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J. B. Priestley was born in Bradford in 1894. He was educated locally and later worked as a junior clerk in a wool office. After serving in the army throughout the First World War he went to Trinity Hall, Cambridge, before setting up in London as a critic and renowned essayist. He won great acclaim and success with his novel The Good Companions, 1929. This and his next novel Angel Pavement, 1930, earned him an international reputation. Other notable works of fiction include Bright Day, Lost Empires and The Image Men.

In 1932 he began a new career as a dramatist with Dangerous Corner, and went on to write many other well-known plays such as Time and the Conways, Johnson Over Jordan, Laburnum Grove, An Inspector Calls, When We Are Married, Eden End, The Linden Tree and A Severed Head which he wrote with Iris Murdoch. His plays have been translated and performed all over the world and many have been filmed. An Inspector Calls is still taught on the GCSE English Literature curriculum.

In the 1930s Priestley became increasingly concerned about social justice. English Journey, published in 1934, was a seminal account of his travels through England. During the Second World War his regular Sunday night radio Postscripts attracted audiences of up to 14 million. Priestley shored up confidence and presented a vision of a better world to come.

In 1958 he became a founder member of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and later in life represented the UK at two UNESCO conferences.

Among his other important books are Literature and Western Man, a survey of Western literature over the past 500 years, his memoir Margin Released, and Journey Down a Rainbow which he wrote with his third wife, the archaeologist Jacquetta Hawkes. J. B. Priestley refused both a knighthood and a peerage but accepted the Order of Merit in 1977. He died in 1984. His ashes were buried near Hubberholme Church in the Yorkshire Dales.
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For the family

These small amends
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Preface

or the Grumbler’s Apology

I have always been a grumbler. All the records, going back to earliest childhood, establish this fact. Probably I arrived here a malcontent, convinced that I had been sent to the wrong planet. (And I feel even now there is something in this.) I was designed for the part, for I have a sagging face, a weighty underlip, what I am told is “a saurian eye”, and a rumbling but resonant voice from which it is difficult to escape. Money could not buy a better grumbling outfit.

In the West Riding of Yorkshire, where I spent my first nineteen years, all local customs and prejudices favour the grumbler. To a good West Riding type there is something shameful about praise, that soft Southern trick. But fault-finding and blame are constant and hearty. The edge of criticism up there is sharpened every morning. So the twilight of Victoria and the brief but golden afternoon of Edward the Seventh discovered Jackie Priestley grumbling away, a novice of course but learning fast. A short spell of the Wool Trade − and in no trade do you hear more complaints and bitter murmurs − developed my technique. Then came the First World War, in which I served with some of the dourest unwearying grumblers that even the British Army has ever known, and was considered to hold my own with the best of them. After that, a rapidly ripening specimen, I grumbled my way through Cambridge, Fleet Street, and various fields of literary and dramatic enterprise. I have grumbled all over the world, across seas, on mountains, in deserts. I have grumbled as much at home as abroad, and so I have been the despair of my womenfolk.

Not that they ever understood what I was up to. We have always been at cross-purposes here. The feminine view appears to be that grumbling only makes things worse, whereas I have always held that a fine grumble makes things better. If, for example, an hotel gives me a bad breakfast, I have only to grumble away for a few minutes to feel that some reasonable balance has been restored: the grumble has been subtracted from the badness of the breakfast. So it is no use crying to me “Oh − do be quiet! It’s bad enough without your grumbling.” My mind does not move along these lines. If I have not had a good breakfast, I argue, at least I have had a good grumble. Thus I have always been innocent of the major charge − that of trying deliberately to make things worse.

Another point for the defence is that I have always looked and sounded much worse than I felt. When I am displeased − but not when I am pleased, I gather − for some reason, still hidden from me, I tend to overact my part. Often when I am feeling merely annoyed, a little put out, I appear to be blazingly angry or lost in the deepest sulks. The appearance is larger than the reality. And I have suffered much from this suggestion of the theatre or the public platform in my private behaviour. Time and again my real feelings have been misinterpreted. I may not have been enjoying myself, but at least I have not been suffering as intensely as the rest of the company imagined. (When rehearsals are going badly, I am often rushed out of the theatre, given drinks, flattered, cajoled, simply to keep me out of sight of the players, those pampered creatures.) Once, years ago, at a large party, when I was grumbling as usual, a young woman who was a stranger to me turned on me fiercely and told me I had better go home instead of trying to spoil other people’s pleasure. I was taken aback, and may be said to have stayed aback ever since. But though I would gladly send that woman an inscribed copy of this book − and regret I do not know her name, and hope all is well with her − the fact remains that she was misjudging me. The growling she overheard − for, dash it, I wasn’t talking to her − was a kind of small talk, almost a social gesture. My discontent was not meant to be taken seriously. It was that old unconscious exaggeration again. And although perhaps I always ought to have been more careful, for this I am more to be pitied than to be blamed.

A final point for the defence. Much of my writing, I have no doubt, consists of adverse criticism of this life, and so is a sort of grumbling at large. There is some self-indulgence here, I will grant you, but there is also a speck or two of something better. For I have always felt that a writer, if only to justify some of his privileges, should speak for those who cannot easily speak for themselves. He may run into trouble − and I have gone headlong into whole cliffsides of it − but at least nobody is going to give him the sack, leave him with a mortgage and four children who need shoes, if he comes out and tells the truth. I have therefore often grumbled in print more on other people’s behalf than on my own. Again, I am always led instinctively into opposition to the party in power and to all persons dressed in authority. I am a toady in reverse. I would not describe myself as a born rebel, for I have no fanaticism, but there is in me a streak of the jeering anarchist, who parts company even with his friends when they have succeeded to power. Moreover, having been fortunate in many respects, I have felt a dislike of appearing too conscious of good fortune, and some of my fault-finding and complaining has been a determined avoidance of hubris, like so much “touching wood”. And of course this has meant more grumbling.

So many a decent fellow, showing a better face to his bad luck than ever I appear to have shown to my good luck, must have cried in his exasperation: “Does this chap never enjoy anything?” And my reply, long overdue, is this book. And nobody can complain that I have waited until everything in the garden was lovely. The present state of the world – but no, we know about that. We can also bolt the door of the madhouse of our economic life, public and private, ignoring for once the mopping and mowing throng of bank managers, accountants, tax collectors. But during the period when I was trying to sort out, capture, record these memories and impressions of delight, I have had the nastiest flop I have ever had in the Theatre, we have coped with two weddings, sundry illnesses, and the longest and noisiest moving-house I ever remember, and I have had most of my remaining teeth pulled out, two at a time at intervals nicely calculated to keep every nerve in my head jangling, together with a minor sentence of forced fasting and reluctant self-mortification. In fact, most of the anxieties and miseries of an author, a parent, a householder, and an ageing sedentary male have been thrust upon me; and the life of Reilly, which some people imagine me to lead, has been further away than a fading dream. Nevertheless, through the prevailing thick and the occasional thin, I have kept close to this little book on Delight, so that it could be my apology, my bit of penitence, for having grumbled so much, for having darkened the breakfast table, almost ruined the lunch, nearly silenced the dinner party, for all the fretting and chafing, grousing and croaking, for the old glum look and the thrust-out lower lip. So, my long-suffering kinsfolk, my patient friends, may a glimmer of that delight which has so often possessed me, but perhaps too frequently in secret, now reach you from these pages.








1

Fountains

Fountains. I doubt if I ever saw one, even the smallest, without some tingling of delight. They enchant me in the daytime, when the sunlight ennobles their jets and sprays and turns their scattered drops into diamonds. They enchant me after dark when coloured lights are played on them, and the night rains emeralds, rubies, sapphires. And, best of all, when the last colour is whisked away, and there they are in a dazzling white glory! The richest memory I have of the Bradford Exhibition of my boyhood, better than even the waterchute or the Somali Village or the fireworks, is of the Fairy Fountain, which changed colour to the waltzes of the Blue Hungarian Band, and was straight out of the Arabian Nights. And I believe my delight in these magical jets of water, the invention of which does credit to our whole species, is shared by ninety-nine persons out of every hundred. But where are they, these fountains we love? We hunger for them and are not fed. A definite issue could be made out of this, beginning with letters to the Times, continuing with meetings and unanimous resolutions and deputations to Downing Street, and ending if necessary with processions and mass demonstrations and some rather ugly scenes. What is the use of our being told that we live in a democracy if we want fountains and have no fountains? Expensive? Their cost is trifling compared to that of so many idiotic things we are given and do not want. Our towns are crammed with all manner of rubbish that no people in their senses ever asked for, yet where are the fountains? By all means let us have a policy of full employment, increased production, no gap between exports and imports, social security, a balanced This and a planned That, but let us also have fountains − more and more fountains − higher and higher fountains − fountains like wine, like blue and green fire, fountains like diamonds − and rainbows in every square. Crazy? Probably. But with hot wars and cold wars we have already tried going drearily mad. Why not try going delightfully mad? Why not stop spouting ourselves and let it be done for us by graceful fountains, exquisite fountains, beautiful fountains?
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Shopping in small places

Shopping in small towns and villages. When I am in cities and surrounded by shops I take no pleasure in buying things and generally contrive to have my shopping done for me. Take me away from shops, however, and then after a week or two let me find my way to some small town or village and I take a delight in buying almost anything. I am as bad as any woman. I am like a sailor after a long voyage. I acquire gadgets and for a day or two have an almost painful loyalty toward them, the gadget and I being like an engaged couple and any criticism being instantly resented. Out of some general store I bring pencils I don’t need, dubious scented tobacco, boiled sweets I have to give away, horrible stationery, travel books by Victorian clergymen, balls of string, patent medicines, hairy little note-books, boxes of paper fasteners. There is practically nothing I cannot be sold if I have been long enough away from shops. The truth is − and statesmen should take note of the fact − that spending money in shops has gone on so long among us that it is now an instinctive activity. Drawing free rations is not a substitute for it, which is something Communist governments often fail to understand. We have now developed deep unconscious urges to shop. We begin as small children clutching our pennies and staring over the counter in a sweet agony of indecision. After being away from shops or not having the money to spend, our delight arises from the knowledge that notes and coins can be exchanged for more fascinating objects and from the feeling of having a wide delicious choice. It is here that the old-fashioned village shop is superior to the most grandiose city store just because it offers the widest possible choice in the smallest possible area: the hungry eye is at once offered a feast. We who begin to buy only when we are at the mercy of our instinctive drives do not want a whole floor of neckties or saucepans, with lifts to take us to cushions or tobacco. It is when shaving brushes and cheese, toffee and potato peelers, liver pills and socks, are heaped together that we go berserk, shopping like mad.
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Detective stories in bed

Reading detective stories in bed. I find this delightful at home, and even more delightful when I am away from home, a lost man. The fuss of the day is done with; you are snugly installed in bed, in a little lighted place of your own; and now to make the mind as cosy as the body! But why detective stories? Why not some good literature? Because, with a few happy exceptions − and there are far too few of them − good literature, which challenges and excites the mind, will not do. In my view, it should be read away from the bedroom. But why not some dull solemn stuff, portentous memoirs, faded works of travel, soporifics bound in calf? Here I can speak only for myself. But if my bed book is too dull then I begin to think about my own work and then sleep is banished for hours. No, the detective story is the thing, and its own peculiar virtues have not been sufficiently appreciated. The worst attempt I ever heard the Brains Trust make was at a question concerning the popularity of detective stories. The wise men waffled on about violence and crime, missing the point by miles. (But then a man who enjoyed his detective stories at night would not bother being on the Brains Trust.) We enthusiasts are not fascinated by violence or the crime element in these narratives. Often, like myself, we deplore the blood-and-bones atmosphere and wish the detective novelists were not so conventional about offering us murder all the time. (A superb detective story could be written − and I have half a mind to write it − about people who were not involved in any form of crime. About disappearance or a double life, for example.) Please remember that most serious fiction now has ceased to appeal to our taste for narrative. The novelist may be a social critic, a philosopher, a poet, or a madman, but he is no longer primarily a story-teller. And there are times when we do not want anybody’s social criticism or deep psychological insight or prose poetry or vision of the world: we want a narrative, an artfully contrived tale. But not any kind of tale, no fragrant romances and the like. What we want − or at least what I want, late at night; you can please yourself − is a tale that is in its own way a picture of life but yet has an entertaining puzzle element in it. And this the detective story offers me. It is of course highly conventional and stylised − think of all those final meetings in the library, or those little dinners in Soho (with about six pounds worth of wine) paid for out of a Scotland Yard salary − but its limitations are part of its charm. It opposes to the vast mournful muddle of the real world its own tidy problem and neat solution. As thoughtful citizens we are hemmed in now by gigantic problems that appear as insoluble as they are menacing, so how pleasant it is to take an hour or two off to consider only the problem of the body that locked itself in its study and then used the telephone. (We know now that Sir Rufus must have died not later than ten o’clock, and yet we know too that he apparently telephoned to Lady Bridget at ten-forty-five − eh, Travers?) This is easy and sensible compared with the problem of remaining a sane citizen in the middle of the twentieth century. After the newspaper headlines, it is refreshing to enter this well-ordered microcosm, like finding one’s way into a garden after wandering for days in a jungle. I like to approach sleep by way of these neat simplifications, most of them as soundly ethical as Socrates himself. It is true that I may burn my bedlight too long, just because I must know how the dead Sir Robert managed to telephone; yet, one problem having been settled for me, I feel I sleep all the sounder for this hour or two’s indulgence. And what a delight it is to switch off the day’s long chaos, stretch legs that have begun to ache a little, turn on the right side, and then once more find the eccentric private detective moodily playing his violin or tending his orchids, or discover again the grumpy inspector doodling in his office, and know that a still more astonishing puzzle is on its way to him and to me!
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