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    GEORGE ORWELL


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND JOURNALIST


    
      	Born in Motihari (India) in 1903.


      	Died in London in 1950.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Homage to Catalonia (1938), autobiographical account


          	Animal Farm (1945), novel


          	1984 (1949), novel

        

      

    


       George Orwell is the pen name of Eric Blair, one of the best-known and most highly regarded writers of the 20th century, whose novels and essays are quoted around the world. He was born into an upper-middle-class, but not rich, family and won a scholarship to Eton in 1917. On leaving school, he joined the imperial police in Burma and remained there until 1927, when he grew tired of upholding the oppressive colonial regime. On returning to England, he set about writing a series of fiction and non-fiction novels and pieces of journalism, many of which feature social criticism and support for Democratic Socialism. In 1936 he journeyed to Spain to fight against Franco’s Fascist forces in the Spanish Civil War. He was wounded and recorded his time in Spain and the political atmosphere there in Homage to Catalonia. During the Second World War, he worked for the BBC and began writing Animal Farm, an allegorical novel exploring the distortions of the Russian Revolution. He finished his final novel, 1984, shortly before his death from tuberculosis in 1950. Though a highly elusive and almost mythic figure in English literary history, Orwell has left a legacy of highlighting social injustice and fighting against oppression that has inspired millions around the world.

  


  
    COMING UP FOR AIR


    WAITING FOR WAR


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Orwell, G. (1989) Coming Up for Air. London: Martin Secker & Warburg Limited.


      	1st edition: 1939


      	Themes: war, nostalgia, innocence, British society, work, childhood, family

    


    After being shot through the neck while fighting in the Spanish Civil War (1936-39), Orwell suffered prolonged bouts of ill health, diagnosed officially in 1938 as tuberculosis. As such, his friends impored him to take a holiday in a hot climate, which he did, staying in parts of North Africa for several months. It was there that he wrote Coming Up for Air, which was published by Victor Gollancz in June 1939. Political and military tensions were rising rapidly in the world at the time, and many people were becoming aware of the looming threat of the Second World War (1939-45). The novel revolves around an average, lower-middle-class man and his coming to terms with the imminence of war and his place in a changing world. Coming Up for Air was generally well received by critics but became the last of Orwell’s books to be published by Victor Gollancz.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PART ONE


    George Bowling, a 45-year-old lower-middle-class insurance salesman, has the day off work to go and pick up a new pair of false teeth. He lives in West Bletchley, an inner-outer suburb of London, with his wife Hilda and two children. He gets the train down to London, drops off some paperwork at his office and collects his new teeth, reflecting as he does on the nature of his suburban life and the signs of impending war. While in the Strand, he sees a newspaper headline reporting the delay of the Albanian King Zog’s wedding. He suddenly associates the name ‘Zog’ with one he once heard in a church sermon as a child in his hometown of Lower Binfield in Oxfordshire. He enjoys a strangely intense nostalgia for his youth, imagining it to be 1900, 38 years previously.


    PART TWO


    He continues to remember his idyllic childhood in Lower Binfield, including his father, Uncle Ezekiel and his mother, who he remembers almost exclusively cooking and who cared little for events outside their town. He explains how, as he grew older, he developed a love of fishing, and how fishing itself now seems to represent for him the lost world of the England of his childhood - one not sullied by war or mass consumerism. He describes one particular pond he found, which was completely untouched and contained huge fish.


    He explains how he slowly stopped fishing, as other less important things seemed to take up all his time. He claims to have almost fished just once more in his life: during the First World War (1914-18) when he and a fellow soldier found a pond filled with fish amongst the desolate landscape. He describes how he was taken out of school when he turned 16 to go to work in a grocer’s, due to the strain that competition from a new chain store was placing on his father’s seed business. He takes us through more of his formative experiences: his brother Joe running away from home forever, his first romantic encounters with a girl called Elsie, and the slow ruin and deaths of his mother and father. He notes the changing of the world from an old order of simple English provincialism and recalls the declaration of war on Germany in 1914 and how, two months later, he was in the army bound for France.


    He was injured in 1916, and by some strange bureaucratic anomaly was sent to a deserted town in the south-east of England to manage a non-existent stock of rations. Though he attempted to rectify the mistake, no-one ever came to relieve him, and he spent the final year and a half of the war there, reading and educating himself in his spare time. After the war he got a job at his current employer as a travelling insurance salesman and married Hilda in 1923. He claims that, though their marriage started off badly and he openly admits that he has been unfaithful to her, they enjoy as stable a marriage as any other on their street.


    PART THREE


    He and Hilda go to a Left Book Club meeting and George is astounded at the hate he hears in a speech given by a renowned anti-Fascist. He pictures how the world might look after the war and the terrifying potential of the unknown. Wanting to talk to someone about it, he goes to see his friend Porteous, an old schoolteacher. He finds him to be no help, however, as he is too obsessively concerned with the importance of the classical world to think about the contemporary one. George realises at this moment that Porteous, and many others in England like him who are unable to accept new ideas and concepts of change, are effectively dead.


    The next day, he finds himself absentmindedly picking flowers on his way to a job, and suddenly decides to go back to Lower Binfield for a week. He arranges it two months in advance, telling Hilda that he is being called away on business to Birmingham.


    PART FOUR


    He finds Lower Binfield to be a much changed place. It has expanded massively since he lived there, and of course all the shops and local sites have changed dramatically. The people seem unwelcoming and no-one seems to remember him from his boyhood. He spends the next few days exploring the town and drinking heavily. One day he attempts to go fishing, but finds his old spots infested with people, as much of the countryside has been repurposed for housing and commercial projects.


    In the evening he spots a vaguely familiar face and sees that its Elsie, who has aged horribly and who is married to a shop-owner. She does not remember him, and he is saddened by her changed appearance and the complete lack of feeling the two now have for each other. He tentatively goes back to try to find his secret pool, but instead finds a huge new housing estate and his pool drained and turned into a rubbish dump. When he gets back to town, he is startled when he hears an emergency radio message telling him that Hilda is gravely ill. However, he dismisses it as a trap to get him to come home and ignores it. The next day a bomb, accidentally dropped by an English bomber plane from a nearby factory, lands in the centre of town, destroying a grocer’s and killing three people. George decides to leave after this, and in the car is now certain that the war, and all the horror that it will bring, is a certainty.


    When he gets home, he is met by a furious Hilda, who has found out his lies about being in Birmingham and assumes that he has been with a woman. The novel ends with George desperately attempting to find a way out of the argument, one that he predicts will last several hours.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    GEORGE BOWLING


    George Bowling is a typical lower-middle-class Englishman. He works for an insurance sales company and has “one of those bricky-red faces that go with butter-colored hair and pale-blue eyes” (p.4). He is 45 years old, and is beginning to realise his loss of vitality and becoming increasingly aware of his burgeoning weight: “‘Fatty’ they mostly call me. Fatty Bowling” (ibid.). He lives in an inner-outer suburb of London with his wife Hilda and two children. George consistently defines himself in the novel by his ordinariness: he describes himself as a man with a “wife, two kids and a house in the suburbs written all over me” (p.172), “the middling kind who moves on when the policeman tells him” (p.174). He claims to be typical of his class, neighbourhood and profession, claiming that “at ordinary time you’d place me correctly. “Five to ten quid a week”, you’d say as soon as you saw me” (p.10). He is, however, unusually perceptive and has been an avid reader for most of his life.


    He finds himself deeply troubled by the prospect of another oncoming war, having fought in the First World War and as such being fully aware of the damaging and transformative effects a major conflict can have on society. He is dissatisfied with the new world of frantic 20th-century consumerism, though he accepts that he is fully a part of it. As the novel goes on, he begins to pine for the world of his childhood, which was perhaps just as cruel and tragic, but altogether simpler and more community-based. He claims at one point that “when I look back, I realise that my active life, if I ever had one, ended when I was sixteen. Everything that really matters to me had happened before that date” (p.135). In particular, he is increasingly nostalgic about his childhood pursuit of fishing, which he sees as the opposite of war. Though he is fully aware of the illusory nature of his remembering and the fickleness of the world, he is nonetheless alarmed when he returns to his childhood home in the second half of the novel and witnesses the startling changes that have transformed what was once a peaceful and isolated rural town.


    HILDA BOWLING


    Hilda Bowling is George Bowling’s wife, and the mother of his two children. She comes from what he describes as the “poverty-stricken officer class” (p.137), a social class with the pretentions to and prestige of the upper middle class, but without the accompanying wealth. As a result of her upbringing, she is fanatically stingy and money-scrimping, and most of her appearances in the novel concern increasingly maniacal instances of her demonstrating these traits. On holiday she is occupied with “endless mental arithmetic to decide how much the boarding-house keeper is swindling you” (p.82). George claims that she has ingrained in her “the fixed idea not only that one always is hard-up but that it’s one’s duty to be miserable about it” (p.141). She and George do not seem to get on well, constantly bickering throughout the course of their interactions in the novel. There is, however, clearly deep feeling of some kind in their relationship, even if that feeling is based on familiarity, as George discovers late in the novel: “Are you fond of your own face? Probably not, but you can’t imagine yourself without it. Well, that’s how I feel about Hilda” (p.240). Though, due to the all-consuming and exaggerated nature of her character traits, she comes across as a comic figure at points in the novel, Hilda is never blamed for the way she is. Indeed, due to similarities between her and Orwell’s backgrounds (Orwell’s father was a civil servant in British India), it is likely that she is intended to be a satire of Orwell’s own social class.


    PORTEOUS


    Porteous is a retired schoolteacher and friend of George who is well-read and intelligent but obsessively convinced of the importance of the classical world above all else. After a sheltered life of study, education and cricket, he is unable to grasp the significance of contemporary events. George goes to see Porteous after watching a talk by an anti-Fascist propagandist, wanting to speak with him to allay his fears. However, Porteous refuses to accept the threat of Hitler, claiming that there is “no reason for paying any attention to him” and using what appears to be a catchphrase: “there is nothing new under the sun” (p.165).


    It is at this point that George realises that, despite all his intellect and wit, Porteous’ inability to accept new ideas shuts him off completely from society: “perhaps a man really dies when his brain stops, when he loses the power to take in a new idea. Old Porteous is like that. Wonderfully learned, wonderfully good taste - but he’s not capable of change. Just says the same things and thinks the same thoughts over and over again” (p.168). The character of Porteous serves as a biting criticism of a typical segment of British society, who “think that England will never change and that England’s the whole world” (ibid.). It is these people who exacerbate the build-up to world conflict, and who are most shocked when bombs start falling over their heads.


    SAMUEL BOWLING


    Samuel Bowling, the father of George and Joe Bowling, was a seed tradesman in the town of Lower Binfield, who we hear about through George’s memories. He is a seemingly good-natured and hard-working man. The fate of his struggling seed shop is representative of the decline of the old ways of doing things in British society, as his trade is slowly diminished by the influence of a new chain seed store in town, whose management “systematically undersell him, ruin him and eat him up” (p.97). As George describes his father’s life and troubles, we find him to be bewildered that his hard work has come to nothing: “He couldn’t understand it. He’d inherited the business from his
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