







A Note from the Family

My grandfather, although best known and loved by many readers all over the world for creating the Larkin family in his bestselling novel The Darling Buds of May, was also one of the most prolific English short story writers of the twentieth century, often compared to Chekhov. He wrote over 300 short stories and novellas in a career spanning six decades from the 1920s through to the 1970s.

My grandfather’s short fiction took many different forms, from descriptive country sketches to longer, sometimes tragic, narrative stories, and I am thrilled that Bloomsbury Reader will be reissuing all of his stories and novellas, making them available to new audiences, and giving them – especially those that have been out of print for many years or only ever published in obscure magazines, newspapers and pamphlets – a new lease of life.

There are hundreds of stories to discover and re-discover, from H. E. Bates’s most famous tales featuring Uncle Silas, or the critically acclaimed novellas such as The Mill and Dulcima, to little, unknown gems such as ‘The Waddler’, which has not been reprinted since it first appeared in the Guardian in 1926, when my grandfather was just twenty, or ‘Castle in the Air’, a wonderful, humorous story that was lost and unknown to our family until 2013.

If you would like to know more about my grandfather’s work I encourage you to visit the H.E. Bates Companion – a brilliant comprehensive online resource where detailed bibliographic information, as well as articles and reviews, on almost all of H. E. Bates’s publications, can be found. I hope you enjoy reading all these evocative and vivid short stories by H. E. Bates, one of the masters of the art.

Tim Bates, 2015

 

We would like to spread our passion for H. E. Bates’s short fiction and build a community of readers with whom we can share information on forthcoming publications, exclusive material such as free downloads of rare stories, and opportunities to win memorabilia and other exciting prizes – you can sign up to the H. E. Bates’s mailing list here. When you sign up you will immediately receive an exclusive short work by H. E. Bates.


Foreword by Lesley Pearse

I have always believed that H.E. Bates was the absolute master of short story writing. He managed to create a little world for you to enter into, and that soft focus world would stay with you long after you’d finished the story.

When I first started writing I tried my hand at short stories, assuming quite wrongly it would be easier than attempting a book.  Bates was my guiding light; there appeared to be a simplicity about his work that I sought to emulate. I did get a few short stories accepted by magazines, but they could never be in his league. I certainly never created anything as lovely as ‘The Watercress Girl’. Did any writer before or since? I think I found it in a magazine and read it curled up in my aunt’s spare room one wet school holiday and then went on to rush to the library to find more of his work. Fair Stood the Wind for France was the first book I borrowed and I was totally hooked on his work, but it was always the short stories I really admired the most.

 

Lesley Pearse, 2015


Victim of Silence

Almost the first time I ever went to London to stay, as a young man of twenty, my father said, ‘Now don’t go and waste a lot of money on an hotel. Go and see Alfred Mastin. He’s sure to be able to fit you up.’

Alfred Mastin had been a tobacconist in our town for ten years, and then he had moved to London. He kept a little shop off the Gray’s Inn road.

So in the evening I went along there.

It turned out to be just an ordinary little tobacconist’s shop, not big enough for a tired man to stretch his arms in, and the Mastin’s were just ordinary quite people.

They lived in a room over the shop and they asked me to stay to supper. After supper we talked about home and my father.

It was very homely and then gradually I got round to what my father had said: how perhaps the Mastin’s could put me up for the night.

No sooner had I said it than I saw a change come over the Mastins’ faces and I realised that what I had said was embarrassing.

I realised that they ate, lived, and slept in that one room and that they had no other. ‘But it’s all right,’ Alfred Mastin said. ‘We can fit you up.’

‘No,’ I said, ‘Don’t bother.’

‘No bother at all. I’ve got a room just round the corner. Just started to rent it. I’m going to use it as a store room. There’s a camp bed in it and a wash-basin. You’ll be all right there.’

I tried to protest that it wouldn’t matter, but it was no use. Alfred Mastin insisted. So we sat there talking for another hour and then he took me to find the room.

It was December, and outside it was very dark and it felt like rain.

The room, instead of being just round the corner, was two or three streets away.

‘This is it,’ Alfred Mastin said, and when I looked up I saw a tall, bleak, disheartening building rising up from a dark cage of area railings.

And then we got to the room. It was on the second floor.

As Alfred Mastin opened the door I suddenly had the awful impression of being sandwiched in by two vast layers of oppressive silence and that there was no escape. Silence was going to imprison me, keep me imprisoned for the whole night.

It was going to sleep with me. It was even, I felt for a moment, going to do something to me.

Then Alfred Mastin put his hand inside the room and groped for the light switch.

It clicked, but there was no light.

‘They can’t have connected up yet,’ he said. ‘You’d better keep the torch for the night.’

I didn’t say anything. He shone the torch over the room and I saw the camp bed, the wash-basin.

Then he pulled the covers of the bed back and put in the hot-water bottle which Mrs. Mastin had made him bring, and which he had carried under his coat.

As he did so I felt my mind reach out and grasp the thought of the hot water bottle and hang on to it. It became instantly something firm and comforting.

Then Alfred Mastin gave me the torch. That, too, was comforting. I had light and warmth.

Two minutes later I heard Alfred Mastin’s footsteps going away downstairs. I heard the front door shut. And then the silence came back.

It became something tangible and positive in the room with me. I could feel it pressing on my hands and face. I got undressed immediately and lay down and put my feet on the hot-water bottle.

The warmth comforted me, but the silence came and stood over me. It was still standing over me when I went to sleep.

But when I woke up, suddenly some time later, something had broken it. It was something tapping. It was beating regularly and softly on the window above my head. I sat up in bed and listened. The force of the silence was emphasized by the tapping as the force of a piece of writing is emphasized by dots and commas.

I sat in suspense. It was as though the silence were speaking.

Then suddenly I was no longer scared. It was all right. I knew what was happening. It was raining. The rain was dripping off a leaky gutter outside the window. There is always a logical explanation for everything, I thought, and gradually the sound itself sent me to sleep again.

But the tapping had frightened me and later I woke up again. It was because of an awful dream I dreamed that huge rats were running up and down the stairs outside and they were barking just like dogs.

I sat up in a cold sweat. In the split second between dreaming and knowing I was dreaming I felt in great danger and great terror.

Knowing I was awake, I reached out for the silence. It wasn’t there. It had been broken again, not by barking rats, but by somebody shouting—somebody in the house.

It was a man’s voice, the voice of a man in hysteria. It sounded as if he were screaming orders at someone. I lay listening to it in suspense and fear.

Then I got up and put on my slippers and overcoat and went to the door and opened it. The voice came from downstairs.

I walked slowly downstairs without quite knowing what I was doing.

The voice came from a room on the ground floor, and I began to realise that it was really the voice of someone in pain.

I must have stood outside the door for three or four minutes before doing anything. Then I knocked.

The shouting stopped at once. The door was flung open and a man got hold of me and dragged me into the room. ‘For heaven’s sake don’t stand there like that. You want to get your head blown off?’

I was just scared and dumb.

‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘And keep your head down.’

I sat down and looked at him. He was a little partly bald-headed Cockney, and even I could have taken him on with one hand.

He was wearing an old khaki overcoat and he had an old service revolver in one hand. He pointed the revolver straight at me and looked at me with odd, childish, far away eyes.

‘You stop there and keep your head down until I give the orders,’ he said. ‘See?’

‘Yes.’

‘Yes, Sir!’ he ordered.

‘Yes, Sir!’ I said.

We sat there in silence. But now there was a difference in the silence.

It was a silence that had nothing to do with me. It belonged to the little Cockney with the gun in his hand. He controlled it and governed it; with one movement of his finger he could have smashed it.

But it controlled and governed him too. It was the thing which had driven him crazy. And it wasn’t a silence so much as an absence of sound. It was the silence of battle-fields in which the guns have stopped.

How long we sat there I don’t know. He kept looking at an imaginary watch on his wrist. I think we waited for less than five minutes, and during that time I think the thought of killing me was something which was a common place in his mind.

I think if I had broken the silence by fear or stupidity or even words he would have turned the gun on me. Perhaps not.

Suddenly he got very tense. He pressed his lips together and looked at the watch on his wrist. He stood slowly up.

He moved his hand toward me and I stood up. We waited. Then he lifted the hand holding the revolver and he looked at the watch on his wrist and we waited again, another ten seconds. Then he gave the signal with his right hand.

As he went over, staring intensely into space, I turned and pulled open the door and rushed up the dark stairs. I don’t think he noticed it. He only knew that he was going into an attack.

I heard him smashing against the furniture and then he must have fallen down. In the darkness I fell down myself.

I lay listening for about half a minute, but nothing happened. From down below there was nothing but dead silence; the silence after advance, the silence once again imprisoning the little Cockney with the gun in his hand.

As I came downstairs early next morning the silence was still there. The door of the little Cockney’s room was shut and I could hear nothing.

I came downstairs quickly and opened the door and slid out into the empty street with the awful feeling of escaping from something just behind me.

But now when I look back and recall how I sat with the little Cockney and waited for zero hour and how he might have blown my head off because of a movement or a word, I see it differently.

It was a tight corner, but I do not see it like that. I see that there are things worse than sitting in a strange room with a war-crazy man with a gun in his hand.

And it seems to me that one of these things is to be what the little Cockney was and had been for years and perhaps still is—a victim of silence.


A Note on the Author

H. E. Bates was born in 1905 in the shoe-making town of Rushden, Northamptonshire, and educated at Kettering Grammar School. After leaving school, he worked as a reporter and as a clerk in a leather warehouse.

Many of his stories depict life in the rural Midlands, particularly his native Northamptonshire, where he spent many hours wandering the countryside.

His first novel, The Two Sisters (1926) was published by Jonathan Cape when he was just twenty. Many critically acclaimed novels and collections of short stories followed.

During WWII he was commissioned into the RAF solely to write short stories, which were published under the pseudonym “Flying Officer X”. His first financial success was Fair Stood the Wind for France (1944), followed by two novels about Burma, The Purple Plain (1947) and The Jacaranda Tree (1949) and one set in India, The Scarlet Sword (1950).

Other well-known novels include Love for Lydia (1952) and The Feast of July (1954).

His most popular creation was the Larkin family which featured in five novels beginning with The Darling Buds of May in 1958. The later television adaptation was a huge success.

Many other stories were adapted for the screen, the most renowned being The Purple Plain (1947) starring Gregory Peck, and The Triple Echo (1970) with Glenda Jackson and Oliver Reed.

H. E. Bates married in 1931, had four children and lived most of his life in a converted granary near Charing in Kent. He was awarded the CBE in 1973, shortly before his death in 1974.
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