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			ONE FAT ENGLISHMAN
		

	
		
			Introduction
		

		In 1963, when I was a young university lecturer, I published an essay in The Critical Quarterly entitled ‘The Modern, the Contemporary, and the Importance of Being Amis’, one of the earliest articles about the work of Kingsley Amis to appear in an academic journal, in which I discussed his four novels, from Lucky Jim to Take a Girl Like You. One Fat Englishman was published in the same year, too late to be included, but when I reprinted my essay in a book called Language of Fiction, in 1966, I did not extend it to consider that novel. The reason for this silence was that I was uncertain what to make of One Fat Englishman, and it certainly didn’t fit the general drift of my argument. I hadn’t really enjoyed reading it, and enjoyment was very much at the heart of my interest in
			Amis’s earlier fiction. Those books, I wrote, ‘speak to me in an idiom, a tone of voice, to which I respond with immediate understanding and pleasure.’

		Lucky Jim and its successors had that effect on many readers of my generation, who came of age in the 1950s, especially those from lower-middle-class backgrounds who found themselves promoted into the professions by educational opportunity, but who remained uneasy with and critical of the attitudes and values of the social and cultural Establishment. The heroes of those novels were quick to identify and satirically subvert any hint of pretension, affectation, snobbery, vanity and hypocrisy in public and private life. What they stood for is most simply described as ‘decency’, and when they didn’t live up to their own code, they felt appropriate remorse. John Lewis, for instance, in That Uncertain Feeling, returning home after a night on the tiles: ‘Feeling a tremendous rakehell, and not liking myself much for it, and feeling rather a good chap for not liking myself much
			for it, and not liking myself at all for feeling rather a good chap, I got indoors, vigorously rubbing lipstick off my mouth with my handkerchief.’ The least ethical of these heroes, Patrick Standish in Take a Girl Like You, is partly redeemed by his attraction to the transparently decent heroine, Jenny Bunn, whose point of view complements and balances his.

		Roger Micheldene, the corpulent British publisher whose adventures on a brief business trip to America are chronicled in One Fat Englishman, is a very different character. He is rude, arrogant, snobbish, lecherous, treacherous, greedy and totally selfish. While trying to revive an affair with Helene, the wife of a Danish philologist, he grabs every opportunity to copulate with other available women. His thoughts, and often his speech, are crammed with offensive observations about Jews, Negroes, women, homosexuals and Americans in general. He eats like a pig and drinks like a fish. He is quite conscious of these traits and habits, and perversely proud of them: ‘Of the seven deadly sins, Roger considered himself qualified in gluttony, sloth and lust but distinguished in anger.’

		The story punishes Roger for his sins by submitting him to a series of farcical humiliations, and eventually he is sent home with his tail between his legs. But he is the hero, or anti-hero, of the novel, whose consciousness totally dominates it and with whom the authorial voice is rhetorically in collusion. That is to say, his obnoxious opinions and reactions are articulated through the same distinctive stylistic devices that were associated with the earlier and more amiable Amis heroes. The reader may guiltily catch himself sniggering at lines like ‘At this evasion a part of Roger … wanted to step forward and give Helene a medium-weight slap across the chops’, or ‘A girl of Oriental appearance, who would have been quite acceptable if she had had eye-sockets as well as eyes’. In 1963, knowing little about Kingsley Amis except through his writings, I was puzzled to know why he had taken such pains to create this vividly
			unpleasant character. In my memory, many other fans of his work were equally baffled and disappointed. But in the light of Amis’s subsequent literary development, and all the biographical information that has emerged since his death, One Fat Englishman seems a much more comprehensible and interesting novel – also funnier, in its black way – than I remembered. It now seems obvious that Roger Micheldene was, in many respects, a devastating and prophetic self-portrait.

		The character’s promiscuous womanising and inordinate drinking certainly had autobiographical sources. For the novel’s American setting, Amis was drawing on his experience as a Visiting Fellow at Princeton University in 1958–9, when, he informed his friend Philip Larkin in a letter on his return, ‘I was boozing and fucking harder than at any time [… ] On the second count I was at it practically full-time [… ] you have to take what you can get when you can get it, you sam.’ (This substitution of ‘sam’ for ‘know’ was part of the private language in which they communicated.) Zachary Leader’s definitive biography, The Life of Kingsley Amis (2006), reveals that Amis was not exaggerating. He and his wife Hilly joined a set of younger faculty at Princeton who were into partying in every sense of the word, and soon they were setting a pace that astonished their new
			friends. According to one of them, Betty Fussell, they ‘inspired a whole year of husband- and wife-swapping’, though Kingsley was the main instigator, propositioning every attractive woman he met. ‘It was compulsive,’ one observer later recalled. Hilly was a more hesitant, and sometimes critical, participant in this bacchanalian lifestyle.

		University College Swansea, where Amis was a lecturer in the English Department, must have seemed a dull and deeply provincial place to return to from Princeton, and a year later he accepted the offer of a teaching Fellowship at Peterhouse College, Cambridge. The move, however, was not a very happy one: though the college was hospitable, the English Faculty, which had no hand in his appointment, was generally unfriendly, and the fault lines were growing in his marriage to Hilly. In 1962, by which time he was writing One Fat Englishman, he met the novelist Elizabeth Jane Howard at the Cheltenham Literary Festival (appropriately, they were co-members of a forum on Sex in Literature) and commenced a passionate affair with her. Shortly after Hilly discovered this, she accompanied Kingsley on a trip to Italy and Yugoslavia, and when he fell asleep on the beach one day, she wrote on his exposed back in lipstick: 1 FAT
			ENGLISHMAN – I FUCK ANYTHING. (A photograph of this vengeful graffito was reproduced in Eric Jacobs’ biography of 1995.) Before the novel was published, the marriage had effectively ended, and in due course Amis married Jane.

		Although, as the photo shows, Kingsley was not really fat at that time, he became so later, and as gluttonous as Roger Micheldene. But whereas for Roger this is an appetite that competes for priority with the sexual (at one point, having picked up a girl at a bring-your-own-picnic, he worries about ‘the problem of retaining contact with Suzanne without giving her anything to eat’), for Kingsley, according to his son Martin, in his memoir Experience, it displaced sex: ‘getting fat was more like a project, grimly inaugurated on the day Jane left him in the winter of 1980 [… ] a complex symptom, repressive, self isolating. It cancelled him out sexually.’ It is clear from the biographical record that Jane left Amis for much the same reasons as Helene (not before time, the reader may think) finally rejects Roger in One Fat Englishman. Jane read the novel in manuscript as
			he was finishing it, in the summer of 1963, and recalled later that ‘The awfulness of Roger Micheldene really shocked me. Apart from it being funny, it was so horrible.’ They were sharing a mutually enjoyable working holiday at the time, and she evidently did not suspect that Amis was projecting an extreme version of the man he would turn into.

		The parallels are ideological as well as personal. One Fat Englishman was written on the cusp of Amis’s movement from Left to Right, written almost exactly halfway between the Fabian pamphlet of 1957, in which he declared his allegiance to the Labour Party, and the 1967 essay ‘Why Lucky Jim Turned Right’, which announced his conversion to Conservatism. As time went on he became more and more notorious for his politically incorrect opinions on such topics as education, war, women and race, and, domestically, he enjoyed winding up his son Martin in this way. Many of his prejudices were anticipated by Roger Micheldene, but in the novel they have an ambivalent import. It is as if Kingsley Amis, conscious in the early 1960s of the way his values and opinions were changing, and, half-appalled himself at the process, projected them into a fictional character he could simultaneously identify with and condemn.
			In a curious and interesting way, Roger is similarly divided about himself. ‘Why are you so awful?’ Helene asks him at a moment of post-coital candour. ‘Yes, I used to ask myself that quite a lot,’ he replies. ‘Not so much of late, however.’ She finds this honesty disarming, which is exactly the effect he calculated – but it is not just calculation.

		Roger is really full of self-hatred – it is the source of the vitriolic anger he directs at almost everything and everybody in the world around him – and it is hard to disagree with the judgement of the American Catholic priest, Father Colgate, absurd figure though he is: ‘You are in acute spiritual pain.’ That Roger is a Roman Catholic of an idiosyncratic kind, who addresses God familiarly in prayer, between breaking as many commandments as possible, is one of the ways in which Amis distanced himself from his anti-hero – but not so far as it might seem. Roger’s rejection of Father Colgate’s counsel is a theological harangue: ‘Has it never occurred to you that we’re bound to God by ties of fear and anger and resentment as well as love? And do you know what despair is like?’ In 1962, Amis met Yevgeny Yevtushenko. ‘You atheist?’ the Russian poet asked him. ‘Well yes,’ Amis replied.
			‘But it’s more that I hate him.’

		We take leave of Roger weeping tears he is unable to explain as his ship slides out of New York harbour, and resolving to lift his mood by surveying the shipboard totty. ‘Something in him was less than enthusiastic about this course of action but he resolved to ignore it. Better a bastard than a bloody fool, he told it.’ Father Colgate would call that maxim ‘Obstinacy in Sin’, while Jim Dixon would have turned it the other way round. One Fat Englishman is certainly a much less comfortable read than Lucky Jim, but no longer seems as inferior to it as I once thought. To write a novel entirely from the point of view of a totally unsympathetic character is a very daring and difficult undertaking, but Amis manages to bring it off by making Roger’s transgressive awfulness the engine of anarchic comedy. The reader’s inclination to recoil in disgust is invariably
			checked by an irresistible impulse to laugh, though the laughter is always uneasy.

		David Lodge, 2011

	
		
			One
		

		‘What’s he like?’

		‘Oh, you’ll find him pleasant enough, I should imagine. Very ready to laugh. Not much sense of humour, though. He’s a bit fiercely Danish.’

		‘You mean that’s why he doesn’t have much sense of humour? Because of this being fiercely Danish?’

		‘Not necessarily, but no doubt there’s some connexion. The Scandinavians are dear people but they’ve never been what you might call bywords for wit and sparkle, have they? Any more than the Germans. Still, what I really meant was, he’s apt to get sort of extra Danish when his wife’s about. Which is most of the time. I suppose he feels he has to work at the Danish thing. You see, she thinks she’s American, but according to him she’s Danish.’

		‘Which of them is right?’

		‘Well, in a way they both are. Legally she is. She was born in Denmark and her parents brought her over here when she was about ten. They settled down in Idaho or Iowa or somewhere. Then when she was twenty-one or -two she went back on a visit and met Ernst and stayed on and married him. That was just about the time he was starting his job on what you would call the faculty at the university in Copenhagen. Then he got sabbatical leave and got a year’s appointment at Budweiser and of course brought Helene and the kid with him. So she’s an American citizen who’s spent well over half her life in another country, the one she was born in. It’s a curious—’

		‘Does it matter which she is, Danish or American?’

		‘Oh, I think so, don’t you? Don’t you think that sort of thing always matters terribly? Anyway, it certainly does in this case. She wants them to stay on over here, he says. He wants them to go back to Copenhagen when he finishes at Budweiser next summer. If not before. He doesn’t like it much.’

		‘At Budweiser?’

		‘Over here in general. He finds himself strongly—’

		‘How long has he been in the United States?’

		‘Six weeks, about, but—’

		‘First trip?’

		‘Yes, but you must try to remember, Joe, that these days people know really quite a bit about America before they ever arrive here, what with films and television shows and these little things who sing and even the odd book I suppose you’d have to say, and visiting Americans and all the—’

		‘Know? Quite a bit? How true a picture do you think is given by this kind of stuff?’

		‘Well … it’s an introduction, anyway.’

		‘Would you like some more in there?’

		‘Thank you, just a small one.’

		The man who had been asking all the questions, a tall thinnish American of fifty called Joe Derlanger, moved some yards off. The man who had been giving all the answers, a shortish fat Englishman of forty called Roger Micheldene, sat and thought for a moment. Then he removed his tan-and-slate tweed jacket.

		Even in the shade of the trees by the swimming-pool it was very hot, much hotter than it had any right to be in the last week in October. Sweat crawled and tickled among the thin wisps of red hair on the crown of his head. There was a small trough of it in the fold behind each knee. He creaked with it whenever he moved. He would have liked to take off far more than his jacket, but knew he was the wrong shape for this. For instance, his mammary development would have been acceptable only if he could have shed half his weight as well as changing his sex. The lateral fusion of his waist and hips made the wearing of braces necessary. After more thought he removed these too and stuffed them into a pocket. A couple of inches broad, scarlet with royal-blue silhouettes of fish, they had gone down rather satisfactorily at home, but over here might seem no more than affected.

		Although he normally made a point of not conforming to American usage or taste in the smallest particular, Roger did not want to look affected today. He did not want to look fat either, but all he could do about that was to stay as fully clothed as was consistent with not dying of heatstroke. He opened the top few buttons of his shirt, peeled it from his chest, blew several times into the aperture, and rebuttoned.

		Joe Derlanger came back from the place by the changing-huts where the outdoor drinks were kept, carrying two huge gin and tonics. He wore a yellow towelling shirt over what Roger saw as a pair of elongated bathing shorts with a pattern reminiscent of cushion-covers in typists’ flats. On his feet were what Roger had heard called sneakers. Apart from the natural endowment of thick blue-grey hairs on forearms and calves, he wore nothing else that was visible. He looked a good twenty degrees cooler than Roger felt. Good luck to him, Roger thought to himself. Or fairly good luck to him. If being cool meant dressing like a child there was a clear case for staying hot.

		Joe handed Roger his drink with a glance of intimate grimness, like a gang-leader dealing out small arms before a job. ‘What does he do exactly, this Ernst Bang? Bang? Is that really a guy’s name? What does he do, anyhow?’

		‘It’s quite a common name in some parts of Scandinavia. He’s a philologist. Germanic, naturally.’

		‘Philologist. That’s words and syllables, isn’t it?’

		‘That kind of thing. Ernst is something of an authority on the North Germanic languages, especially Early Icelandic and Faroese.’

		‘Sounds compelling, doesn’t it? But what do they want with an Early Icelandic buff at a place like … ? Wait a minute.’

		He had turned in his chair, looking over towards the point, a hundred yards away, where a track left the metalled road to curve round in front of the house. Here a large green-and-brown car was moving. It began to raise a cloud of dust.

		‘This must be them now.’ Joe got up and faced the house, fifty yards away in a different direction. He called in a voice of great volume and harshness of tone: ‘Grace. Grace, they’re here.’

		‘All right,’ the reply came in a voice of at least equal power and only about a major third up the scale.

		‘Well, come on down.’

		‘All right.’

		With a shrug and a jerk of the head, Joe moved to the nearby shelter and pulled more chairs out of it, arranging them round the concrete walk by the pool. He did this in the manner of a sadistic animal trainer. If anything looked like starting to go wrong for an instant there would be an outbreak of violence. This policy, Roger had noticed, marked all Joe’s dealings with the world of objects.

		Of the seven deadly sins, Roger considered himself qualified in gluttony, sloth and lust but distinguished in anger. The first time the two men met, an incident with a briefcase lock had suggested to him that here was a formidable rival in the last-named field. Only that morning Roger had gone into the bathroom to find all the towels very tightly tied by their corners to the chromium rail. The knots appeared to have been consolidated with water. He had wondered why this was until his own towel had twice fallen to the floor from the smooth metal. Joe seemed not to include people in his programme. He was one down on Roger there.

		‘I meant to tell you about this boy Irving Macher,’ Joe said as he strove with the chairs. ‘Brilliant young Jewish kid from New York. They don’t come any smarter than that. In his junior year at Budweiser. On the staff of the Lit. there and already—’

		‘Junior year? Is that what you call the first year?’

		‘No, it’s what we call the last year but one. And this novel of his. It is honestly the most sizzling thing you ever saw. It just about turns your insides over. It’s about—’

		‘You mentioned it last night.’

		‘Oh, did I? Well, you can have a look at it tomorrow. We’re all just wild about it. Hoping to rush it through for April.’

		‘What advance are you paying?’

		‘Two thousand, maybe two-five.’

		‘That’s a lot for a first novel.’

		‘Ah, shows we believe in the goddam thing. You’ll be able to take it, won’t you, Rog?’

		‘Well, the last few American firsts we’ve done haven’t gone down at all well, I’m sorry to say. There’s a definite feeling against them on the Board at the moment.’

		‘This is something really exceptional.’

		Talking and watching the car, which was now pulling up near the house, had told on Joe’s vigilance with the chairs. The last of the bunch tried to lurch away from him towards the pool. He brought it back with a sharp twist of its arm, following this up with a kneeing in the behind. It squealed across the concrete on its iron toes.

		Roger watched coldly, but felt his heart beating. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing it,’ he said.

		‘For Christ’s sake where is that woman?’ Joe asked himself aloud. Then, using his whole tall body to wave, he shouted: ‘Hallo. Come on over here. Down here.’

		Five people approached over the gravel of the driveway and the clipped green grass. Three of them, two men and a woman, were unknown to Roger. Of the remaining two, who were talking animatedly to each other, one was Dr Ernst Bang, Otto Jespersen Reader in Language Studies at the University of Copenhagen and currently Visiting Fellow at Budweiser College. The other was Roger’s reason for being here now.

		He got to his feet in good time and drew in his stomach, which had earlier started feeling tight, an impressive achievement for such a stomach. Memories ran in his brain. They were displaced by present longing when he took in his reason’s variegated fair hair shining in the sun, face with thin but prominent mouth, rather top-heavy body in a white dress with small blue and green things on it, long bare brown legs. Sixteen days to decide it one way or the other, he thought.

		There were greetings and introductions. Roger relegated for later inspection, if that, the young man called Nigel Pargeter whose sole right to have turned up seemed to be that he was English. An American girl of college age, whose name Roger missed, deserved instant inspection, if nothing more. She was dark and looked foreign, though not in the usual sense of never smiling. She moved her hips and shoulders about a lot, too. But she was very clearly the property of Irving Macher.

		Roger always remembered how quickly and completely he hated the author of Blinkie Heaven. Long afterwards it occurred to him that he had felt exactly the same excited repulsion on meeting a television producer, also American, at the Mirabelle. The chap had monopolized throughout the evening the attention of the fashionable Jesuit whom Roger had set out to impress and whose dinner he was paying for out of his own pocket: £5 10s. on wines alone. It was easy to underrate Mother Nature’s early warning systems.

		Brown-haired and freckled, with a mild crew-cut and a light-weight get-up of blue shirt and drill trousers, Irving Macher had nothing noticeable about him but a pair of restless grey eyes. Their restlessness indicated that there was nothing much for them to see rather than that they could not take in what they saw. This air of having found out a great deal by the age of twenty-one focused Roger’s hatred. He would do something about Macher’s air.

		For the moment there were more important things on hand. Roger had last seen Dr Bang three days earlier and fifteen miles away. With Mrs Bang the figures were eighteen months and getting on for four thousand miles. And yet it was Dr Bang who laughed and shook Roger’s hand for ten seconds and grasped his shoulder and told him how good it was to see him. Mrs Bang smiled slightly and gave Roger her cheek, or rather her jaw, to kiss in the way she had. He searched her manner for circumspect self-restraint, but could find none. Had it really been she, and not her husband, who had been away in Idaho or Iowa with the small Bang when he made his (unforewarned) descent on their house just off Budweiser campus? Yes, it really had.

		‘How are you, Helene? You’re looking frightfully well.’

		‘Yes, I’m fine, thank you. What a lovely place this is and how kind of Mr and Mrs Derlanger to invite us over.’

		‘Oh, they always make a great thing of entertaining … You like it at Budweiser, I gather? They found you a reasonable house, anyway.’

		‘Yes, and the neighbours are fun, they’re so kind, they’re always in and out, and all the kids … I think the one who has most of a ball is Arthur.’

		At the sound of this name Roger stiffened, a reaction fated to pass unnoticed in one of his figure. He also crossed himself mentally. He had always thought it malignly significant that every other Arthur he had met or heard of was well over thirty. Even at five years old there had been a dreadful maturity in Arthur Bang’s regard, in the deliberate way he turned his head and seemed to reflect before he spoke. What must he be like now, rising seven? ‘Oh yes, how is Arthur?’ Roger asked solicitously.

		‘Just fine. He goes to this little farm school place where a lot of the faculty kids go, and the teachers are most impressed with him, especially his study habits and aptitudes.’

		‘Splendid, splendid.’ This was an understatement. Without wanting to, Roger recalled trying to make verbal love to Helene in Regent’s Park with Arthur looking up at him appraisingly from his push-chair, trying to hold her hand in the small room at Oskar Davidsen’s while Arthur spat no. 91 (fried forcemeat cakes with red cabbage, meat jelly and beetroot) at him. School. Of course. It had had to come. Roger felt the emotions of a traditional French lover whose mistress’s husband’s reserve class is recalled.

		‘He’s growing so fast. He was just a baby when you last saw him wasn’t he?’

		‘When I first saw him he was.’ And no mean performer even then, the little bastard, inverting over the knee of Roger’s new suit a whole dish of his grandma’s homemade quince preserve, sent all the way from Idaho or Iowa for the purpose.

		‘Well, it must be three or four years since we met, mustn’t it?’

		‘It was April 1961 in London,’ Roger said, doing his best to dispel shock and disappointment from his voice.

		Dr Bang rarely stayed out of any conversation as long as this. Now he said in his uvular Danish tones: ‘These women have no sense of time, have they, Roger? Oh yes, of course, we know, all of us, they’ve got other much more—’

		‘Oh yes we do have a sense of time, it’s just that you didn’t get around to appreciating it yet.’

		‘You hear that? Isn’t it monstrous? There’s nothing I can do about it, it seems. Try as I may, she’s incorrigible. Do have – it’s like something in Pope. And always the aorist tense instead of the perfect. She gets more Americanized every day, and of course the speech is where it first shows.’

		‘Come on,’ Roger said, smiling, ‘you’re not on duty now. Let’s have a drink.’

		‘I’m sorry, I can never learn better. As long as people are speaking round me, my job’s never over. It’s such a basic human activity, you can’t keep away from it.’

		‘Well I can think of one or two—’

		‘But look,’ Helene said to her husband, ‘from everything you told me about this I still can’t figure out why it’s so wrong to speak in the American way. More people speak like this than speak in the British way, after all.’

		‘But it’s not the only—’

		‘There you are, Roger. Inability to conduct a logical discussion.’ Ernst turned away and settled down to argue with Helene. ‘It’s not a question of right and wrong at all. Ideas of correctness don’t enter in. Any more than the number of speakers. It’s simply that in the Eastern Hemisphere, which as you know includes Scandinavia, the traditional form of English, learnt as a second language, has been British English. Now—’

		‘But we aren’t in the Eastern Hemisphere any more, we’re in America, and it’s just as traditional to—’

		‘It’s not a question of traditional or not traditional, it’s which particular—’

		‘You told me yourself you should never—’

		Roger stayed close when, under Joe’s direction, they went and sat down by the pool. Nearly half the time he spent in their company was regularly filled by the Bangs talking to each other. He was glad that for the moment they were talking English, which they tended to abandon for Danish when they got excited. Although he liked seeing what talking Danish did to Helene’s mouth, the main effect was to make him feel excluded in some way.

		The relatively close inspection of her he could now safely make showed that, at twenty-nine, she was looking better than ever, a slim girl with an endearingly disproportionate bosom. The slender hips, as far as could be seen, were still slender. So

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	OPS/images/logo.jpg






OPS/images/cover.jpg








