambo volleyed questions that required the boys to have memorised at least a chapter of the Old or New Testament. Time not spent in the classroom was taken up with sport, brisk walks across the Downs and the writing of letters home.

Eric’s early dispatches back from St Cyprian’s, written in the period 1911–12, are painfully innocuous. Though presumably touched up by the Wilkeses, with one eye on the parental audience of the breakfast table, they give no hint of the trouble that lay ahead. On 14 September 1911, a few days into his first term, he wrote to his mother: ‘I suppose you want to know what school is like, its alright we have fun in the mornings.’ There are references to Togo, the family’s wire-haired terrier, another boy’s birthday, sports results. Towards the end of 1911 the compositional style picks up rapidly. The high points of prep-school life tick metronomically by: 3rd in a swimming race, 2nd in Arithmetic, 1st in Latin. He was clearly prone to illness: a letter from the following February finds him in the sickroom ‘again’, but the steady progress in class makes it plain that the Wilkeses had picked a winner. ‘Second in everything,’ he reported back shortly afterwards. Later there are accounts of a football match (‘I was goalkeeper in the second half and they only got past the half-line twice’) in which – a good phrase for an eight-year-old – ‘they were running at me like angry dogs’, summer cricket and an end-of-year fancy dress dance. Eric informed his parents that he went ‘as a footman in a red velvet coat and a white silk flowered waistcoast, and red silk trousers, and black stockings, and a lace frill, and a wig’. The careful itemising betrays his fascination.

In the minds of his schoolmates, Eric was a distinct but not obtrusive figure. Sir John Grotian, whose older brother Brent was Eric’s exact contemporary, remembered the two
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Aged three
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Lieutenant Blair on leave with Ida, Eric and Avril
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Jacintha
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Prosper and Guinever Buddicom with Eric, Shropshire, 1917
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Fishing with the Buddicoms
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Illicit cigarette at Eton
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Cyril Connolly at Eton
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Connolly as an undergraduate
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Police Training School, Mandalay, 1923, (third from left, back row)

[image: images]

The real Mr Macgregor? Colonel F.H. McGregor, Third Rangoon Field Brigade (right)
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‘Oh, the joy of those Rangoon trips! The visit to Smart & Mookerdum’s bookshop for the new novels out from England…’ – Burmese Days
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Passport photo, mid-1920s
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Richard Rees
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The garden shed at Montague House
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Southwold High Street, 1926
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‘Esmé, take that poor boy something up’, Esmé May, 1927
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Mrs Jessie May
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‘The Dark Lady’ – Dora Georges, late 1920s
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Orwell on Walberswick beach, 1932
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With Eleanor and friend on Southwold beach, 1932

[image: images]

George Summers, 1930s: ‘I ran up the bank…I sort of pushed him off…I didn’t kill him.’
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Mr and Mrs Dennis Collings on their wedding day, Cambridge, 1934
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Eileen, 1930s
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Jon Kimche
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On the Huesca Front with Eileen and ILP unit, March 1937
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‘You see I’ve always been good with animals’, Wallington, summer 1939
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LDV exercise, Regent’s Park, 1940: Orwell is on the extreme left.
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Anthony & Violet Powell, 1942
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David Astor
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Julian Symons
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Peter Vansittart, early 1940s
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Arthur Koestler
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Broadcasting days with M.J. Tambimuttu, T.S. Eliot, Una Marson, Nancy Parratt, Mulk Raj Anand, William Empson
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Celia Paget
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Sonia Brownell
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Malcolm Muggeridge and Anthony Powell,
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Susan Watson
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Fred Warburg
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Michael Meyer
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‘Full of power and mysterious calm’ – Nineteen Eighty-Four
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With Richard, 1946
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