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			Dedication

			In memory of my father

			J. P. Hughes

			who really could ‘Talk to the Animals’

		

		
			1 | Welcome to Catland

			In 1925 a man called Dan Rider was inspecting the pauper wards of Springfield Mental Hospital in south London. He was a volunteer visitor, a member of the public charged with checking on the welfare of those unhappy souls who had been deemed insane and sent to what was still known colloquially as the Surrey County Lunatic Asylum. During his tour Rider ‘noticed a quiet little man drawing cats’:

			‘Good Lord, man, you draw like Louis Wain.’

			‘I am Louis Wain,’ replied the patient.

			‘You’re not, you know,’ I exclaimed.

			‘But I am,’ said the artist, and he was.

			Twenty years earlier ‘Louis Wain’ had been a household name, not only in his native Britain but across America, Germany, France, and what was still called ‘the Orient’ too. His anthropomorphic drawings of cats living modern lives was part of the visual and material fabric of a fast and flashy new world. Everywhere you looked, tabbies and gingers were busy going to the theatre, playing golf, strolling along the promenade, and indulging in spa days. They liked eating mice but were even more partial to a glass of champagne.

			On the hinge of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Louis Wain’s cats grinned down from nursery walls, arrived on the mat in the form of a postcard, heralded Christmas with their own dedicated annual, or peeked out from an advertisement exhorting housewives to use ‘Thom’s Castile Soap’ for the weekly wash. Open any mid-market magazine and you were virtually guaranteed to see Wain’s bright-eyed felines grinning right back at you. ‘Go where you will in the ordinary country home,’ said one editor with whom Wain often worked, ‘[and] you seem to be constantly confronted by the reproduction of some drawing of his.’ There was no getting away from him.

			[image: ]

			Still, this book is not a biography of Louis Wain but of Catland – a phenomenon that Wain helped make but which also, in important ways, made him. Catland wasn’t a place you could point to on the map for the simple reason that it was everywhere – in Britain and the US certainly, but also in France, Germany, Italy and Japan too. It is better defined by time: stretching from 1870 to the eve of the Second World War, a period of seventy years during which cats transformed from anonymous background furniture into individual actors, with names, personalities and even biographies of their own.

			Within a few generations (and bear in mind that a feline generation is a mere matter of months) cats lost their previously weaselly faces and ratty tails to take up their place as rounded, silky and large-eyed personalities in a plush modern world. Where once they had multiplied indiscriminately in alleys and farmyards, now they were selectively bred by ‘fanciers’ – the name given to a loose confederation of owners, dealers and interested parties – who conjured up new cat forms from the raw material of the old. An animal that until recently had been nailed to the barndoor by gamekeepers marking their tally of predatory pests, now competed for rosettes and silver cups at well-attended cat shows, the winners’ names announced proudly in next day’s papers.

			Along the way distinct ‘types’ of cat started to emerge from the genetic soup. These were in turn refined into modern breeds with distinctive ‘points’ and pedigrees. This included the Blue Persian with its smoky coat and blazing eyes; the solid domestic short-hair, with dense fur that rippled like clotted cream; the smooth Siamese with burnt brown tips, and the silky Angora that felt like a rabbit to the touch. No longer expected to stick to mouse-catching duties, these luxurious creatures took their place in front of the parlour fire, swapping the status of scullery servant for that of much-loved family member.

			It is no coincidence that the modern cat emerged during what historians call ‘the second industrial revolution’, that period from 1870–1920 which was marked by electrification, machine production, geographic mobility, mass culture and the fracturing of class relations. Nor should it be any surprise that Catland’s peak came in the five years before the First World War, just at that moment when creative artists as unalike as Pablo Picasso and Virginia Woolf were breaking down inherited forms and reconfiguring them into something startling. When it came to ‘making it new’ – that battle cry of early twentieth-century intellectuals – nothing conveyed the principle better than the transformation of the domestic cat from smudgy outlier to cultural obsession.

			Still, these matters were almost certainly not to the forefront of fanciers’ minds when they sent Lord Reginald Hastings or Little Bunny Teedle Tit (yes, really) off to a regional cat show to compete for silver cups and cash prizes. What had begun as a modest hobby for country vicars’ wives and enthusiastic teenagers soon grew into big business, with ‘champion’ cats changing hands for up to £100. By the turn of the century these exquisite creatures were exported like purloined Ming vases throughout the British Empire old and new: America, Australia, South Africa.

			In a series of fifty instalments we will visit Catland and watch as men and women encounter what might be called ‘the modern cat’ – dapper, sexy, smart, urban and only passingly interested in catching sparrows. There is the Duchess of Bedford, who has trained her cats to play croquet, and Arthur Young, the first ‘cat burglar’, who turns thieving into performance art. We meet Harry Whittier Frees, the American photographer whose tableaux of taxidermised kittens delighted (and traumatised) a generation of children; and Felix the Cat, animation’s most enduring feline who became, by some kink in the evolutionary chain, the progenitor of Walt Disney’s Mickey Mouse. We discover how the ‘Yellow Peril’ – fear of invasion from Southeast Asia – led xenophobic Americans and Britons to look askance at Siamese cats, those novelty newcomers whose ‘exotic’ backstory sounded as if it had been plucked straight from the pages of pulp fiction.

			There will also be fleeting encounters – quick strokes and ear scratches – with well-known Victorian and Edwardian cat people. There’s Charles Dickens, who had his favourite pet’s paw stuffed and turned into a letter opener which he used several times a day. And Florence Nightingale, that celebrated friend of humanity, who lived with as many as seventeen cats at once, on the grounds that they possessed ‘much more sympathy and feeling than human beings’. That’s not forgetting nonsense-writer Edward Lear, who had his new villa in San Remo built on an identical plan to his previous house so that his elderly tabby would feel completely at home.

			We end with another famous cat man, T. S. Eliot, the Anglo-American poet who, aptly for a modernist, managed to be in two time zones and two places at once. In 1921 he is sitting on Margate beach, a mere stroll from where Louis Wain recently lived, and busy writing The Waste Land, the epic verse sequence which picks through the fragments of post-Apocalyptic cultural rubble looking for shards of meaning. Leap forward eighteen years to the first weeks of the Second World War and Eliot is publishing Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, featuring felines living precariously on the scrim of civilisation. Skimbleshanks the Railway Cat, Gus the Theatre Cat and Bustopher Jones the Cat about Town try on human roles for size while keeping the codes of their existence – their ‘ineffable effable’ names – hidden from impertinent spies.

			We start first, though, with Louis Wain, the commercial illustrator who, according to H. G. Wells, ‘invented a cat style, a cat society, a whole cat world’. Thanks to Wells’s advocacy, in 1925 thousands of ordinary animal lovers around the globe sent money to get Wain out of Springfield’s pauper wards and into accommodation more appropriate to a national treasure. And it is Wain’s story which runs, or rather zigzags, through this book, as we follow him from hack illustrator to global brand to indigent asylum patient and finally endlessly rediscovered ‘outsider artist’, whose psychedelic cat paintings go for tens of thousands of dollars today. In 2021 he was even played by Benedict Cumberbatch in a fantasy biopic, The Electrical Life of Louis Wain.

			You will, though, need to pay attention. Just like a cat, Louis Wain left behind few of the documents that historians generally rely on – letters, diaries, bank accounts – not least because he lived in a permanent muddle. Additionally, many of the publishers’ records in which we might expect to trace his outline were lost during the disturbances of the Second World War. What does remain, though, is a flood of interviews and articles, some of which Wain wrote himself, dating from his peak years at the turn of the twentieth century. I have been able to make fresh archival discoveries as well as recovering sources that have been hiding in plain sight.

			And then, of course, there are the cats. Wain drew thousands of them during his long career and the majority are still with us today. Handsomely framed, they hang on the walls of dealers’ galleries or go up for auction at Sotheby’s. Cheaply reproduced they beam and wink from Christmas cards, calendars, novelty pottery and even key rings. They camp out in every corner of the internet. Some are fully dressed in top hat and tails; others are wearing nothing but their own fur, which is quite likely to be a surreal cerulean; yet others have been turned into kaleidoscopic abstracts, resembling nothing so much as Pop Art from the 1960s. But all of them, great and small, complex and sketchy, began their lives in Wain’s fertile brain before springing out into the world, super-charging it as they went. It was H. G. Wells again who got the measure of this phenomenon best when he declared: ‘English cats that do not look and live like Louis Wain cats are ashamed of themselves.’ Cats hadn’t just become modern, they made everything around them modern too.

			Welcome to Catland.
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			2 | Early Terrors

			When it comes to piecing together Louis Wain’s early years, we have to rely on the many unreliable interviews he gave in the course of his career. The 1890s was the first decade of mass celebrity, with a new generation of cheap magazines delivering tattle about the rich and famous to an expanding readership endlessly agog at the lives of others. Stories of duchesses and chorus girls, artists and their wives, authors and actors, stuffed the pages of the new mass market weekly titles, often accompanied by photographs of the subjects posed self-consciously ‘at home’. Louis Wain certainly wasn’t rich, but he was sufficiently famous to fill column inches with accounts of his London childhood, his artistic career and, of course, his way with cats. A lot of what he told journalists or even wrote himself is hard to parse. Some of it doesn’t make sense. But it never seemed to matter, because the choppy format of these new magazines – one was even called Tit-bits – could accommodate the stream of non sequiturs and contradictions that poured from him.

			The fullest account of his life is found in an 1899 edition of a popular magazine called, with admirable clarity, Mainly About People. In ‘Chapters of Autobiography’, Wain begins by explaining that he was a fragile child whose parents were given ‘strict orders’ by the doctor not to send him to school until he was ten. This is a standard opening gambit for nineteenth-century memoirists, to the point where you could be forgiven for thinking that no eminent Victorian ever came into the world rosy and bouncing, ready to take life on the chin.

			Usually, these wan beginnings presage a period of blissful seclusion and intensive reading at home with Mama, without having to worry about brutish schoolmasters, dreary rote-learning and the pinches and punches of nasty children. And that, indeed, is exactly what happened with Wain: he alludes vaguely to a period with ‘private tutors’ at home, which makes him sound like a little lord rather than the son of a travelling salesman. He also seems to have been sent, in time-honoured fashion, to the countryside to convalesce from a bout of scarlet fever. Here, most likely in Hampshire, he naturalised to his heart’s content, embarking on what he recalled as ‘harum-scarum excursions, in which I gathered together a hundredweight of insects, bird skins, twisted wood, stones, nests etc. and a menagerie of live things in the vases, boxes and drawers all over the house’.

			His landlady periodically threw this treasure away or sold anything that looked valuable. You can hardly blame her. He was always a hoarder. In his subsequent homes, whether suburban villa or asylum ward, Louis surrounded himself with knick-knacks, old clothes, pictures, and lots and lots of newspapers which no-one was allowed to touch. And then there were the cats, over 300 of them. They were stuffed, mummified, and rendered in porcelain, many of them sent by fans from all over the world. When he was moved from Bethlem Hospital in 1930 his room was so full of tasty debris that a large family of mice had moved in.

			What was this ‘sickness’ that kept Louis tucked away at home or out in the country, safe from the assaults of ordinary boyhood? We know – although not from him – that he was born in 1860 with a cleft lip. This refers to an opening in the upper lip which can go right up into the nose, pulling it off centre. Given the constant references that other people made to Wain’s ‘squashed’ nose it seems likely that his cleft was a large one. Whether he also had a gap in the roof of his mouth (the two often go together), is less certain. In cases like these Victorian doctors advised parents to keep their children at home for their first ten years, during which time congenital cleavages might start to sew themselves together (surgical repair was not an option until the middle of the twentieth century). There was also the opinion, not always voiced, that keeping a ‘deformed’ child hidden would save them from the inevitable bullies who were lying in wait.

			As soon as he was old enough, Wain grew a moustache to hide his lip, but until then he went through playground hell. In that same ‘Chapters of Autobiography’ he explains that from the age of twelve, and now attending school, he became ‘very pugnacious’, getting into ‘heavy fights’, with the result that his nose was flattened to his face. Yet from what he says next it looks as if the misshapen organ was the trigger rather than the consequence of playground violence. ‘As is always the case among boys, this broken nose was the red rag for every boy to get a whack [at me] at all times of the day … I had to be constantly on my guard all round to dodge or ward off the sudden attack from whatever quarter it came.’

			Worried that he has gone too far in painting a picture of himself as a broken boy cowering in the corner, Wain springs forward with a boast about how he quickly developed ‘assertiveness’ and a habit of ‘decisive retaliation’. He might grow up to be a cat man, but he was no-one’s idea of a coward. One of the first things he did when he started to earn a bit of money was take boxing lessons from Jem Mace, the British heavy-weight champion of the world and, like Wain, a southpaw. Wain remained a hugely enthusiastic boxer into middle age and a keen observer and advocate of the sport. It also gave him a useful cover story for his conspicuous appearance. By his mid-thirties Wain was telling journalists that boxing was responsible for his wayward nose, a careful contrivance which suggests that his looks continued to bother him dreadfully. Years later, in 1910, he shifted ground again when he underwent rhinoplasty in New York City, claiming that it was necessary to help him breathe, since ‘I had my nose broken at school, and the cartilage has been growing ever since, with the result that my health has suffered.’

			Here perhaps is the real reason that Wain constantly played truant – first from the Congregationalist Church School in Hackney, and then the Jesuit Brothers in Streatham (an odd combination, which we will get to later). He would stay away for three months at a time. Far from being a plucky boy hero who habitually played hooky to enjoy all manner of adventures and excursions in London parks and down by the docks, he was simply a terrified child on the run from playground thugs. It certainly explains why the many schoolroom scenes Wain made for Catland are saturated in violence. Take Mrs Tabby’s Academy, a title Wain reused several times for a subject to which he returned compulsively throughout his career.

			Here the teacher – who looks more like a ‘Mr’ than a ‘Mrs’ Tabby – perches above the schoolroom chaos on a dais and raises a cane in a futile attempt to bring the rioting pupils under control. This is early Wain, done in the 1880s, before his cats started wearing clothes. Two lads ecstatically torture a third by slamming his tail in a wooden chest. Another striped bully throws a huge spider at a fluffy white colleague, while yet another tabby chucks books at a classmate in a deliberate attempt to send him tumbling (tabbies tend to be the thugs of Catland). Someone else munches on a mouse although it isn’t even breaktime; two others appear to be fastening a trunk ready for an imminent getaway, while another would-be truant is already halfway out the door. Here and there a studious pupil attempts to get to grips with the wall map or the globe. These swots, though, are banished to the edges of the frame, leaving the centre stage to the vandals.
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			In Louis Wain’s classrooms it isn’t just physical force that determines who flourishes and who goes under. There’s psychological warfare at work too, with the bullies using their sixth sense to identify who to pick on. They’re looking for the ones who have been conditioned from their earliest years to anticipate catastrophe – the ones who have no confidence in their ability to stand their ground, let alone fight back. Psychologists call this ‘hypervigilance’ and Wain’s classroom pictures could only have been drawn by someone who knew its contours intimately.

			Sure enough, in his ‘Chapters of Autobiography’, Wain gives a vivid account of his own early emotional holocaust: ‘the days of my childhood were terrifying in the extreme’. This was a reference to the constant ‘visions’ that beset him. As a young boy, ‘I was haunted, in the streets and at home, by day and night, by a vast globe, which seemed to have endless surface, and I seemed to see myself climbing over and over it until, from sheer fright I came to myself and the vision went.’ Later he explains how, when he should have been at school, he sneaked into the public lectures at the old Polytechnic Institution in Regent Street, and ‘worried myself into fevers over perpetual motion and flying machines’. He returned to these visions throughout his life, reframing them as a source of inspiration rather than psychic annihilation. ‘I lay great store by the phantasms and dreams of my youth for … they opened vistas of future knowledge, and led to many hobbies which I should not like to drop.’ He sounds like a cockney Leonardo.

			[image: ]

			The terror in Wain’s life, the terror that first set the huge globe rolling after him, lay close to home. When, in the 1920s and ’30s, the asylum psychiatrists had one of their periodic attempts at working out what had gone wrong, they spoke to Wain’s surviving sisters – the ones who had had him committed to the asylum in the first place. These psychiatrists weren’t psychoanalysts, but Freud was in the ether, so it was only natural for these mind doctors to enquire into their patient’s earliest years. Under questioning the sisters spoke of their elder brother as an ‘eccentric’ and ‘shy’ child. When Drs Roachsmith and Stern, Wain’s physicians during the last decade of his life, talked to the art historian Brian Reade years later, they must have said something about Louis Wain’s relationship with his mother. This, at least, is how Reade took it. Having concluded that Julie Wain ‘was the dominant figure in … [Louis’s] childhood and youth’, the Victoria & Albert curator added darkly: ‘though it is questionable whether her affection for him was of the right kind’.

		

		
			3 | The Beforetimes

			When Hegel declared in the 1830s that Africa had no history worth speaking of, he might just as well have been talking about cats. Historically cats were not mentioned in household inventories, nor left to people in wills; nor did they crop up often in newspapers or novels. Instead, just like the ‘dark continent’, they appeared to have been suspended for centuries in an unchanging state of nature, waiting for Civilisation to fire the starting pistol so that their modern story could begin.

			Of course, you saw actual cats everywhere, in town and country, inside and out, up on the roof and down in the cellar, trotting over a field with a mouse in their mouth, or whisking down a dark alley. But their ubiquity made them hard to see – which, in turn, made them difficult to imagine. They were just there, and it was not a pretty sight. Thanks to random and often incestuous mating, not to mention a life of violence and starvation, the early nineteenth-century cat resembled nothing so much as a weasel with a sharp, pointed face, a rat-like tail and the haunted look of a creature that has learned to expect the worst.

			Cats had an image problem. In 1862, Beeton’s Book of Home Pets told its readers that, ‘it is the fashion to ascribe to the cat very few good qualities. She is said to be selfish, cruel, greedy, and without an atom of affection; indeed, to be in disposition the very reverse to the dog.’ If a cat provided pest-control services to a household, then it wasn’t because it had been trained to do so or wanted to help but because it enjoyed chasing, torturing and eating creatures that were smaller than itself. One thirteenth-century pope had even suggested that the cat was Satan in disguise.

			Attending to the genetics gives us a different story, or at least one that doesn’t involve the Devil. Felis catus came out of the Middle East’s Fertile Crescent around 7,000 BC when the advent of agriculture brought grain stores, haybarns, and rich pickings of rodents. Even then, cats stayed semi-detached, perfectly capable of looking after themselves without any help from humans. Dogs, by contrast, had become fully domesticated much earlier, around 25,000 BC, when mankind was still at the hunter-gatherer stage and needed pack animals to help catch supper.

			In his Just So Stories of 1902, Rudyard Kipling telescopes time and adds a dash of whimsy when he describes how Wild Dog was the first creature to walk up to the humans’ cave, and accept food from the Woman, agreeing in return to become the Man’s faithful hunting companion. The horse and the cow soon follow suit and sign up as servants of the embryonic household. Only finally does Cat deign to cross the threshold and, even then, insists on its own terms: ‘I am not a friend, and I am not a servant. I am the Cat who walks by himself, and I wish to come into your cave.’

			[image: ]

			Since the cat had been domesticated so patchily and so late, it had not been subject to the same breeding pressures as the dog. Over the preceding millennia humans had moulded Canis familiaris into various shapes to fulfil specific functions. There were short-legged terriers to dig down rabbit holes, and clever, springy collies to herd sheep, and huge furry St Bernards for pulling people out of snow. All these variations had come about through a rough-and-ready version of selective breeding which involved early man choosing animals with the desired qualities and mating them until distinctive prototypes emerged. Introduce enough stumpy-legged, low-slung dogs to each other and you’ll end up with something that looks like the beginning of a dachshund. Cats, by contrast, had not been close to humans for long enough to have undergone these modifications. If they had, then today we would see cats the size of Great Danes and Yorkshire Terriers sauntering down the street.

			There were, though, always accidental pockets of inbreeding which led to cats developing a local look. The Isle of Man was home to a community of tailless animals due to a mutant gene that had run riot through the isolated community. In Leadenhall Market in Victorian London, there were cats so tall that when they stood on their hind legs they were able to peer over the counters at customers. Rumours abounded too of a race of talking cats in Siam, but no-one had seen one and, anyway, they were said to be hideous.

			Charles Darwin, who published his epoch-making On the Origin of Species (1859) after years of consulting with gamekeepers and grooms, concluded that cats would always remain a case apart. You could breed fancy pigeons, as he himself did, but with cats such attempts would inevitably peter out. ‘Cats, from their nocturnal rambling habits, cannot be easily matched [bred],’ he explained, ‘and, although so much valued by women and children, we hardly ever see a distinct breed kept up.’ They would always revert to an undifferentiated state of nature, much in the way that Hegel imagined Africa to have been before the white man turned up and started history ticking.

			This doesn’t mean, of course, that no-one took any notice of cats before 1870. People had lived alongside them for centuries, frequently forming powerful bonds with cherished individuals. It wasn’t unheard of for a rich single woman to leave her fortune to her pets: in 1841 the papers were spluttering over an old lady who had bequeathed hers £800 a year (roughly £50,000 in today’s money). Alternatively, devout women were quite likely to insist that their cat had a full Christian burial, although finding a vicar willing to conduct the service was another matter. Multiple newspapers reported the story of a Kensington lady ‘of distinction’ who commissioned a ‘fine oak coffin’ for her beloved seventeen-year-old cat, Paul, which was displayed with a wreath in the window of the local undertakers shop, ‘where it was an object of intense interest and not a little amusement’.

			Middle-class children, meanwhile, were given kittens as starter pets, on which to practise kindness and care. These kittens, if allowed to mate, would offer a model of ideal maternal behaviour: cat mothers were scrupulously clean and intensely devoted. They were also known to act as stepmothers or wet nurses to orphaned kittens, neatly paralleling the arrangement in those many Victorian households where second wives and maiden aunts stepped in to raise the children of a recently deceased mother.

			The death of a much-loved cat was also a way for children to learn the emotions and rituals of proportionate mourning. While burying Snowdrop in a biscuit tin under the apple tree was not the same thing as seeing Papa interred in the local churchyard, it still provided a rehearsal for managing the many partings, both human and animal, that lay ahead.

			In mid-Victorian households, then, it was perfectly possible for a particular family cat to be woven into a rich web of affection, emotion and anthropomorphic fantasy. In 1880 twelve-year-old Edward Garnett, who grew up to be the literary midwife of everyone from Joseph Conrad to D. H. Lawrence, began a family magazine with the title the Cats Newspaper (‘motto: Cave Canem’). Thomas Huxley, a man of science and chief populariser of Darwin, wrote fond and funny illustrated letters to his youngest daughter about naughty kitten Oliver, who had been banished from the dining room for ruining soft furnishings costing 13 shillings and 6 pence a yard. Likewise, letters amongst women might easily end with love being sent to cats, just as Marian Evans (not yet George Eliot) did when writing to her London friend Harriet Hennell in the 1840s.

			But for those animals that had not been incorporated into a loving family, it was a different matter. Since cats ‘walked alone’ and belonged to no-one in particular, they were considered common property. Their abject status – the companion of old women and children – was catnip to young men. ‘Boys’ were famous for torturing cats by throwing them on bonfires, putting two cats in a sack to fight to the death, shoving gunpowder up a cat’s anus and then lighting a flame. In early modern Britain cats had often been props in rowdy street carnivals and the tradition persisted into the nineteenth century. Dressed up as the pope or Guy Fawkes (since the sixteenth century ‘cats’ had stood in for ‘cat-holics’), they were ceremonially set on fire, their tormented screams sounding for all the world like the Devil’s dying cry.

			Even in mid-Victorian Britain, you can find accounts pocketed away in local papers of delinquent lads taking hot pokers to cats’ eyes, or attaching walnut shells to their feet so that when they walked they scared themselves silly. In January 1860 eleven-year-old William Raw, the son of a respectable greengrocer, was brought before Hertford magistrates on the charge that he had been observed holding ‘a cat by the neck and swinging it round. He then put it on the ground and kicked it two or three yards.’ It didn’t bear thinking about. Four years later another boy, in York this time, was sentenced to a month with hard labour in the House of Correction for throwing a cat fifteen feet in the air to test the theory that it would automatically land on its feet (it didn’t).

			All of which is to say that by the 1870s, as the cat stood on the threshold of its modern existence, it remained a remarkably pliable figure. On the one hand it looked and behaved a bit like the Devil, needlessly cruel towards those weaker than itself; yet on the other it was vulnerable to ill-treatment from any passing thug. According to one reading, the cat was a household servant who dutifully undertook pest control; according to another it preferred to sit on the sofa sucking up to old ladies in the hope of being left a fortune. Likewise, a dead cat could be both a person of great importance (there was a story circulating about the ancient Egyptians shaving off their brows as a mark of mourning), and also abject household waste: unpopular politicians got used to ducking dead cats when stepping onto the hustings.

			There is an incident that neatly illustrates the cat’s unstable status. In 1888 an Egyptian farmer struck gold, or rather struck cat, when he came across what was described as a ‘seam’ of ancient feline mummies buried on his land at Beni-Hasan, not far from Cairo. The lioness goddess Pakhet (meaning ‘she who scratches’) had once had a cult temple at nearby Istabl Antar where thousands of mummified cats had been presented as votive offerings before being buried in catacombs. Modern research reveals that, far from being semi-sacred, these mummified cats had been battery-farmed for the ancient tourist market, before being knocked on the head when a few weeks old and turned into gift-shop fodder.

			This put the nail in the coffin of that old but tenacious story about Egyptians ‘worshipping’ cats. By now it had become clear that the spoils of Beni-Hasan were less valuable for any sacred or anthropological status they might have held than their material qualities. The lucky farmer on whose land the cache had been found sold his nitrogen-rich bounty to local traders while the bigger lots found their way to an Alexandrian merchant and, from there, to Liverpool.

			On arriving in a misty Merseyside early in 1890, the remains of 180,000 mummified cats were sold at auction by Messrs Gordon and Co. of Rumford Street for £3. 13s. 9d. a ton. The intention was that they would be spread over English fields to work their fertile magic on phlegmatic clay soil. In a lame attempt at humour, Mr Gordon knocked down the lots using a Beni-Hasan skull as his hammer. In a few months’ time families all over northern England would be tucking into a Sunday lunch enriched with tasty traces of ancient cat.

		

		
			4 | Maternal Material

			Louis Wain’s mother, Julie, was cut from spectacular cloth. Her father, Louis Antoine Boiteux, designed silk tapestries for the Church, while her mother, Caroline, stitched those patterns into numinous objects you could touch and feel, wonder at and worship with: altar cloths, frontals and chasubles. The couple were French Catholics, he from Paris (b.1809), she from Dunkirk (b.1806) and they had married in the capital’s centre in 1830, just weeks after the July Revolution had splattered the city’s streets with bullets and blood. These événements chased out not only the ultra-royalist King Charles X, younger brother of the decapitated Louis XVI, but also scythed through the Church, sending France hurtling back to the vicious anti-clericalism of the early 1790s when priests and nuns were routinely relieved of their heads. This was doubly ominous for the newly married young couple whose livelihoods were so intimately bound up with the Catholic Church. In 1832, and with more trouble rumbling in the streets of Paris, Louis and Caroline Boiteux and their infant son followed their tonsured bosses into British exile.

			While London was still overwhelmingly a Protestant city, the mood had been mellowing towards Roman Catholics. In 1829 they had been granted full civil rights and by 1850 there would be cardinals in Britain for the first time since ‘Bloody’ Mary Tudor. All of which made London a more congenial place than Paris for Louis and Caroline Boiteux. They set up home and business in Marylebone, a déraciné district in the West End where counter-revolutionary French exiles gathered, including at one point King Charles himself. Two nearby places of worship – that of the Spanish embassy in Manchester Square and the French Chapel Royal in Carton Street – were hubs of community, trade and the latest news from home.

			This all sounds precarious, but in fact the demand for the Boiteux’ services had never been higher. The restoration of the Catholic hierarchy in Britain brought a new demand for vestments and decorative church furniture, and the pragmatic couple were equally willing to kit out Protestants too. An unprecedented Church of England building programme saw 1,727 churches erected or extensively remodelled in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. Many of these tilted their style of worship towards an aesthetic designed to ravish the senses. Elaborate vestments, gorgeous altar cloths, and intricately embroidered kneelers were all part of the High Church movement which emphasised the continuity of Anglican worship with the pre-Reformation church. In time, Louis Wain’s mother Julie – the Boiteux’ eldest daughter – would lend her skills to the glorious interior of Lincoln’s Anglican cathedral, which was also known by its earlier name of the Cathedral Church of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

			Julie was born in 1833 shortly after her parents’ arrival in London and had been christened in the Spanish Chapel, Marylebone. Later in life she took to telling people, including the census authorities, that she had entered the world on a boat tossing in the Channel somewhere between England and France. Not only does this sound dangerous, it also suggests that Julie clung to her Frenchness as a mark of distinction. It also warns us that she was a bit of a fibber – or perhaps we should say an embroiderer of the truth. Louis also perpetuated a version of this myth in his Who’s Who entry when he describes his mother as ‘from Paris’, while knowing perfectly well that she came from the warren of streets just north of Oxford Street. Perhaps he liked the way the story provided an explanation for his own ‘foreign’ name – something interviewers always asked about. The five sisters who followed him all sounded similarly French, or at least not-quite-English: Caroline, Josephine, Marie, Claire and Felicie.

			Even the growing number of middle-class Britons who never set foot inside a church found themselves swept up in an aesthetic that owed much to the material legacy of Catholic Europe. The Gothic Revival, which had announced itself in the turrets and steeply pitched roofs of Augustus Pugin’s Houses of Parliament, unleashed a hunger for medieval imagery in incongruous settings. Before long the Pre-Raphaelite Brothers Rossetti and Millais, both with family connections to the continent, would be producing pictures of domestic life that reworked motifs from fourteenth-century sacred art. Their younger friend William Morris set himself to learning traditional craft techniques including handweaving, while his wife Jane trained in Opus Anglicanum (literally ‘English work’), the exquisitely detailed silver and silk embroidery that had flourished in the late-medieval period.

			This revival in traditional needlecraft – often called ‘art needlework’ to distinguish it from the everyday business of darning socks and sewing on buttons – was well underway by the 1840s, which is when Louis Boiteux moved his family from Marylebone to Golden Square, in the heart of Soho. The area had long been inhabited by European exiles – in 1839 Dickens described it as ‘a great resort of foreigners’. Historically these French, German and Italian immigrants had been associated with music and musicianship, but textiles were taking over. Gagnière, the hugely successful French silk and woollen firm, had set up flashily at number 21 Golden Square, the year before Louis Boiteux, ‘draughtsman and embroiderer’, moved into his own more modest premises around the corner at 5 King Street. Throughout the 1830s and ’40s, Boiteux continued to cross regularly between Britain and France, sourcing patterns, commissions and inspiration.

			Golden Square is where Julie Boiteux and her siblings learnt the various disciplines of the family business. The eldest child, Just Jules, was a designer and, in time, a photographer – it is he who took some intimate family pictures of the Wains that have recently come to light. Julie’s younger sister Clarisse became an accomplished embroiderer with her own business, as did Françoise who was known as Fanny. Caroline, the next daughter, was an embroideress and Marie was an ‘artist’s dressmaker’, sewing the costumes required by the likes of Rossetti and Millais to turn their cockney milliners into queenly Guineveres.

			[image: ]

			All of which means that the Boiteux children grew up with pattern, colour and story seared on their retinas. (Whether they also grew up with the French language on their tongues is harder to say.) In the next generation Louis inherited that same intensely decorative sensibility, which became more pronounced as he grew older. In one of his pictures, done in the 1910s, two girl cats are holding their elaborately dressed cat dolls. Instead of playful pleasure, the girls looked stunned, as if they have suddenly realised that their destiny is almost certain to involve motherhood. But if you look beyond the cartoon grammar of their pop-eyed stares and downturned mouths to the background you notice that it is composed of a dense pattern of highly stylised marigolds. These were the flowers that Rossetti used whenever he wanted to hint at the perils and penalties of unregulated female sexuality.

			Julie married William Wain in 1859 at the age of twenty-six and gave birth to her eldest child, another Louis – our Louis, cat Louis – a year later. On the evidence of Catland, the only thing more fraught than being a mother is being mothered. Earlier Victorian illustrators including Walter Crane had deployed the figure of the female cat as an ideal type of maternal presence – clean, selfless and vigilant in teaching her kittens the disciplines of adult life. By the time Louis Wain came to draw his cat mamas, they are more likely to look anxious, bored and even angry, as if they would far rather be doing something else entirely.

			In this picture from 1907 a mother cat looks surprised if not sceptical about the three kittens she holds stiffly in her arms. Perhaps it is the variation in their coat colours that alarms her: only the middle kitten is an orange tabby like herself, while the two outliers are cobalt blue. Feline litters are notorious for containing different coloured kittens, a consequence of the fact that a single litter may actually have different fathers. It’s called ‘heteropaternal superfecundation’ and is Nature’s way of maximising the gene pool. But no-one seems to have explained this to the mother pictured here, who continues to look alarmed, as if she suspects a mix-up in the maternity ward.

			[image: ]

			Although Julie Wain did not produce triplets, there are plenty of clues that she found motherhood stressful. She gave birth to her first child Louis in August 1860 just as her own mother was deep in the business of dying. Julie’s sisters, all younger, were too inexperienced to help, especially when the baby came out looking different. It wasn’t that he was cobalt blue like the kittens in the picture, but there was a triangular gap in his upper lip which had the effect of pulling his nose off-centre. He will have appeared strange to his parents and, perhaps what was even worse, monstrous to other people. For a relatively minor disability, a cleft came with a huge amount of cultural baggage. In the Christian Middle Ages, babies with a ‘harelip’ arrived tangled up in the superstition that witches often took the shape of hares. According to this reading, it wasn’t just the child, but the parents too, who bore the mark of the Devil, or perhaps original sin. No wonder Victorian doctors suggested keeping such children hidden away at home, safe from the rude stares, the catcalling and the shame – for the entire family – that lay in wait.

			Even if Julie and William Wain had somehow risen above these contemporary prejudices, they were still left with the physical, emotional and financial challenges of raising a disfigured child. A baby with a cleft lip can find it hard to breastfeed, so Louis would have cried and groused and lost weight frighteningly fast until someone showed Julie how to coax him onto a bottle. No sooner was this achieved than the young woman found herself pregnant again, and every eighteen months thereafter, until 1871. Traditionally Catholics, like cats, had big families, and each new arrival meant an added strain on already slender resources. One of Louis’s most heartfelt drawings is There Was an Old Pussy Who Lived in a Shoe, adapted from the nursery rhyme.

			In this drawing the Old Pussy’s giant footwear is not big enough to house all twenty of her kittens. Apart from the dozen or so who are stuffed into the shoe itself, there are eight or more milling around, including two infants in highchairs. At least these babies have full bottles – one of their siblings is so hungry that he is trying to extract a bit of cheese from the mousetrap. No-one looks happy: the Old Pussy is bearing down on one of her tearful children with a bundle of birch twigs in accordance with the (adapted) nursery rhyme’s punishing climax – ‘those who were naughty she caned – swish, swish!’ An elder sibling tortures one of the younger ones by pulling his whiskers, while a girl cat adds to the endless proliferation of small feline bodies by clasping her cat doll, a hint that this extravagant fertility and its accompanying discontents has already passed to the next generation.
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			Those discontents reached far beyond the simple bother of having too many mouths to feed. There is anecdotal evidence that in 1866 Julie gave birth to a stillborn son. No record has been found, but there is a telling gap of three years between Josephine and Marie Wain, born in 1864 and 1867 respectively. There is also a peculiar passage that Louis Wain wrote in 1921, in which he speaks as a cat trying to understand why his mistress is so distracted:

			Baby has gone, gone for ever. No-one can tell me anything about it but the vision in silks who comes in to see me frequently now. But she does not understand me. She is robed in black, and she is red with crying, and her eyes are far away in the beyond, dreaming of baby.

			The emphasis here is on the bereaved mother’s restless searching out of her pet cat to provide some sort of succour for the loss of her child (newborn babies are approximately the same size and weight of an adult cat). She is a ‘vision in silks’, the material most associated with the Wain and Boiteux families, and clings to the hope that her pet will console her for the unfathomable loss. But while both woman and cat long for connection, they keep missing one another. The cat narrator is not certain what has happened, since ‘no-one can tell me’, while the mother, in turn, ‘does not understand’ what the cat is trying to say. This is not simply a failure of language but a chasm in communication. While the woman reaches blindly for her pet, her focus is ‘far away in the beyond’ as if she has no inkling that her cat – or her child – has any existence separate from her own.

		

		
			5 | Thinking with Cats

			In 1984 the Harvard historian Robert Darnton published a collection of essays on the cultural history of early modern France. In the titular incident, ‘The Great Cat Massacre of the Rue Saint-Séverin’, Darnton set out to understand an obscure episode from eighteenth-century Parisian life which he had encountered in a book by Nicolas Contat, a printer’s apprentice from the late 1730s. In his memoir, Contat recalls that he and his fellow apprentice, Léveillé, endured horrible living conditions in the city’s Latin quarter. The teenagers were given rancid meat to eat in the kitchen (the cats, sensibly, wouldn’t touch it) and bunked down in a room where sleep became impossible thanks to the constant caterwauling in the alley outside the window.

			The printer boss and his snooty wife, meanwhile, kept cats as pampered pets, ostentatiously feeding them roast fowl while the apprentices drooled with hunger. Pet-keeping had become all the rage amongst the petite bourgeoisie of Paris, a way of distinguishing themselves from the common herd. One night, by way of revenge, Léveillé climbed outside the marital bedroom and wailed like a female cat on heat. The next day the hollow-eyed master instructed the two apprentices to kill the alley cats that were depriving upstanding bourgeois citizens of their well-earned rest.

			The lads did not need to be asked twice. They embarked on a rampage, recruiting their friends to smash any cat they encountered, including the wife’s pampered pet ‘La Grise’, whose spine they joyfully sundered with an iron bar. La Grise’s broken body was dumped in the gutter while the other kitty corpses were strung up and subjected to a mock trial at which they were found ‘coupable’ of living in better conditions than the apprentices. Contat was still retelling the story in middle age, not because he felt embarrassed, ashamed or even puzzled by his youthful cruelty, but because he found it terrifically funny and thought posterity would enjoy the joke.

			The problem for Robert Darnton, writing in late twentieth-century America, was this: how on earth could Nicolas Contat have ever thought that torturing cats was remotely amusing? Even more peculiar was the effort Contat made to keep the joke going, explaining in his memoir how he and his friends would periodically re-enact the original massacre. This seemed doubly odd, given that Contat was living in the cradle of the Enlightenment, when this kind of carnival cruelty was supposed to have gone out with the Dark Ages. Furthermore, he was even training to be a printer – a lantern-carrier of progressive and rational thought.
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			The obvious, historical, way for Darnton to make sense of the cat massacre was to read it as a labour revolt over poor wages and living conditions, a full fifty years before the French Revolution. But that didn’t explain things entirely – the laughter, the excitement, the gloating. To help him unlock the incident’s full meaning, Darnton borrowed the methodology of his Harvard colleague Clifford Geertz, whose recent writing ‘Of Cocks and Men’ in an essay about Balinese culture, had turned him into a campus superstar. Geertz in turn had developed his ideas from Claude Lévi-Strauss, the founding father of academic anthropology, who in 1962 had coined the famous phrase about animals ‘being good to think with’. By this the French structuralist meant that attending to the way that humans use animals in their rituals allows us to unlock patterns of emotion and feeling that would otherwise remain obscure (Balinese villagers, like eighteenth-century Parisian apprentices, were tricky to interview). Adapting this anthropological approach allowed Darnton to get deeper into the massacre, untangling the way that hunting and killing the cats signified both sexual and social revolt. The killing of La Grise in particular was a way of deep-shaming both the employer and his wife, whom Contat suspected was having an affair with the local priest.

			The Great Cat Massacre was a hugely influential piece of work, with historians around the world rushing to emulate Robert Darnton’s anthropological pathfinding. It turns out, though, that he had not been particularly original when it came to thinking with cats. People had been doing it for centuries. At the very time when Contat was publishing his cat-smashing memoir, the English poet Christopher Smart was composing ‘My Cat Jeoffry’, while living in the grim surroundings of St Luke’s Hospital, Bethnal Green, where he had been locked up for lunacy.

			‘My Cat Jeoffry’ is a piece of glorious free verse in which Smart bubbles over with ecstatic love for his feline companion, whom he characterises as a devoted servant of the Lord. Every move Jeoffry makes, from washing his whiskers to nibbling at fleas, is his way of worshipping God. Buried in Smart’s mounting crescendo of jubilation is a line that points out that Jeoffry’s actions have lessons for ‘man’ too: ‘For he is good to think on, if a man would express himself neatly.’

			Contemplating a cat, thinking on one, can nudge a prolix poet or a loquacious nobody towards the most economical and effective ways of getting their point across. Nothing Jeoffry does is wasted; nothing is surplus. In the course of contemplating him, Smart suggests that speech loses its privileged status. Jeoffry may be a creature of the brainy, airy Enlightenment yet, like Nicolas Contat, he chooses to ‘speak’ the rich and idiosyncratic language of the body.

			Both Darnton and Smart effectively turn cats into instruments for their own use, no matter how well intentioned. Altogether more difficult than thinking with cats or on cats is to think as a cat, to feel one’s way into the mind of an animal that is at once so familiar and yet so removed from oneself. While it is fairly easy to decipher a dog’s emotional workings through its licks, wags and growls, cats remain inscrutable. Michel de Montaigne raised this conundrum in a celebrated essay of 1570 in which he asked: ‘When I play with my cat who knows if I am not a pastime to her more than she is to me?’ Perhaps – whisper it softly – cats think that God has put humans on the planet to entertain them rather than the other way round.

			It must be something about the French, or philosophers, or French philosophers. Over 400 years after Montaigne, Jacques Derrida was asking virtually the same question although, being Derrida, his argument is harder to follow. In The Animal That Therefore I Am (2008) Derrida describes a traumatic experience with his Siamese cat, Logos (which translates as ‘the Word’). Momentarily naked at home, Derrida reports how embarrassed he feels when Logos fixes his naked body with a long hard stare. Derrida’s point here is that the experience of being looked at by an animal feels so strange because it is so rare. It is we who are usually the observers, the privileged ones who gaze at the animal kingdom in order to name and explain it.
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			Derrida’s essay, based on a talk he gave in 1997, is counted by many as the moment when the humanities took ‘an animal turn’. This refers to the way that animals are increasingly placed at the centre of research questions in literature, history, philosophy and even biology – not as shadows to human stories, or as objects we want to understand for our own benefit, but as creaturely actors who have experiences, stories, and geographies of their own. Above all, it proceeds from the assumption that it is not only human animals but all animals who make history.

		

		
			6 | It Wasn’t Milk

			Silk ran through Louis Wain’s paternal line too. When in the 1870s that great reviver of ancient crafts William Morris set out to immerse himself in the silk weaving, dyeing and embroidery skills of Olde Englande, he travelled to Leek, the centre of the historic trade and the Staffordshire town where the Wain family had lived for generations. The man whom Morris chose as his mentor, Thomas Wardle, was a relative of a sometime partner of John Wain, Louis’s grandfather. This partnership between John Wain and Gaunt, Wardle & Co., had been dissolved in 1849 and thereafter Wain was a solo manufacturer, with a factory in London Road and a home in handsome Ball Haye Street. Not that John Wain ever reached the gentlemanly status of the top Leek silk nabobs. He remained, crucially, his own ‘traveller’ – a word worryingly adjacent to ‘wanderer’ – which required him to spend a lot of time on the road collecting orders in the industrial north-west of England, the centre of the global textile trade.
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			John Wain was free to live like this because he had no wife, or at least none living. Hannah Wain had died in 1828 at the age of thirty, leaving behind a single child, William. John handed over responsibility for the boy to his spinster sister Elizabeth, who moved in to become housekeeper and stepmother combined. We know little of William’s early life apart from the fact that he was baptised in the nonconformist faith of his parents, in the church where most of the town’s commercial classes worshipped. He was being primed to take over the family business, and everything suggests that he was happy with that prospect.

			The 1851 census shows him working as an assistant in the household of a nonconformist draper called David Edward who ran a sizeable business thirty-five miles away, in Shropshire. This was the usual way of doing things in trade families – making sure a young man away from home was under the watchful eye of a man (and his wife) who lived in the approved steady, sober way. It was how things were supposed to have been when Nicolas Contat, of Cat Massacre fame, signed his apprenticeship papers with Jacques Vincent in the previous century. We must assume that William, by contrast, was properly fed by Mrs Edward.

			Or perhaps he wasn’t. At any rate William didn’t last long in rural Shropshire. By the end of the decade he is lodging in an anonymous boarding house in London’s Clerkenwell, alongside thirty other men of working age – drapers’ assistants, town travellers, compositors – all, like him, originally from somewhere else. The city was now so swollen that, if you looked at a map of the country, it was possible to imagine that the nation itself had become haunch-heavy, groaning to sit down.

			According to Wain family tradition, though, it was not work that had brought William to London, but a row. At some point the young man had become a Roman Catholic, which was as dramatic a departure from his nonconformist roots as could be imagined. As momentous, in fact, as if he had walked down London Road in Leek and announced to his father’s factory hands that he had become a Mohammedan, or a Christmas pudding.

			This shift wasn’t as rare as you might think, though. Those who took their religion seriously in the mid-Victorian period (not everyone, by any means) found themselves subject to the push-and-pull of a dizzying number of ways of worshipping a Christian God. Nonconformist Protestant manufacturers were transferring their allegiance to the Established Church as they barrelled up the social scale. Devout members of the Church of England might find themselves despairing at the theological laxity of their local parson’s ‘broad church’ approach and switch allegiance to fire and brimstone evangelism instead. At the other end of the spectrum, some might find themselves drawn to the Oxford Movement, which sought to return the Church of England to its pre-Reformation roots by reviving traditional liturgy and practices. In these days it was quite usual for inner-city Church of England services to thrum with bells, incense and Gregorian chant. And Protestant nonconformists, brought up in the monochrome faith of the Methodists or, say, the Independents (the sect to which the Wains belonged), might find themselves longing for the full-blown sensory drama of Roman Catholicism.

			We don’t know if this was why William Wain converted, or whether the roots went back much further – there had always been a Catholic presence in Leek thanks to the many Napoleonic prisoners of war who had chosen to stay and work in silk. Or perhaps it was simply that William had fallen in love with a French woman. A few streets away from his hostel digs the Boiteux family had set up a temporary home, some distance from their West End roots. The family story goes that William and Julie met in the congregation of the Spanish Place Chapel in Marylebone but perhaps, less romantically, they met while fingering fabric in workaday Clerkenwell. He was a travelling salesman in textiles with an emphasis on silk, she was an embroiderer in her father’s business: it would be natural for them to meet over the samples, judging colours and quality with practised fingers and eyes, edging towards a transaction of one kind or another. Wherever they met they must have liked what they saw, since they walked up the aisle in October 1859 in Marylebone. She was twenty-six and he was thirty-four, so no-one’s idea of love’s young dream.

			The family story goes that John Wain was so horrified by his son’s conversion to Rome, which carried with it all kinds of decadent connotations – from homosexuality to poor book-keeping – that he disinherited William on the spot. But the truth is that the middle-aged manufacturer had more pressing matters on his mind. He was an alcoholic and his constant travelling was an excuse to live in public houses for weeks at a time, far away from the scrutinising glances of Leek’s silkocracy or Church elders. In June 1852, John Wain died at the Crown Inn, Manchester. He was fifty-five years old and his cause of death, reported by the publican who had been present when he drew his last breath, was given matter-of-factly as ‘delirium tremens’.

			When the will, which had recently been updated, was read there was no trace of a suggestion that John had tried to disinherit his wayward son. The document was straightforward enough – a clean split of assets between William and his spinster aunt Elizabeth. But no-one wanted the job of administering the estate for the simple reason that there was nothing to distribute, merely debts to pay – or rather not pay. After John Wain’s death the executors changed several times, with each worthy Leek burgher passing the responsibility to his neighbour like a hot potato until the unrewarding job was taken on by one of his chief creditors, silk manufacturer James Ridout, who undertook to wind everything up. William and Elizabeth, worried about being held responsible for their feckless relative’s debts, formally renounced their claim on the estate.

			So John Wain – who in the one and only biography of his grandson Louis Wain, written fifty years ago, plays the part of the rich censorious Protestant manufacturer – has to be rewritten into a mess of a man, dying on a sticky pub floor and leaving a tangle of debt and bad faith in his wake. His sister Elizabeth, who had kept house and cared for his motherless boy, ended up eking out her long life in the local almshouse. Yet there must have been some lingering bad feeling between William Wain and his father. Otherwise, why did William choose not to call any of his six children after his paternal line? Instead of solid Elizabeth, Hannah, and John, his children all got Anglo-French names from their mother’s side: Louis, Caroline, Josephine, Marie, Claire, Felicie. And they were all raised and remained Roman Catholic.

			In that classic manner of unhappy families, William Wain bore a remarkable resemblance to the father whom he had repudiated. He too was a ‘traveller’ and, while his London circuit may not have required him to stray far from home, he spent his days alone in the city where there was ample opportunity to pop to the pub. Despite being nominally head of the family – it is his name that appears in the rate books – William was emotionally absent. Louis recalled later that his father never bothered to ‘read beyond the first page’ of the letters that regularly came home from school reporting his son’s truancy. It got so bad that the boy’s schoolmaster lectured Mr Wain on the subject of ‘the duties of parents to their children’, reducing the middle-aged man to the status of another delinquent boy.

			Then, in the autumn of 1880, William was admitted to Guy’s Hospital where he spent fifty-five days dying of ‘cirrhosis of the liver and jaundice’ under the care of Samuel Wilks, an eminent doctor who specialised in alcoholics. William was fifty-six, virtually the same age as when his father had died. The people who knew him best must have thought that his life had been a struggle because on his gravestone in the Roman Catholic part of Kensal Green Cemetery it says: ‘Pray for the soul of Matthew William Wain who, after long and patient suffering, died on October 27th. 1880, aged 56 years.’ The reversal of the two Christian names is odd – he was christened William with Matthew a definite second. Perhaps his resentment of his bankrupt, alcoholic father meant that he could not bear to carry a first name associated with the Wains to the grave. There are other family documents too, including his death certificate, in which his name is deliberately rendered as ‘Matthew William Wain’. ‘Matthew’ came from his mother’s father, a well-to-do Leek silk manufacturer whom he must have remembered with affection from the first twelve years of his life. The sort of man that you would be proud to claim as kin.

			Clearly William – or Matthew – Wain had his reasons for finding this world too much. If you want to understand the grinding pressures that came with masculinity in the second half of the nineteenth century, just look at the dads in Catland. Birth rates didn’t start to fall until the 1870s and so these suburban patresfamilias were routinely overwhelmed by
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