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         Further acclaim for Conundrum:

         
             

         

         ‘A profoundly poetic account.’ New York Times

         
             

         

         ‘On of the strangest documents of our time. So convincing, so gracefully written, so unexpectedly happy a book is it, that when she calls her change of sex “one of the most fascinating experiences that ever befell a human being” one simply agrees.’ Daily Mail

         
             

         

         ‘It is above all the record of a journey, with self knowledge as its destination … A collected, mystical and often very funny book.’ The Times

         
             

         

         ‘It leaves an impression of serenity and triumph and its pages are flecked with wit and humour.’ The Economist

         
             

         

         ‘This is a courageous and thoroughly open book.’ Daily Telegraph

         
             

         

         ‘What Jan Morris offers through her life and work, is a window on the wondrous possibilities of humankind.’ Newsweek

         
             

         

         ‘Jan Morris’s own very personal quest for identity I found most moving, full of gentle wisdom, and extremely funny.’ Critics’ Choice, The Times

         
             

         

         ‘A first rate autobiographical account.’ Guardian

         
             

         

         ‘The humour, awe, loving spirit and zest for life of James Morris all became Jan’s: in the end [the book] is hardly about gender, still less sex, but is profoundly enlightening about the human condition.’ Libby Purves, Good Book Guide 1998
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            Introduction

         

         This book is already a period piece. It was written in the 1970s, and is decidedly of the 1970s. The world has greatly changed since then, and conceptions of sexual identity, which is the ostensible subject of the book, have changed more than anything. Women no longer think of themselves in the same way now, men do not think in the same way about women, and that sizable proportion of the population which used to feel excluded from ordinary sexual categories are now generally more comfortable about themselves.

         In particular the process vulgarly known as a change of sex, for so long a prurient staple of the tabloid press, has become almost commonplace. By now thousands of men and women have been enabled, for one reason or another, to inhabit the opposite sex. Some have gone on to distinguish themselves in their professions, some have made fools of themselves, some are ugly, some are beautiful, some are promiscuous, some are chaste, some have courted publicity, some have lived in modest privacy—in short, the persons now known as transexuals have turned out to be, in most everyday matters, very much like everyone else.

         What is more, science has elucidated some of the mystery of their condition. Dutch scientists, after examining the autopsied brains of six transsexual men, discovered that in every case a particular region of the hypothalamus, at the floor of the brain, was abnormally small for a male, and in fact smaller than most females. This seems to show that there really is some physical, as against psychological, reason for the phenomenon. It is not just in the mind, which is presumably why, over so many years, no single patient appears ever to have been psychiatrically ‘cured’ of the transsexual condition. Besides, it seems to be ever more generally accepted that every one of us is an amalgam of male and female, in one degree or another.

         But if the years have made some parts of my book seem quaintly anachronistic, they have not in the least altered its fundamental attitudes. I have amended only a few words in this new edition, and they are all purely factual. I never did think that my own conundrum was a matter either of science or of social convention. I thought it was a matter of the spirit, a kind of divine allegory, and that explanations of it were not very important anyway. What was important was the liberty of us all to live as we wished to live, to love however we wanted to love, and to know ourselves, however peculiar, disconcerting or unclassifiable, at one with the gods and angels.

         The original publication of Conundrum created some stir, as the tale spread across the world under one title or another—it was Conundrum still in Swedish and German, Enigma in Spanish and Italian, Conundrum, or Enigma in Portuguese and something extremely beautiful in Japan. Letters by the thousand poured in, invitations abounded—half a lifetime of diligent craftsmanship seemed to have done less for my reputation than a simple change of sex!

         For on the whole the responses were kindly, and I was lucky that it all came to light in what is now disparagingly called the Permissive Age, but which still seems to me, for all its excesses, a time of joyous liberation throughout the western world. Almost all the radical movements that sprang into new life then, the new concerns with individual freedoms, the state of the planet and the happiness of animals, found their small reflections in my own development. I had seen in my affairs some mythic or mystic yearning for universal reconciliation, and at that moment there were many people to agree with me.

         Things have hardened since then, but my views have not changed. My loves remain the same loves: my family, my work, a friend or two, my books and my animals, my house between the mountains and the sea, the presence of Wales all around me. And have I discovered, you may ask, the real purpose of my pilgrimage, the last solution to my Conundrum, or Enigma? Sometimes down by the river I almost think I have; but then the light changes, the wind shifts, a cloud moves across the sun, and the meaning of it all once again escapes me.

         Trefan Morys, 2001 

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            Under  the piano—above the sea—trans-sexuality—my  conundrum

         

         I was three or perhaps four years old when I realized that I had  been born into the wrong body, and should really be a girl. I  remember the moment well, and it is the earliest memory of  my life.

         I was sitting beneath my mother’s piano, and her music was  falling around me like cataracts, enclosing me as in a cave.  The round stumpy legs of the piano were like three black  stalactites, and the sound-box was a high dark vault above my  head. My mother was probably playing Sibelius, for she was  enjoying a Finnish period then, and Sibelius from underneath  a piano can be a very noisy composer: but I always liked it  down there, sometimes drawing pictures on the piles of music  stacked around me, or clutching my unfortunate cat for  company.

         What triggered so bizarre a thought I have long forgotten,  but the conviction was unfaltering from the start. On the face  of things it was pure nonsense. I seemed to most people a very  straightforward child, enjoying a happy childhood. I was loved  and I was loving, brought up kindly and sensibly, spoiled to a  comfortable degree, weaned at an early age on Huck Finn and  Alice in Wonderland, taught to cherish my animals, say grace,  think well of myself and wash my hands before tea. I was  always sure of an audience. My security was absolute.  Looking back at my infancy, as one might look back through a  wind-swept avenue of trees, I see there only a cheerful glimpse  of sunshine—for of course the weather was much better in  those days, summers were really summers, and I seldom seem  to remember it actually raining at all.

         More to my point, by every standard of logic I was patently  a boy. I was named James Humphry Morris, male child. I had  a boy’s body. I wore a boy’s clothes. It is true that my mother  had wished me to be a daughter, but I was never treated as  one. It is true that gushing visitors sometimes assembled me  into their fox furs and lavender sachets to murmur that, with  curly hair like mine, I should have been born a girl. As the  youngest of three brothers, in a family very soon to be fatherless,  I was doubtless indulged. I was not, however, generally  thought effeminate. At kindergarten I was not derided. In the  street I was not stared at. If I had announced my self-discovery  beneath the piano, my family might not have been  shocked (Virginia Woolf’s androgynous Orlando was already  in the house), but would certainly have been astonished.

         
            *

         

         Not that I dreamed of revealing it. I cherished it as a secret,  shared for twenty years with not a single soul. At first I did not  regard it as an especially significant secret. I was as vague as  the next child about the meaning of sex, and I assumed it to  be simply another aspect of differentness. For different in  some way I recognized myself to be. Nobody ever urged me to  be like other children: conformity was not a quality coveted in  our home. We sprang, we all knew, from a line of odd forebears  and unusual unions, Welsh, Norman, Quaker, and I  never supposed myself to be much like anyone else.

         I was a solitary child in consequence, and I realize now that  inner conflicts, only half formulated, made me more solitary  still. When my brothers were away at school I wandered lonely  as a cloud over the hills, among the rocks, sloshing through  the mudbanks or prodding in the rockpools of the Bristol  Channel, sometimes fishing for eels in the bleak dykes of the  inland moors, or watching the ships sail up to Newport or Avonmouth through my telescope. If I looked to the east I  could see the line of the Mendip Hills, in whose lee my  mother’s people, modest country squires, flourished in life  and were brass-commemorated in death. If I looked to the  west I could see the blue mass of the Welsh mountains, far  more exciting to me, beneath whose flanks my father’s people  had always lived—‘decent proud people,’ as a cousin once  defined them for me, some of whom still spoke Welsh within  living memory, and all of whom were bound together, generation  after generation, by a common love of music.

         Both prospects, I used to feel, were mine, and this sense of  double possession sometimes gave me a heady sense of universality,  as though wherever I looked I could see some  aspect of myself—an unhealthy delusion, I have since discovered,  for it later made me feel that no country or city was  worth visiting unless I either owned a house there, or wrote a  book about it. Like all Napoleonic fantasies, it was a lonely  sensation too. If it all belonged to me, then I belonged to no  particular part of it. The people I could see from my hilltop,  farming their farms, tending their shops, flirting their way  through seaside holidays, inhabited a different world from  mine. They were all together, I was all alone. They were  members, I was a stranger. They talked to each other in  words they all understood about matters that interested  them all. I spoke a tongue that was only mine, and thought  things that would bore them. Sometimes they asked if they  might look through my telescope, and this gave me great  pleasure. The instrument played an important part in my  fancies and conjectures, perhaps because it seemed to give  me a private insight into distant worlds, and when at the age  of eight or nine I wrote the first pages of a book, I called it  Travels With A Telescope, not a bad title at that. So I was  always gratified when after a few preliminary banterings—‘That’s a big telescope for a little boy! Who are you looking for—Gandhi?’—they wanted to try it for themselves. For one thing  I was a terrible swank, and loved to focus my lens for them  deftly upon the English and Welsh Grounds lightship. For another, the brief contact of the request made me feel more  ordinary.

         I was intensely self-conscious, and often stood back, so to  speak, to watch my own figure stumbling over the hills, or  sprawled on the springy turf in the sunshine. The background  was, at least in my memory, brilliant and sharp-edged, like a  pre-Raphaelite painting. The sky may not always have been as  blue as I recall it, but it was certainly clear as crystal, the only  smoke the smudge from a collier labouring up-Channel, or  the blurred miasma of grime that hung always over the Swansea  valleys. Hawks and skylarks abounded, rabbits were  everywhere, weasels haunted the bracken, and sometimes  there came trundling over the hill, heavily buzzing, the daily  de Havilland biplane on its way to Cardiff.

         My emotions, though, were far less distinct or definable.  My conviction of mistaken sex was still no more than a blur,  tucked away at the back of my mind, but if I was not unhappy,  I was habitually puzzled. Even then that silent fresh childhood  above the sea seemed to me strangely incomplete. I felt a  yearning for I knew not what, as though there were a piece  missing from my pattern, or some element in me that should  be hard and permanent, but was instead soluble and diffuse.  Everything seemed more determinate for those people down  the hill. Their lives looked pre-ordained, as though like the old  de Havilland they simply stuck dogged and content to their  daily routes, comfortably throbbing. Mine was more like a  glider’s movement, airy and delightful perhaps, but lacking  direction.

         This was a bewilderment that would never leave me, and I  see it now as the developing core of my life’s dilemma. If my  landscapes were Millais or Holman Hunt, my introspections  were pure Turner, as though my inner uncertainty could be  represented in swirls and clouds of colour, a haze inside me. I  did not know exactly where it was—in my head, in my heart,  in my loins, in my blood. Nor did I know whether to be  ashamed of it, proud of it, grateful for it, resentful of it. Sometimes  I thought I would be happier without it, sometimes I felt it must be essential to my being. Perhaps one day, when I grew  up, I would be as solid as other people appeared to be: but  perhaps I was meant always to be a creature of wisp or spindrift,  loitering in this inconsequential way almost as though I  were intangible.

         
             *

         

         I present the confusion in cryptic terms, and I see it still as a  mystery. Nobody really knows why some children, boys and  girls, discover in themselves the inexpungable belief that, despite  all the physical evidence, they are really of the opposite  sex. It happens at a very early age. Often there are signs of it  when the child is still a baby, and it is generally profoundly  ingrained, as it was with me, by the fourth or fifth year. Some  theorists suppose the child to be born with it: perhaps there  are undiscovered constitutional or genetic factors, or perhaps,  as American scientists have lately suggested, the foetus has  been affected by misdirected hormones during pregnancy.  Many more believe it to be solely the result of early environment:  too close an identification with one or the other parent,  a dominant mother or father, an infancy too effeminate or too  tomboyish. Others again think the cause to be partly constitutional,  partly environmental—nobody is born entirely male  or entirely female, and some children may be more susceptible  than others to what the psychologists call the ‘imprint’ of  circumstance.

         Whatever the cause, there are thousands of people, perhaps  hundreds of thousands, suffering from the condition today. It  has recently been given the name trans-sexualism, and in its  classic form is as distinct from transvestism as it is from  homosexuality. Both transvestites and homosexuals sometimes  suppose they would be happier if they could change  their sex, but they are generally mistaken. The transvestite  gains his gratification specifically from wearing the clothes of  the opposite sex, and would sacrifice his pleasures by joining  that sex: the homosexual, by definition, prefers to make love  with others of his own sort, and would only alienate himself  and them by changing. Trans-sexualism is something different in kind. It is not a sexual mode or preference. It is not an act of sex at all. It is a passionate, lifelong, ineradicable conviction, and no true trans-sexual has ever been disabused of it.

         I have tried to analyse my own childish emotions, and to discover what I meant, when I declared myself to be a girl in a boy’s body. What was my reasoning? Where was my evidence? Did I simply think that I should behave like a girl? Did I think people should treat me as one? Had I decided that I would rather grow up to be a woman than a man? Did some fearful legacy of the Great War, which ravaged and eventually killed my father, make the passions and instincts of men repugnant to me? Or was it just that something had gone wrong during my months in the womb, so that the hormones were wrongly shuffled, and my conviction was based upon no reasoning at all?

         Freudians and anti-Freudians, sociologists and environmentalists, family and friends, intimates and acquaintances, publishers and agents, men of God and men of science, cynics and compassionates, lewds and prudes—all have asked me these questions since then, and very often provided answers too, but for me it remains a riddle. So be it. If I have evoked my childhood briefly and impressionistically, like a ballet seen through a gauze curtain, it is partly because I remember it only as in a dream, but partly because I do not want to blame it for my dilemma. It was in all other ways a lovely childhood, and I am grateful for it still.

         
            *

         

         In any case, I myself see the conundrum in another perspective, for I believe it to have some higher origin or meaning. I equate it with the idea of soul, or self, and I think of it not just as a sexual enigma, but as a quest for unity. For me every aspect of my life is relevant to that quest—not only the sexual impulses, but all the sights, sounds and smells of memory, the influences of buildings, landscapes, comradeships, the power of love and of sorrow, the satisfactions of the senses as of the body. In my mind it is a subject far wider than sex: I recognize no pruriency to it, and I see it above all as a dilemma neither of the body nor of the brain, but of the spirit.

         Still, for forty years after that rendezvous with Sibelius a sexual purpose dominated, distracted and tormented my life: the tragic and irrational ambition, instinctively formulated but deliberately pursued, to escape from maleness into womanhood.
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            Living a falsehood—the nest of singing-birds—on Oxford—a small lump—in the cathedral—laughing

         

         As I grew older my conflict became more explicit to me, and I began to feel that I was living a falsehood. I was in masquerade, my female reality, which I had no words to define, clothed in a male pretence. Psychiatrists have often asked if this gave me a sense of guilt, but the opposite was true. I felt that in wishing so fervently, and so ceaselessly, to be transplanted into a girl’s body, I was aiming only at a more divine condition, an inner reconciliation: and I attribute this impression not to the influences of home or family, but to an early experience of Oxford.

         Oxford made me. I was an undergraduate there, and for much of my life I have owned a house there—doubly fulfilling my own criteria of possession by writing a book about the city too. But far more important, my first boarding-school was there: the signs, values and traditions of Oxford dominated my early boyhood, and were my first intimations of a world away from home, beyond my telescope’s range. I have, I hope, no sentimental view of the place—I know its faults too well. It remains for me nevertheless, in its frayed and battered integrity, an image of what I admire most in the world: a presence so old and true that it absorbs time and change like light into a prism, only enriching itself by the process, and finding nothing alien except intolerance. 

         Of course when I speak of Oxford, I do not mean simply the city, or the university, or even the atmosphere of the place, but a whole manner of thought, an outlook, almost a civilization. I came to it an anomaly, a contradiction in myself, and were it not for the flexibility and self-amusement I absorbed from the Oxford culture—which is to say, the culture of traditional England—I think I would long ago have ended in that last haven of anomaly, the madhouse. For near the heart of the Oxford ethos lies the grand and comforting truth that there is no norm. We are all different; none of us is entirely wrong; to understand is to forgive.

         
             *

         

         I became a member of the University of Oxford in 1936, when I was nine years old, and my name will be found in the university calenders for that year. This is not because I was any kind of prodigy, but because I was first educated there at the choir school of Christ Church, a college so grand that its chapel is actually the cathedral of the Oxford diocese, and maintains its own professional choir. No education could leave a more lasting effect than this experience did on me, and I doubt if any other kind of school could have satisfied so curiously my inner cravings. A virginal idea was fostered in me by my years at Christ Church, a sense of sacrament and fragility, and this I came slowly to identify as femaleness—‘eternal womanhood’, which as Goethe says in the last lines of Faust, ‘leads us above’. 

         In those days the Cathedral Choir School, housed in unlovely obscurity in a high-walled narrow lane in the heart of the city, was virtually limited to the choristers themselves—sixteen boys in all. We were a medieval establishment, and we lived medievally—a nest of singing-birds in an Oxford attic. We could produce a cricket team, but were too few to play each other. We acted in plays, but small ones. Our school concerts were mercifully short. We were, so to speak, custom-built: we were there to sing sacred music in the cathedral of St. Frideswide (an Oxford saint elsewhere considered unreliable, I have since sadly discovered, if not actually fictional), and everything else was sacrificed to that end. Our education was adequate, but was necessarily spasmodic: for twice a day we must put on our mortar-boards, Eton collars and fluttering gowns and walk in file across St. Aldate’s to the cathedral—gratifyingly stared at by tourists, and sometimes passed rather comically in the opposite direction by a parallel line of policemen, clumping in single file, helmeted and heavy-booted, towards their headquarters down the road.

         Educationalists now would probably be horrified, if they inspected the conditions of our schooling: we must have been among the smallest boarding-schools in England, and obviously this cramped our intellectual style. I see my time there, though, as one of benign beauty. It has often been suggested to me that, in those post-Victorian years of the 1930s, conventions of the day might have distorted my sexual notions. Man was for hard things, making money, fighting wars, keeping stiff upper lips, beating errant schoolboys, wearing boots and helmets, drinking beer: woman was for gentler, softer purposes, healing, soothing, painting pictures, wearing silks, singing, looking at colours, giving presents, accepting admiration. In our family, as it happened, such distinctions were not recognized, and nobody would have dreamt of supposing that a taste for music, colours or textiles was effeminate: but it is true that my own notion of the female principle was one of gentleness as against force, forgiveness rather than punishment, give more than take, helping more than leading. Oxford seemed to express the distinction in a way that Cardiff, say, or even London never could, and in responding so eagerly to her beauties I did feel myself succumbing to a specifically feminine influence. I still do, and from that day to this have habitually thought of Oxford as ‘she’—unctuously following the example, as a critic once complained, of the worst Victorian belles-lettreists.

         
             *

         

         Much of the beauty was purely physical, and my pleasure in it was physical too. Every afternoon we would cross to our playing-fields in Christ Church Meadow, an oblong of meadow-land beneath the walls of Merton. I loved this place with the sort of vibrant surrender, I see in retrospect, with which the poet Marvell loved his garden—

         
            
               Stumbling on melons, as I pass,

               Ensnared with flowers, I fall on grass.

            

         

         Three big chestnuts grew in the corner, and in the long damp grass beneath them I used to lie unobserved and ecstatic, in the heavy sweet-smelling hush of an Oxford summer afternoon. Frogs leapt up there, and kept me amused; grasshoppers quivered on grasses beside my eye; the bells of Oxford languidly chimed the hours; if I heard somebody looking for me—‘Morris! Morris! You’re in!’—I knew they would not bother to look for long. Marvell thought the Garden of Eden must have been best when Adam walked alone there, and all my life I have felt in places, in landscapes as in cities, an allure that seems to me actually sexual, purer but no less exciting than the sexuality of the body. I trace this perverse but convenient emotion to those scented afternoons of cricket long ago—

         
            
               The Gods, that mortal beauty chase,

               Still in a tree did end their race,

               And Pan did after Syrinx speed,

               Not as a nymph, but for a reed.

            

         

         Other Oxford s eductions were less obvious. I loved the idea of the place hardly less than the look of it. I loved its age and oddity, its ceremonials, its quirks and antiquities. I loved the massed banks of books so often to be glimpsed through college windows, and the faces of the remarkable men we saw around us every day—statesmen and philosophers at the high table in Christ Church Hall, theologians stately as knights in the pulpit, wild
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