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THE HISTORY OF MR POLLY

H. G. WELLS, the third son of a small shopkeeper, was born in Bromley in 1866. After two years’ apprenticeship in a draper’s shop, he became a pupil-teacher at Midhurst Grammar School and won a scholarship to study under T. H. Huxley at the Normal School of Science, South Kensington. He taught biology before becoming a professional writer and journalist. He wrote more than a hundred books, including novels, essays, histories and programmes for world regeneration.

Wells, who rose from obscurity to world fame, had an emotionally and intellectually turbulent life. His prophetic imagination was first displayed in pioneering works of science fiction such as The Time Machine (1895), The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897) and The War of the Worlds (1898). Later he became an apostle of socialism, science and progress, whose anticipations of a future world state include The Shape of Things to Come (1933). His controversial views on sexual equality and women’s rights were expressed in the novels Ann Veronica (1909) and The New Machiavelli (1911). He was, in Bertrand Russell’s words, ‘an important liberator of thought and action’.

Wells drew on his own early struggles in many of his best novels, including Love and Mr Lewisham (1900), Kipps (1905), Tono-Bungay (1909) and The History of Mr Polly (1910). His educational works, some written in collaboration, include The Outline of History (192.0) and The Science of Life (1930). His Experiment in Autobiography (2 vols, 1934) reviews his world. He died in London in 1946.
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Biographical Note

Herbert George Wells was born on 21 September 1866 at Bromley, Kent, a small market town soon to be swallowed up by the suburban growth of outer London. His father, formerly a professional gardener and a county cricketer renowned for his fast bowling, owned a small business in Bromley High Street selling china goods and cricket bats. The house was grandly known as Atlas House, but the centre of family life was a cramped basement kitchen underneath the shop. Soon Joseph Wells’s cricketing days were cut short by a broken leg, and the family fortunes looked bleak.

Young ‘Bertie’ Wells had already shown great academic promise, but when he was thirteen his family broke up and he was forced to earn his own living. His father was bankrupt, and his mother left home to become resident housekeeper at Uppark, the great Sussex country house where she had worked as a lady’s maid before her marriage. Wells was taken out of school to follow his two elder brothers into the drapery trade. After serving briefly as a pupil-teacher and a pharmacist’s assistant, in 1881 he was apprenticed to a department store in Southsea, working a thirteen-hour day and sleeping in a dormitory with his fellow-apprentices. This was the un-happiest period of his life, though he would later revisit it in comic romances such as Kipps (1905) and The History of Mr Polly (1910). Kipps and Polly both manage to escape from their servitude as drapers, and in 1883, helped by his long-suffering mother, Wells cancelled his indentures and obtained a post as teaching assistant at Midhurst Grammar School near Uppark. His intellectual development, long held back, now progressed astonishingly. He passed a series of examinations in science subjects and, in September 1884, entered the Normal School of Science, South Kensington (later to become part of Imperial College of Science and Technology) on a government scholarship.

Wells was a born teacher, as many of his books would show, and at first he was an enthusiastic student. He had the good fortune to be taught biology and zoology by one of the most influential scientific thinkers of the Victorian age, Darwin’s friend and supporter T. H. Huxley. Wells never forgot Huxley’s teaching, but the other professors were more humdrum, and his interest in their courses rapidly waned. He scraped through second-year physics, but failed his third-year geology exam and left South Kensington in 1887 without taking a degree. He was thrilled by the theoretical framework and imaginative horizons of natural science, but impatient of practical detail and the grinding, routine tasks of laboratory work. He cut his classes and spent his time reading literature and history, satisfying the curiosity he had earlier felt while exploring the long-neglected library at Uppark. He started a college magazine, the Science Schools Journal, and argued for socialism in student debates.

In the summer of 1887 Wells became science master at a small private school in North Wales, but a few weeks later he was knocked down and injured by one of his pupils on the football field. Sickly and undernourished as a result of three years of student poverty, he suffered severe kidney and lung damage. After months of convalescence at Uppark he was able to return to science teaching at Henley House School, Kilburn. In 1890 he passed his University of London B.Sc. (Hons.) with a first class in zoology and obtained a post as a biology tutor for the University Correspondence College. In 1891 he married his cousin Isabel Wells, but they had little in common and soon Wells fell in love with one of his students, Amy Catherine Robbins (usually known as ‘Jane’). They started living together in 1893, and married two years later when his divorce came through.

During his years as a biology tutor Wells slowly began making his way as a writer and journalist. He wrote for the Educational Times, edited the University Correspondent, and in 1891 published a philosophical essay, ‘The Rediscovery of the Unique’, in the prestigious Fortnightly Review. His first book was a Textbook of Biology (1893). But no sooner was it published than his health again collapsed, forcing him to give up teaching and rely entirely on his literary earnings. His future seemed highly precarious, yet soon he was in regular demand as a writer of short stories and humorous essays for the burgeoning newspapers and magazines of the period. He became a fiction reviewer and, for a short period in 1895, a theatre critic.

Ever since his student days Wells had worked intermittently on a story about time-travelling and the possible future of the human race. An early version was published in the Science Schools Journal as ‘The Chronic Argonauts’, but now, after numerous redrafts and much encouragement from the poet and editor W. E. Henley, it finally took shape as The Time Machine (1895). Its success was instantaneous, and while it was running as a magazine serial Wells was already being spoken of as a ‘man of genius’. He was celebrated as the inventor of the ‘scientific romance’, a combination of adventure novel and philosophical tale in which the hero becomes involved in a life-and-death struggle resulting from some unforeseen scientific development. There was now a ready market for his fiction, and The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897), The War of the Worlds (1898), When the Sleeper Wakes (1899; later revised as The Sleeper Awakes, 1910), The First Men in the Moon (1901) and several other volumes followed quickly from his pen.

By the turn of the twentieth century Wells was established as a popular author in England and America, and his books were rapidly being translated into French, German, Spanish, Russian and other European languages. Already his fame had begun to eclipse that of his predecessor in scientific romance, the French author Jules Verne, who had dominated the field since the 1860s. But Wells, an increasingly self-conscious artist, had larger ambitions than to go down in history as a boys’ adventure novelist like Jules Verne. Love and Mr Lewisham (1900) was his first attempt at realistic fiction, comic in spirit and manifestly reflecting his own experiences as a student and teacher. By the end of the Edwardian decade, when he wrote his ‘Condition of England’ novels Tono-Bungay (1909) and The New Machi-avelli (1911), Wells had become one of the leading novelists of his day, the friend and rival of such literary figures as Arnold Bennett, Joseph Conrad, Ford Madox Ford and Henry James.

But Wells was never a devotee of art for art’s sake; he was a prophetic writer with a social and political message. His first major non-fictional work was Anticipations (190Z), a book of futurological essays setting out the possible effects of scientific and technological progress in the twentieth century. Anticipations brought him into contact with the Fabian Society and launched his career as a political journalist and an influential voice of the British left. During his Fabian period Wells wrote A Modern Utopia (1905), but failed in his attempt to challenge the bureaucratic, reformist outlook of the Society’s leaders such as Bernard Shaw (a lifelong friend and rival) and Beatrice Webb. Wells’s Edwardian scientific romances such as The Food of the Gods (1904) and The War in the Air (1908), though full of humorous touches, are propagandist in intent. In other ‘future war’ stories of this period he predicted the tank and the atomic bomb.

Success as an author brought about great changes in his personal life. Ill-health had forced him to leave London for the Kent coast in 1898, but in the long run the only legacy of his footballing injury was the diabetes that affected him in old age. He commissioned a house, Spade House, overlooking the English Channel at Sandgate, from the architect C. F. A. Voysey, and here his and Jane’s two sons were born – George Philip or ‘Gip’, who became a zoology professor and collaborated with his father and Julian Huxley on the biology encyclopedia The Science of Life (1930), and Frank, who worked in the film industry. Wells gave generous support to his parents and to his eldest brother, who was a fellow-fugitive from the drapery trade. Increasingly, however, he looked for emotional fulfilment outside the family, and his sexual affairs became notorious. He had a daughter in 1909 with Amber Reeves, a leading young Fabian economist, and in 1914 the novelist and critic Rebecca West gave birth to his son Anthony West, whose troubled childhood would later be reflected in his own novel Heritage (1955) and in his biography of his father.

As Wells’s personal life became the gossip of literary London, his roles as imaginative writer and political journalist or prophet came increasingly into conflict. Ann Veronica (1909) was an example of topical, controversial fiction, dramatizing and commenting on such issues as women’s rights, sexual equality and contemporary morals. It was the first of Wells’s ‘discussion novels’ in which his personal relationships were often very thinly disguised. His later fiction takes a great variety of forms, but it all belongs to the broad category of the novel of ideas. At one extreme is the realistic reporting of Mr Britling Sees It Through (1916) – still valuable and unique as a portrayal of the English ‘home front’ in the First World War – while at the other extreme are brief fables such as The Undying Fire (1919) and The Croquet Player (1936), political allegories about world events each cast in the form of a prophetic dialogue.

Wells was by no means an experimental novelist like his younger contemporaries James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, but he was often technically innovative, and in some of his books the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction begin to break down. Sometimes he would take a classic from an earlier, pre-modern epoch as his literary model: A Modern Utopia (1905), for example, refers back to Sir Thomas More’s Utopia and Plato’s Republic. His bestselling historical works The Outline of History (1920) and A Short History of the World (1922) break with historical conventions by looking forward to the next stage in history. These works were written in order to draw the lessons of the First World War and to ensure that, if possible, its carnage would never be repeated; Wells saw history as a ‘race between education and catastrophe’. The same concerns led to his future-history novel The Shape of Things to Co we (1933), later rewritten for the cinema as Things to Come, an epic science-fiction film produced in 1936 by Alexander Korda. Both novel and film contain dire warnings about the inevitable outbreak and disastrous consequences of the Second World War.

By the 1920s, Wells was not only a famous author but a public figure whose name was rarely out of the newspapers. He briefly worked for the Ministry of Propaganda in 1918, producing a memorandum on war aims which anticipated the setting-up of the League of Nations. In 1922 and 1923 he stood for Parliament as a Labour candidate. He sought to influence world leaders, including two US presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Franklin D. Roosevelt. His meeting with Lenin in the Kremlin in 1920 and his interview in 1934 with Lenin’s successor Josef Stalin were publicized all over the world. His high-pitched, piping voice was often heard on BBC radio. In 1933 he was elected president of International PEN, the writers’ organization campaigning for intellectual freedom. In the same year his books were publicly burnt by the Nazis in Berlin, and he was banned from visiting Fascist Italy. His ideas strongly influenced the Pan-European Union, the pressure group advocating European unity between the wars.

But Wells became convinced that nothing less than global unity was needed if humanity was not to destroy itself. In The Open Conspiracy (1928) and other books he outlined his theories of world citizenship and world government. As the Second World War drew nearer he felt that his mission had been a failure and his warnings had gone unheeded. His last great campaign, for which he tried to obtain international support, was for human rights. The proposal set out in his Penguin Special The Rights of Man (1940) helped to bring about the United Nations declaration of 1948. He spent the war years at his house in Hanover Terrace, Regent’s Park, and was awarded a D.Sc. by London University in 194 3. His last book, Mind at the End of Its Tether (1945), was a despairing, pessimistic work, even bleaker in its prospects for mankind than The Time Machine fifty years earlier. He died at Hanover Terrace on 13 August 1946. He was restless and tireless to the end, a prophet eternally dissatisfied with himself and with humanity. ‘Some day’, he had written in a whimsical ‘Auto-Obituary’ three years earlier, ‘I shall write a book, a real book.’ He had published over fifty works of fiction and, in total, some 150 books and pamphlets.

Patrick Parrinder


Introduction

Mr Polly has a problem. His ideas are bigger than his vocabulary. He is forever obliged to squeeze the English language into eccentric (but still very English) shapes. Inarticulate he is not. Nor does he mis-speak, as the contemporary politician would put it. It is merely that to get them to express what Mr Polly means, his words must be pummelled into idiosyncratic eloquence.

Hence such expressive locutions as: ‘intrudacious’, ‘meditatious’, ‘jawbacious’ and ‘retrospectatiousness’. In his higher linguistic flights Mr Polly stuffs two or more meanings into one word, creating ‘macaronics’. He is, he protests, ‘no fiancianier’ (that is: he wants a fiancée, and doesn’t know how to invest the little nest egg his father has left him). ‘You’ve merely antiseparated me’, he coolly informs his employer, on being dismissed before he could, himself, resign his post (thanks, again, to said nest egg). At times, his linguistic inventaciousness verges on the chaotic. The Pollyistic etymology of ‘hysterial catechunations’ for the Larkins girls’ cackle is mysterious. But even when opaque, Alfred Polly remains a lexical adventurer. There are manglers of language (fictional and historical) whose transgressions brand-name them for posterity. One thinks of [Mrs] Malaprop(ism), [Sam] Weller(ism), [Professor] Spoonerism), [President] Bush(ism). It is a sad omission that the term [Mr] Polly (ism) has not been similarly dignified.

For those of a biographous inclination (as Polly would say – hereafter in the text, ‘APWS’) Wells’s runaway, unhappily married, impecunious shopkeeper hero can plausibly be seen as a comic self-portrait of the artist as a middle-aged man – with a dash of the artist’s father, Joe Wells, thrown in. Wells Sr (an unhappily married, impecunious shopkeeper), ‘always seemed poised to flee when things got difficult’.1 Young H. G. Wells inherited little from his father other than the same propensity to bolt when the going got difficult, domestically. He wrote The History of Mr Polly in France, having eloped from his second wife (having divorced the first) with a new (and pregnant) lover. Difficult indeed.

Like his author, Alfred Polly is born into the basement level of the respectable, mid-Victorian, middle-class – a precarious hair’s width above the ‘abyss’, that awful sub-basement where live (if it can be called life) the ‘workers’ – Morlocks, as Wells elsewhere calls them, subterranean and horrible humanoids. Above all else, that foothold in respectability must be preserved. For inhabitants of this uneasy class the white collar (even if it is, like Mr Polly’s, a cheap thing made of glossed paper) is as sacred an object as the aspidistra in the front room.

Generically, Alfred is one of Edwardian England’s ‘little men’ (pursued by a mysteriously invisible ‘lill dog’ – a mongrel hound of heaven invisible to all eyes but those of Polly). There are many of Mr Polly’s kind in British literature: Bob Cratchit, Mr Wemmick, Mr Pooter, Leonard Bast, Billy Liar, the platoon of indomitable ‘gumps’ played on screen by Sir Norman Wisdom, and the butler, Mr Stevens, in Kazuo Ishiguro’s Remains of the Day – to name a few.

‘Bertie’ Wells (as he was known in childhood) anatomized homo parvus a couple of years earlier, in Chapter 3 of The War in the Air (1908):

Bert Smallways was a vulgar little creature, the sort of pert, limited soul that the old civilization of the early twentieth century produced by the million in every country of the world. He had lived all his life in narrow streets, and between mean houses he could not look over, and in a narrow circle of ideas from which there was no escape. He thought the whole duty of man was to be smarter than his fellows, get his hands, as he put it, ‘on the dibs’, and have a good time. He was, in fact, the sort of man who had made England and America what they were.

It is, of course, a self-portrait – not of what H. G. Wells became but of what destiny intended him to be.

‘The great force of material fate’ has placed Polly in a station in life from which only the egregiously fortunate (such as Kipps, with his out-of-the-blue £26,000 bequest), the outrageously criminal (such as the huckster pharmacist, Teddy Ponderevo, in Tono-Bungay), or the accidentally heroic (Mr Polly, as it emerges) can escape. The others are, as the apprentice draper Minton puts it in Kipps (1905): ‘In a blessed drainpipe, and we’ve got to crawl along it till we die.’2

For the vast majority of little men a horrible enlightenment awaits at the end of the pipe when, confronting oblivion, they contemplate what their existence, ‘subspecious aeternitatatous’ (APWS), has meant. ‘The end!’ thinks Mr Polly, as he looks death in the eye (the razor that will free him of his mortal coil in his hand):

It seemed to him now that life had never begun for him, never! It was as if his soul had been cramped and his eyes bandaged from the hour of his birth. Why had he lived such a life? Why had he submitted to things, blundered into things? Why had he never insisted on the things he thought beautiful and the things he desired, never sought them, fought for them, taken any risk for them, died rather than abandon them? They were things that mattered, Safety did not matter. A living did not matter unless there were things to live for… (p. 142)

Polly, it turns out, is one of the lucky few. He contrives to live before it is too late. What saves him is that he discovers, as did Wells (rather earlier in life), a great secret: ‘If the world does not please you, you can change it’ (p. 159). ‘A kind of second French Revolution’ is possible – even for little men. For Mr Polly it will not be the kind of ‘Great Change’ chronicled in Wells’s scientific romance In the Days of the Comet (1906) where a benign green ray from outer space solves all sublunar problems, creating a Utopia of plenty, ease and free love for all. Mr Polly’s revolution is strictly personal. He saves himself: the world will go on in its old, unsaved way. But he is its slave no longer. He has changed his world.

How does Polly pull it off? Not by the pious subservience to his betters prescribed by Samuel Smiles’s Self Help: doing your duty in the prescribed manner of Mrs Craik’s John Halifax, Gentleman. Polly kicks against the pricks. Nor is Polly emancipated from his class destiny by the kind of crash-course in the codes of middle-class life, which – with a few months of Professor Higgins’s tutoring – transforms Eliza Doolittle from guttersnipe into a well-spoken ‘lady’ (give or take a ‘bloody’ or two).

Shaw and Wells, comrades in socialism and literature, never agreed about how the ‘great change’ they both prophesied for English society was to be achieved. The Irish sage eventually put his faith in biology. ‘Creative Evolution’ would, in its own time, do what man could not. Wells was always less patient. He wanted change now, not eons hence for his unregarded descendants, as distant from him as he was from the orangutan.

Polly’s liberation is brought about by old books, new technology and his own suburban brand of terrorism. His early revolutionary stirrings manifest themselves in a taste for forbidden literature: ‘Rabooloose’, and ‘Bocashieu’ (where, one wonders, did a draper’s assistant come across un-Bowdlerized copies of those libertine texts?). Polly’s first constructive moves towards escape from the Kippsian drainpipe come with the purchase of a ‘safety bicycle’ – i.e. one equipped with Mr Dunlop’s newly invented pneumatic tyres, enabling the machine and its intrepid rider to whiz over Mr McAdam’s newly paved roads at dizzying speeds and vast distances. Wells was keenly aware of the liberations made available to wage-slaves by two-wheeled locomotion (as momentous as that of the four-wheeled variety – the ‘quadricycle’ as he originally called it – currently rolling off the production lines of Henry Ford’s Rouge River factory in America).

The bicycle, it has been claimed, did more for the emancipation of the lower classes in Edwardian England than the Communist Manifesto. Wells’s little men are typically, like his emblematically named hero Hoopdriver in The Wheels of Chance (1896), ‘cyclacious coves’ (APWS). The Time Machine is, objectively regarded, a super bicycle with a saddle, handlebars, wheels and some scientifically magical gadgets to propel it through the chronosphere.

It is while spinning more mundanely through the countryside (‘exploratious menanderings’) on his gleaming roadster that Polly encounters the ‘golden girl’ sitting on the wall (a wall which, it later transpires, he will never cross). Christabel is, in truth, just a toffee-nosed 13-year-old upper-class brat, parked at boarding school while her parents rule India for its absent empress. For young Polly, intoxicated with the romances of William Morris, he is a knight mounted on his steed (‘my friskiacious palfry’) and she his lady Gudrun (‘Gurdrum’). At her feet, as she dangles some interestingly brown-stockinged legs above his head, he feels ‘like one of those old knights… who rode about the country looking for dragons and beautiful maidens and chivalresque adventures’ (p. 80). Alas, Polly’s Pre-Raphaelite vision turns to dust. Christabel is, he discovers, secretly laughing at him. He is not her knight, but an underbred jester – the amusement of an idle hour, irredeemably ‘down-stairs’. It cuts him to the heart. On the rebound, he puts his cycling dreams away, accepts his destiny and marries his depressingly unpneumatic cousin, Miriam. Why? Because, as his outlaw uncle Pentstemon says (echoing Dr Moreau) it is the law of the universe: ‘It’s natr’l – like poaching, or drinking, or wind on the stummik’ (p. 113).

Fifteen years of sterile marriage, windy stomach and penurious shopkeeping ensue – years as meaningless as those of a convict doing time on the treadmill. At the moment of truth, when the novel commences, the proprietor of Polly’s general outfitter’s store is demented by impending bankruptcy, a cold easterly wind, marital incompatibility and chronic dyspepsia. Irritable bowel syndrome is, for Wells (as it was for Thomas Carlyle), as tellingly symptomatic as the entrails of the Roman chicken. Polly is at the end of his tether – at that stage described in Ann Veronica (1909) where ‘one main idea’ possesses the heroine: ‘She must get away from home, she must assert herself at once as a person or perish.’ An assertion easier, probably, for the Ibsenite New Woman than the Wellsian Little Man. At his climax of petty-bourgeois do-or-die, Polly reaches for the revolutionist’s tool. Not dynamite (sadly unavailable in a British seaside town in 1903), but the paraffin can. One Sunday, while godly citizens (such as his wife) are at church and the ungodly (it being, thank the Lord, after six o’clock) in the pub, Mr Polly torches his shop.

Flames not being, as he would say, controllacious, he also succeeds in incinerating the fire station next door and most of the High Street of Sandgate (‘Fishbourne’ in the novel. Wells had recently moved out of the Kent seaside town, after nine years’ residence – the novel is not a flattering valediction). Like other dynamitards – Mr Verloc, in The Secret Agent (1907), for example (a book dedicated by Conrad to Wells) – Polly’s revolutionary plans go badly awry. As the fire rages, he is inspired by inherent human decency (not being ‘one of your Herculaceous sort’, p. 174) to rescue his neighbour’s ancient mother from the inferno. As a result, he finds himself hailed a hero by the townsfolk whose town, did they but know it, he has laid waste. Prudently he does not enlighten them.

It was Polly’s ‘altruistic’ intention to cut his throat after his ‘bit of arson’ leaving his wife, Miriam, with a double insurance payment to remember him fondly by. That plan also goes awry. The cut-throat razor, he discovers, is amazingly painful when it actually cuts throats. And while he is steeling himself to the necessary second assault on his windpipe, his trousers catch fire and altruism entirely slips his mind.

Having received his hero’s acclaim from the grateful citizens of Fishbourne, Polly slips away, to go ‘on the tramp’. He ‘clears out’ (drops out, as a later generation would say). From one aspect it is divorce, Edwardian style. Miriam will have the fire insurance to compensate the loss of an unloving and unloved spouse. She thrives. So does he. Life on the road – as a bachelor once more – regenerates Polly. His skin bronzes, his beard sprouts (no more need of cut-throat razor or paper-collar), his stomach settles, his spirit soars. He finds his journey’s end in the riverside Potwell Inn, with its fat, superannuated and amiable Circe, Flo (it is perhaps worth noting that Wells’s maternal grandmother was an innkeeper).

Here occurs Mr Polly’s third, and decisive, moment of liberation with his epic battle against the satanic ‘Uncle Jim’. Polly resolves to stand his ground and fight this monster – ‘strate-giously’ but none the less courageously. He triumphs and will live on, we apprehend, enjoying sunsets, catching dace, washing bottles, ferrying the odd traveller across the river. A happy little man.

Wells’s own ‘great change’ (not to say his divorce in 1895) was achieved less violently than that of his hero. Born in 1866, the son of a talented professional cricketer turned untalented shopkeeper and an ‘upper’-servant mother turned shrew, young Bertie Wells should, like his elder brothers, have aspired no higher than thriving in ‘trade’ had he known his place in life. The ‘lucky moment’ of long childhood illness opened the world of books to him. He was, it was clear, a precociously brilliant little boy. But that, in the 1870s, was no passport to social promotion. Meritocracy was a century away – unless, of course, you had the good fortune to be born American. Being cleverer than most of the ‘gentlemen scholars’ in England would not help young Wells any more than it had helped his ‘player’ father to be a more talented sportsman than the ‘gentlemen’ cricketers of his time. ‘Place’ was not that easily overcome.

Leaving school at thirteen, Bertie Wells was apprenticed first as a chemist, then, when that went wrong, as a draper’s assistant. He rebelled. There are no more moving letters he wrote than those to his mother in 1883, beseeching her to let him break the indentures she had (at great sacrifice) paid for. He would, he threatened, kill himself did she not allow him to free himself. He wanted more out of life than counter-jumping with the prospect of his own modest ‘establishment’ if he were lucky.

The British school system was, at this period, recruiting trainee teachers from the lower classes – teachers required to deal with the masses of lower-class pupils enrolled by the 1870 Universal Education Act. The government programme offered the bookish young Wells (as it would, a little later, D. H. Lawrence) a narrow opening into higher education and ‘the professions’. In 1884, after a couple of years as a pupil teacher, Wells went on a scholarship to the Normal School of Science in South Kensington. There he was exposed both to the great metropolis and to the full force of late Victorian scientific discovery, principally from T. H. Huxley – ‘Darwin’s Bulldog’. ‘The year I spent in Huxley’s class,’ he later wrote, ‘was, beyond all question, the most educational year of my life.’3

The rest is literary history. Illness (happily again) put an end to his teaching career. Although he never got a degree, his ‘scientific romances’, beginning with The Time Machine (1895), proved hugely and lastingly popular. He mined the vein (which he largely invented) profitably with The Island of Doctor Moreau, The Invisible Man, The War of the Worlds – all now classics of the genre.

By the time he wrote The History of Mr Polly (1910) Wells was evolving into a different, or at least more versatile, kind of novelist. It entailed a turn from cosmically huge visions to the comically depicted comedy of small lives. Heroes (typically drapery or chemist’s assistants) with names like Artie Kipps, George Ponderevo, Bert Smallways and, of course, ‘Elfrid’ Polly populate these mid-career narratives. Hovering over them is a draper’s assistant that almost was: Bertie Wells.

The main action of The History of Mr Polly is set – as we can best calculate – around 1903 when Wells, like Polly, was 37 – ‘mezzo caminaceous’ (APWS). The great stabilities of the Victorian era had not quite passed. Nor had World War One yet arrived to kill them off utterly. Wells, of course, saw the cataclysm coming and described it, with eerie prescience, in The War in the Air (1908). The imminent mother of all wars is alluded to, parenthetically, in The History of Mr Polly (see note to page 131). But for the most part the narrative is set in that Edenic interval of twentieth-century British life, which Philip Larkin nostalgically lyricizes in his poem, ‘MCMXIV:

And the shut shops, the bleached

Established names on the sunblinds,

The farthings and sovereigns,

And dark-clothed children at play

Called after kings and queens,

The tin advertisements

For cocoa and twist, and the pubs

Wide open all day;

Before its proprietor burns his shop down, one of those ‘bleached names’ would be: ‘Alfred Polly – Outfitters’. He discovers his Eden, as the ferryman (symbolic figure) at one of those ‘wide open all day’ pubs, the Potwell Inn.

The last chapter of The History of Mr Polly pictures the hero sitting, in pastoral bliss, in the garden of the inn, Flo by his side. ‘It was’, we are told, ‘one of those evenings serenely luminous, amply and atmospherically still’ (p. 206). They talk desultorily about things. And then they lapse into contented silence, ‘lost in a smooth, still quiet of the mind. A bat flitted by. ‘Time we was going in, O’ Party,’ said Mr Polly, standing up. ‘Supper to get. It’s as you say, we can’t sit here for ever.’ (p. 209). Nor could Larkin’s ‘innocent’ moment of British history last for ever. Polly’s idyll would, in a few short years, be blasted to pieces in Flanders fields. But while it lasted, the Edwardian moment was lovely.

The amount Wells wrote, between 1903 and 1911, is prodigious in volume and bewildering in its variety. It comprises ‘new woman’ fiction (Ann Veronica), science fiction (In the Days of the Comet), ‘modern Utopias’ (rather a lot of them), books of gigantic prophecy (Anticipations), invasion fantasies (The War in the Air), a surging stream of pamphlets and higher journalism, and – of course – the comedies of ordinary life, such as The History of Mr Polly.

One thing connects everything Wells turned his writing hand to at this period: its preoccupation with ‘ideas’. He is (with Aldous Huxley close behind) the greatest novelist of ideas of the twentieth century. It is, unfairly perhaps, a second division of British literature. The notion that the novel (Lawrence’s ‘bright book of life’) should be a mere ‘vehicle’ for extraneous thinking is generally thought to be objectionable. As Lawrence explained: ‘If you try to nail anything down in the novel, either it kills the novel, or the novel gets up and walks away with the nail.’

We hate (or, at least, downgrade) fiction that (to paraphrase Keats) has a ‘palpable design on us’. Wells’s novels are hobnailed with ideas and practically mug the reader with their palpable designs. When he wrote The History of Mr Polly (in 1909), Wells was exploding with thought: some of it wholly contradictory. He himself was amused by the turmoil in the Wellsian brainbox – so much so that he could laugh at himself. At the end of Chapter 3, for example, we are told that ‘all the elements’ of Polly’s troubles:

had been adequately diagnosed by a certain high-browed, spectacled gentleman living at Highbury, wearing a gold pince-nez, and writing for the most part in the beautiful library of the Climax Club. This gentleman did not know Mr Polly personally, but he had dealt with him generally as ‘one of those ill-adjusted units that abound in a society that has failed to develop a collective intelligence and a collective will for order commensurate with its complexities’, (p. 45)

Who, one may wonder, is this sage? Physically – as the toweringly high brow and pince-nez clearly signal – it is Sidney Webb, philosopher king of the Fabians. But the wisdom about ‘a collective intelligence and a collective will for order’ is (who else?) H. G. Wells, from his 1908 tract, First and Last Things (Book III, sect. 3):

Socialism is to me no more and no less than the awakening of a collective consciousness in humanity, a collective will and a collective mind out of which finer individualities may arise forever in a perpetual series of fresh endeavours and fresh achievements for the race.

Wells had just moved to a new house in Highbury, in 1909, and the Reform Club (to which he was elected in 1905) was his HQ when in town. No one among his acquaintance could have failed to pick up the in-joke. It is extended (rather too long, one might think) with a huge self-mocking Wellsian excursus in the following chapter. The point of it all is clear. H. G. Wells is a blooming idiot and a gasbag. Who says? H. G. Wells, that’s who.

The major influence in Wells’s thoughts about political reform in the years in the run up to writing The History of Mr Polly was the Fabian Society. He was invited to join this lobby group of the country’s most intellectual (and least effectual) socialists in 1903. They grandly named their movement after the patient Roman general who waited before attacking Hannibal. Wells was many things, often all at once – but never patient. Fabius, after all, did eventually strike – the Fabians, it seemed, never would. The time was never quite propitious. Wells took on the ‘Old Gang’ – notably Sidney and Beatrice Webb, and G. B. Shaw – and tried, by sheer bludgeoning force of mind, to bring them round to his more activist view of things. He failed and, after five years’ struggle, Wells resigned the movement in disgust, just before writing The History of Mr Polly.

His personal life was, over the same period, similarly turbulent and ruptured. He had divorced his first wife, Isabel, in 1895, after four years of marriage. He promptly married his second wife, Jane. He believed, throughout life, in ‘open union’ – free love for freethinkers like himself (but not, alas, his wives). At the time of writing The History of Mr Polly, his mistress, Amber Reeves, had just borne him a daughter (in 1914, Rebecca West would bear him a son). H. G. Wells had, unsurprisingly, earned the public reputation of a philanderer. His writing provocatively advocated the freedoms he practised in his personal (but hardly private) life.

All of which makes it surprising that Wells is so reticent about sex in The History of Mr Polly. It is, of course, hinted at. The hero’s adolescent taste for Rabelais, Boccaccio and Sterne is a clear hint that he has sexual appetites. There must, presumably, have been sexual relations between Mr and Mrs Polly, but there are no offspring (did he use contraceptives?). Apart from one passing moment when the fall of her dress suggests a fullness of form she does not possess, Miriam has no physical attractions for her spouse. But neither, as we are given to understand, do any others of the female sex (apart from the untouchable Christabel).

Uncle Jim, as we apprehend, has sexual designs of a peculiarly filthy kind on his cousin’s daughter little Polly. He is a monster. She is nine. Too young for her namesake saviour. (Interestingly, Christabel was also pre-pubescent: a besotted Mr Polly asks her to wait five years for him.) Mr Polly, as far as the narrative divulges, is as sexually inactive and ‘unphiloprogenitous’ (APWS) as a worker bee. Strange.

The tamping down of what he elsewhere called ‘the red blaze of sex’ in The History of Mr Polly may have been prudent. Wells, at the time of writing this novel, was under sustained fire as an opponent of marriage and a corrupter of the young. The Spectator led the pack. Wells was also having trouble with publishers. Macmillan had turned down the immediately preceding work, Ann Veronica, on the grounds of its ‘sexual interest’. With The History of Mr Polly, Wells moved to a new publisher, Thomas Nelson. They were Scottish, rather strait-laced, and specialized in educational text books. Mr Polly, of course, is no model of uxorious ‘rectitudinousness’ (APWS). He deserts his wife and lives with another woman. But the ample Flo is, we gather, too old to serve as his mistress (as little Polly is too young). When the couple adjourn indoors, at the end of the narrative, it is, we may confidently assume, to separate bedrooms. The Spectator, in its review of the novel (7 May 1910), declared itself well pleased by the reform in Mr Wells’s morals (at least as they were proclaimed in his fiction):

We felt it a duty to speak plainly of the influence that must be exerted by the immoral sophistries of Ann Veronica. We are glad to be able to notice a novel by Mr Wells which is free from reproach.

Mrs Grundy, in other words, approved.

The History of Mr Polly offers the reader a rather bumpy narrative ride with frequent and abrupt changes of pace and focus. At least half of its length is taken up with a funeral, a wedding and a fist fight. While skipping over decades of Mr Polly’s marital history, Wells will linger, at inordinate length, on what precisely his hero had on a particular day for lunch (cold meat and pickles, usually). A vast looping flashback (was Wells spoofing his friend Conrad?) takes up the first third of the novel. Fifteen married years happen largely offstage. The reader is kept waiting most of the novel for Polly’s liberation to happen.

The final phase of the novel – in which the hero finally transforms himself from a wretched tradesman into a happy tramp – is worth the wait. There was, at the time Wells was writing The History of Mr Polly (1909) and in the year it was published (1910), a lively literary debate about ‘vagabondage’. The most romantic view of life on the open road is found in the novels of Jeffrey Farnol, notably The Broad Highway (1910), whose ‘ante scriptum’ paints a paradisal picture of vagrancy:

As I sat of an early summer morning in the shade of a tree, eating fried bacon with a tinker, the thought came to me that I might some day write a book of my own: a book that should treat of the roads and by-roads, of trees, and wind in lonely places, of rapid brooks and lazy streams, of the glory of dawn, the glow of evening, and the purple solitude of night; a book of wayside inns and sequestered taverns; a book of country things and ways and people. And the thought pleased me much.

It pleased enough Edwardian readers (few of whom, one suspects, were homeless) to make Farnol a bestselling author. Farnol’s romanticism is satirized in another novel of 1910, E. M. Forster’s Howards End, where Leonard Bast – enthused by the writings of Farnol (we deduce) – makes a practical experiment and finds the reality of the broad highway a singularly depressing experience.

Wells took the more realistic – although still romantically tinged – line expressed in another bestseller of the period, W. H. Davies’s The Autobiography of a Supertramp (1908). G. B. Shaw, who had been instrumental in getting the book published, wrote in his preface to it that Davies’s account of life on the road:

made me realize what a slave of convention I have been all my life. When I think of the way I worked tamely for my living when Mr Davies, a free knight of the highway, lived like a pet bird on titbits, I feel that I have been duped out of my natural liberty.4

It is ‘natural liberty’ that Mr Polly, in his modest way, achieves.

It is likely also that Wells was thinking of such other contemporary classics of tramping as Josiah Flynt’s My Life (1908) and Bart Kennedy’s A Sailor Tramp (1902 – a favourite text of Mr Polly’s, we are told). It would be interesting, too, to know if the greatest laureate of the twentieth-century tramp, Charlie Chaplin, read Mr Polly. The influence can certainly be felt.

The literary undergrowth that once surrounded The History of Mr Polly has largely died away. But for its contemporaries (not least Wells) it was a novel that conducted a heated conversation with other fiction of the time. One notes, for example, the glancing allusion (see note to p. 131) to William Le Queux’s 1906 apocalyptic docu-fantasy, The Invasion of 1910 (1906), a work that Wells had recently skilfully recast as The War in the Air (1908). When Polly forlornly tells Christabel, ‘I am a Nobody’, most contemporary readers would certainly have recalled Pooter, the nondescript hero of the Grossmiths’ Diary of a Nobody (1892).

Most aggressively, The History of Mr Polly represents a cheerful rewrite of Hardy’s anything but cheerful Jude the Obscure (1895) and of George Gissing’s similarly depressive Demos (1886). Wells thought Hardy’s novel ‘one of the greatest books of his time’.5 Gissing was an admired friend; Wells dashed to his deathbed, in France in 1903, to pay a novelist’s final respects to a fellow novelist. But his vision of the ‘Unclassed’ (as Gissing called them) is in every respect more optimistic. Wells’s heroes do not – like Jude Fawley or Richard Mutimer or Edwin Reardon – go under. They triumph.

Wells inclined to the ‘jolly’ view of life projected in Jerome K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat (1889) – a comedy directly alluded to in the adventures of the ‘Three PY (which includes a hilariously incompetent boating episode). There were, however, limits to his jollity. Readers in 1910 would have picked up the ironic echoes of Richard le Gallienne’s 1896 bestseller, The Quest of the Golden Girl (see note to p. 67). The fluffy story of a young man’s walking tour in search of the ideal bride had offended Wells when he reviewed it on its first appearance. Golden Girls (as Wells was only too well aware in 1909) are not easily come by – and discarding them, once the glisten has faded, is pure hell.

Why read The History of Mr Polly when novels like Le Queux’s, Le Gallienne’s and even (sadly) most of Gissing’s are forgotten? For the same thing, one would argue, that Mr Polly eventually finds life worth living for – ‘fun’. It is, even for readers of a later century, a superbly funny novel. Much of its comedy comes through the ear. Few writers have been able to reproduce the dialects of their time more hilariously than H. G. Wells. His expertise is evident from Polly’s explosive opening outburst:

‘Hole!’ said Mr Polly, and then for a change, and with greatly increased emphasis: ‘ ’Ole!’ He paused, and then broke out with one of his private and peculiar idioms. ‘Oh! Beastly Silly Wheeze of a hole!’ (p. 7)

to the sidesplitting sound-reproduction of the hero’s wedding service:

The officiating clergy sighed deeply, began, and married them wearily and without any hitch.

‘D’bloved we gath’d gether sighto’ Gard ‘n face this con’gation join gather Man Worn Ho Mat
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