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1
A Blackstable Boyhood

In 1955 Somerset Maugham at the age of eighty-one was asked in a newspaper interview if he liked the idea of having his biography written. No, he did not. It would be a pointless exercise, in his view. ‘The lives of modern writers are not interesting in themselves,’ he said dismissively. ‘A life of myself is bound to be dull … [and] I don’t want to be associated with dullness.’ In truth there was little danger of that. Disingenuous, as in this statement, maybe; dull, never. For much of his long life – he lived to be over ninety – Somerset Maugham was the most famous writer in the world, acclaimed everywhere for his superb short stories and for his novels, the best known, Of Human Bondage, becoming one of the most widely read works of fiction of the twentieth century. His books were translated into almost every known tongue, sold in their millions and brought him celebrity and enormous wealth. For nearly forty years Maugham in his luxurious villa in the south of France was filmed and photographed and written about, until it seemed there was little the public were not at liberty to know about this legendary figure. And yet since his early youth there had always been other, secret facets to Maugham, important aspects of himself, of his career, that he had no intention of revealing. In a very true sense he lived much of his life under cover: he was a homosexual when homosexual practice was against the law; in both world wars he worked for British intelligence, sometimes at considerable risk to his personal safety; and as a writer of fiction he spent much of his day in a private world of the imagination, peopled by characters often more real to him than men and women in the world outside. He was further distanced by developing in childhood a stammer that made him agonisingly self-conscious; it inhibited him, and as an adult he formed the habit of having by his side an interpreter, a sociable, outgoing chap, usually also his lover, who would act as intermediary, make the initial contact and enable Maugham himself to keep more or less in the background. Yet with all his elaborate defences Maugham remained intensely vulnerable; he was a passionate, difficult man, capable of cruelty as well as of great kindness and charm, and despite all his worldly success he never found what he wanted. A wretchedly unhappy marriage wrecked years of his existence and the great love of his life remained unrequited.

For many of his readers Somerset Maugham is identified with the British Empire and the Far East, with Maugham himself a symbol of the English gentleman, the pukka sahib, with generations of old-established county family behind him. Yet in fact Maugham’s parents were recent arrivals among the professional middle classes, and they lived not in England but in France: it was on French soil that Maugham’s life both began and ended. Maugham’s father, Robert Ormond Maugham (1823–84), was a solicitor, the third generation to practise law in a family who were descended from farmers and small tradesmen in Westmorland. It was Robert Maugham’s grandfather who had first come to London, where he had risen no higher than a lawyer’s clerk, although his son had gone on to achieve distinction not only in his legal practice but as one of the founders of the Law Society. Robert himself had done so well in the family business that in the 1840s he had moved to Paris to open a branch there, his partner, William Dixon, remaining behind to run the London office. The premises of Maugham et Dixon, juriconsultes anglais, were at 54 rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, situated immediately opposite the magnificent Hôtel de Charost, home of the British Embassy, and here Maugham et Dixon prospered, especially after the firm’s semi-official appointment as legal adviser to the Embassy itself.

By his mid-thirties Robert Maugham was making a good living, doing well from the boom years of Louis Napoleon and the Second Empire, when in Paris everyone seemed to be making money – ‘Enrichissezvous!’ was the cry. New shops and businesses were opening almost daily, and in the centre of the city Haussmann’s grandiose constructions were rising rapidly from the rubble of demolition. The population of the capital was enormously expanding, and so was the English community upon which much of the business of Maugham et Dixon naturally depended. Eventually Robert Maugham felt sufficiently well off to take a wife, and on 1 October 1863 at the age of thirty-nine he married Edith Mary Snell, a ravishing young woman sixteen years his junior. The wedding, conducted by Robert’s brother, the Rev. Henry Maugham, took place in the British Embassy, after which the Maughams settled into an apartment at 25 Avenue d’Antin (now Avenue Franklin D. Roosevelt), a broad street lined with chestnut trees just below the rond-point of the Champs-Elysées and a convenient five-minute walk from the office. The apartment, on the third floor of one of the new purpose-built buildings, was light-filled and spacious. In the large drawing-room the walls were hung with Doré engravings, and also displayed were the Tanagra statuettes, Rhodes ware and ornate Turkish daggers which Robert Maugham as a young man had brought back from his travels. In the billiard-room were two dark-walnut bookcases filled with sets of Scott, Dickens, Charles Kingsley and Captain Marryat as well the Tauchnitz novels which Edith Maugham loved.

Young Mrs Maugham was the product of a rather more exotic background than her husband’s. Although she had lived in France most of her life, Edith had been born in India. Her father, Charles Snell, a captain in the Madras Native Infantry, had died at the age of fifty, barely a month after her first birthday. Within a couple of years her mother, Anne Alicia, left India and returned to England, bringing with her an ayah to look after Edith and a posthumous younger sister, Rose. Soon afterwards the widow and her two small daughters moved to France where they remained, the girls attending a convent school while Mrs Snell supplemented her meagre pension by writing novels and children’s stories in French and by composing music for drawing-room ballads. Clearly a woman of culture, character and resource, Anne Alicia was not only much younger than her husband but socially his superior. While Charles Snell was the son of a Falmouth sailmaker, Anne Alicia, née Todd, was the daughter of a well-to-do Yorkshire squire who had lost most of his money after moving to Cornwall and investing in a tin mine which failed. Her mother was a Brereton, a landed Cheshire family tracing its descent back to the twelfth century, and it was one of Anne Alicia’s Brereton uncles who was christened Somerset in honour of a distinguished godfather, General Sir Henry Somerset. It was Henry Somerset Brereton’s middle name which was to be passed on to his famous great-nephew, who never cared for it. After Edith married and settled in Paris, Anne Alicia moved with Rose to Saint-Malo, where six years later Rose, aged twenty-seven, died of tuberculosis. Throughout the nineteenth century tuberculosis was the leading cause of death in France; it killed Rose and later her sister Edith, and was very nearly to kill her nephew William Somerset. Anne Alicia Snell lived for another thirty-five years, dying in 1904 at the age of eighty-nine in Le Mans.

For nearly seven years the Maughams enjoyed an agreeable existence in the French capital. Robert, ‘lively and gregarious’, worked hard at his business, while Edith ran the household and supervised the upbringing of the three boys who arrived in quick succession. Her two closest women friends were Mary (‘Minnie’) Wodehouse, a vivacious American, and the English Isabella Williams-Freeman, both married to second secretaries at the Embassy. It was often in their company that she shopped at the great new department stores, drove out for carriage exercise in the Bois de Boulogne, and paid calls on her acquaintance – English afternoon tea, le five-o’clock, had newly become fashionable among the French. At this period Robert was making a considerable amount of money and was happy for his wife to spend as she pleased. The two of them enjoyed a lavish style of living, keeping a carriage, frequently attending the theatre and opera, and entertaining generously; Edith was stylishly dressed, the apartment was always filled with flowers, and the finest hot-house fruit, grapes and peaches out of season, appeared on the table. Much of the Maughams’ social life inevitably revolved around the Embassy, but Edith also numbered among her friends writers and painters, among them Prosper Mérimée and Gustave Doré. Regarded as the reigning beauty of the English community, Mme Maugham was much admired for her qualities of empathy and charm. She was one of the few foreigners whose name was listed in the annual directory, La Société et le High Life, and after her death she was described as an habituée of the most elegant salons, ‘une femme charmante, qui ne comptait que des amis dans la haute société parisienne, où elle occupait une des premières places’.* Such a eulogy almost certainly owes more to flattery than fact – however cultured and charming, it is unlikely that an English solicitor’s wife would be received by the Duchesse de Guermantes – but it is nonetheless clear that Edith Maugham was a woman of exceptional allure.

Both Maughams were small in stature, but while Robert’s appearance verged on the brutish – he was plump, with a large sallow face, yellow whites to his eyes and a bulbous chin framed by moustache and bushy side-whiskers – Edith was doll-like and beautiful. Her hair was a rich auburn, her pale complexion flawless, and her dark-brown eyes large and set wide apart. Edith’s diminutive figure looked exquisite in the tight-waisted, bell-skirted crinolines still fashionable for most of the 1860s – there was a sumptuous black ball-dress covered in lace in which she appeared to stunning effect – and if the great couturier Worth, patronised by the Empress and most of the French court, was beyond her means, she nonetheless showed considerable flair, dressing with an elegance and chic that owed more to her long residence in France than to her English blood. When the Maughams were seen together the contrast was almost risible, and they became affectionately known as ‘Beauty and the Beast’. Minnie Wodehouse once asked Edith how she could love such an ugly little man. ‘Because he never hurts my feelings,’ Edith replied.

In October 1865 the couple’s first child was born, a boy, Charles Ormond, followed a year later by Frederic Herbert, and in June 1868 by Henry Neville. The youngest had barely reached his second birthday when the Franco-Prussian War broke out, shortly followed by Napoleon III’s humiliating surrender in September 1870 at Sedan. With the Prussian army advancing on Paris, the Maughams, like many others in the English community, departed for England, leaving behind them at the Avenue d’Antin a couple of servants to look after the apartment and a Union Jack fastened to the balcony. The little boys were deposited with their Maugham grandmother at her house in London while their parents went to Italy. This was a holiday much needed by them both, Robert exhausted by the pressure of work in his office, Edith by bearing a trio of children in less than three years. The terrible siege of Paris was by now under way, with the starving populace reduced to eating rats and animals from the Zoo. As nothing could penetrate the German blockade, messages arrived from the Avenue d’Antin by carrier pigeon, one of them requesting to know whether Madame desired the summer covers to be put on the furniture in the drawing-room. The five-month siege was succeeded by the bloody civil war known as the Commune, during which great swathes of the city were destroyed and more than 20,000 people killed. But by the end of May 1871 government forces had regained control, and in August the Maughams returned to Paris, met at the Gare du Nord by their loyal manservant François, who was able to tell them that the apartment had been left untouched by the Germans largely thanks to their prominently displayed Union Jack.

The apartment may have remained intact but most of the centre of the city presented a scene of desolation, the Tuileries a blackened ruin, the Hôtel de Ville a heap of rubble, the Colonne Vendôme toppled to the ground. Although rebuilding began at once and progressed with speed, it was some time before the business life of the city fully recovered and, with so many English having gone for good, Robert Maugham found himself perilously out of pocket, obliged to start almost from scratch in rebuilding his practice.

Edith meanwhile resumed her domestic round, a loving and much loved mother to her three boisterous boys, and in 1873 she again found herself pregnant. At that time the government, understandably anxious to strengthen its military might, was threatening the introduction of legislation imposing French nationality on all boys born in France to foreign parents, a measure which would automatically make them eligible for conscription. To circumvent this, the British Ambassador, Lord Lyons, had authorised the rigging up of a maternity ward on the second floor of the Embassy, so that the wives of those immediately connected to the Chancery could safely give birth on British soil. And here on 25 January 1874 Edith’s fourth child was born, another boy, to be christened William Somerset.

The years of Somerset Maugham’s early childhood were almost certainly the happiest of his life. By the time he was old enough to take notice, his three brothers, Charlie, Freddie and Harry, had gone, sent off to school in England and coming home only for the holidays. The result was that little William led the life of a much indulged only child, and with his father away at his office all day, returning only after the boy had been put to bed, he was in the happy position of having his adored mother entirely to himself. After the departure of his wet-nurse, Willie was looked after by a French nursemaid, his ‘nounou’, with whom he shared a bedroom, and it was she who would take him in to see his mother in the morning while she was resting after her bath, a private interlude of perfect intimacy and love, the memory of which stayed with him always, to be poignantly recalled nearly forty years later.

[The servant] opened the door of a room on the floor below and took the child over to a bed in which a woman was lying. It was his mother. She stretched out her arms, and the child nestled by her side … The woman kissed his eyes, and with thin, small hands felt the warm body through his white flannel nightgown…

‘Are you sleepy, darling?’ she said.

… The child did not answer, but smiled comfortably. He was very happy in the large, warm bed, with those soft arms about him. He tried to make himself smaller still as he cuddled up against his mother, and he kissed her sleepily. In a moment he closed his eyes and was fast asleep … the woman kissed him again; and she passed her hand down his body till she came to his feet; she held the right foot in her hand and felt the five small toes; and then slowly passed her hand over the left one.

After visiting his mother, Willie was taken out, usually to play in the Champs-Elysées, a broad avenue in those days lined with private houses and luxurious apartment buildings. He and his nurse would make their way through the horse-drawn traffic and fashionably dressed pedestrians to the gardens at the end nearest the Place de la Concorde. Here were roundabouts, a Punch-and-Judy, little booths selling gingerbread and barley sugar, and near the rond-point a stirringly realistic panorama of the siege of Paris, with guns, and ‘dead bodies’ in real French uniforms. There were always other children in the gardens, and as he grew older Willie was allowed to play with them, dashing in and out of the shrubbery in vigorous games of ‘La tour prend garde’ or ‘Balle à l’ennemi’. With his pale skin, fair curls and large brown eyes, Willie in his black-belted suit was indistinguishable from the little French boys in their short trousers and lace-up boots who were his playmates; indeed he spoke French far more fluently than English, sometimes mixing the two. Edith was amused when one day her small son, catching sight of a horse from the window of a railway carriage, cried out, ‘Regardez, Maman, voilà un’orse.’ His first extant letter, written at the age of six and addressed to his parents, is in French: ‘cher papa, chere maman, votre petit willie est heureux au jour de noel de vous exprimer ses meilleurs souhaits, et sa reconaissante affection. croyez-moi, cher papa, chere maman, votre fils respectueux, willie maugham.’* In the afternoons, either his mother had nursery tea with him, or Willie went to the drawing-room to be shown off to her guests, once memorably to Georges Clemenceau, the future Prime Minister. Occasionally he was asked to recite a fable of La Fontaine after which, if he were lucky, some kind gentleman might tip him. On his seventh birthday one of his mother’s friends gave him a twenty-franc piece which he chose to spend on his first visit to the theatre; accompanied by his eldest brother Charlie he saw Sarah Bernhardt in an ‘atrocious’ melodrama by Sardou, which thrilled him to the core. On Sundays Willie accompanied his mother to the English church in the rue d’Aguésseau opposite the Embassy, where she always took him out before the sermon.

For Willie his mother was the centre of his entire existence. He loved her unreservedly and felt completely secure in her love for him. While his father remained a shadowy presence and barely impinged upon his consciousness, his mother’s attention, he knew, was always his; nothing mattered to him much that did not concern the sweet intimacy that existed between himself and her.

Willie’s education was begun at a little French day school, unlike his brothers who had had their first lessons with English governesses at home. The older boys’ arrival in Paris for the holidays brought with it an exciting disruption of routine. Edith was a talented amateur actress and she regularly staged shows for an invited adult audience which the children were allowed to attend, productions which were ‘well above the ordinary amateur standard’, according to one diplomatic spectator. Her friends the Williams-Freemans were also keen on amateur dramatics, and Willie frequently accompanied his mother on the calls she paid at their apartment in the Avenue de l’Alma (now George V) on Sunday afternoons, when Isabella Williams-Freeman was ‘at home’. His exact contemporary among the family was Violet, who had also been born in the Embassy, and Violet, her sister and brother, impressed by this cheerful, confident, imaginative and rather daring little boy, willingly appointed him their chef du bande. He held them spellbound with his stories and was ingenious at thinking up games. Once Willie’s eldest brother Charlie took them all to the circus, and often the children played together in the Champs-Elysées, where they ate sugared gaufrettes while watching the Guignol, and Willie, with an air of great innocence, delighted his companions by passing off fake sous at the kiosk selling balloons.

Violet was sometimes taken to tea on her own at the Avenue d’Antin, as Edith was her godmother. The little girl worshipped her godmother and hated to see how frail and often how ill she looked; her beautiful brown eyes were sad, and there seemed to be an aura of melancholy surrounding her, of the origins of which Violet had no idea, later speculating that perhaps there had been an unhappy love affair before Edith married. In fact illness could well have accounted for her depression, for, like her sister Rose, Edith was consumptive, and depression is a familiar concomitant of tuberculosis.

By now a semi-invalid, Edith was advised to avoid extremes of temperature, and as summers in Paris could grow uncomfortably hot and the stifling air was considered unhealthy, she used to take the children in July to a rented house at the seaside for three months. Parisians of rank and fashion favoured Trouville, but the Maughams chose to go a few miles along the Normandy coast to less expensive Deauville, then still as much a fishing village as a resort, with a busy harbour as well as a small casino, racecourse and plage de famille. Willie was looked after by his nurse while his brothers raced about on the wide sands and paddled at the water’s edge, their mother sitting on a camp stool working on her embroidery and chatting to the other estivants. On Saturdays Robert Maugham took the train down from Paris to join them for a couple of days, once turning up in a ‘bone-shaker’ car with iron tyres in which he took the boys for juddering rides along the front.

When Willie was five, Edith again became pregnant. In those days it was believed that childbirth fortified women who had consumption, a theory which may have had something to do with Willie’s birth in 1874, five and a half years after the arrival of Harry, the youngest of his three brothers. This time, the baby, another boy, was still-born, and in order to recuperate Edith, accompanied by Willie, travelled south to winter in Pau, a town at the foot of the Pyrenees popular with the English for the curative powers of its mild climate and pure mountain air. But whatever the benefits, they were short lived, and not long after Edith had returned home her condition worsened. As his mother grew weaker, Willie’s time with her was curtailed, partly no doubt in an attempt to shield him from the more harrowing symptoms of the disease, the racking cough bringing up phlegm and blood, the agonising chest pain, the fevers and drenching sweats. Typically, periods of paralysing lassitude alternated with hectic bursts of energy and optimism, when for a brief period a semblance of normality could be resumed. But increasingly daily life at the Avenue d’Antin came to revolve around the visits of frock-coated doctors with their sinister black bags bearing the cumbersome treatments then in vogue. Bleeding had largely been abandoned, replaced by cupping, which was thought to draw the infection out; drinking milk was also believed to be important, cow’s milk, goat’s milk, but best of all ass’s milk, and every morning a little string of donkeys stopped at the door to provide Edith with her tonic.

In the spring of 1881, not long after the return from Pau, Edith found she was once more expecting a child, but by this time she was too ill for there to be much hope that such a remedy could save her. Towards the end of that year she realised she was dying and that her boys would shortly be left motherless. Although eight months pregnant and desperately ill, she summoned the last of her strength and somehow managed to dress herself, putting on the bodice of a favourite white damask evening gown over a black skirt. Quietly letting herself out of the apartment she went to have herself photographed so that her sons would always remember how their mother looked. On 24 January 1882 Edith gave birth to a son, who was quickly baptised Edward Alan before dying the following afternoon. Less than a week later, at the age of forty-one, Edith herself died, on the 31st of the month, six days after Willie’s eighth birthday.

With his mother’s death the world in which Willie had been so safe and happy ended abruptly and for ever. His brothers, who had been summoned to the death-bed, shortly afterwards returned to England, and Willie was left to cope with his profound and terrible grief as best he could. The child’s love for his mother was passionate and unreasoning, and having lost her when he did he was never able to come to terms with her loss. He kept the last photograph of her beside his bed throughout his life, together with a long tress of her hair, his two most treasured possessions, and even in great old age he would admit that he had never got over his mother’s death. Over thirty years later, in his autobiographical novel Of Human Bondage, he recalled the immediate aftermath, when the boy enters his dead mother’s room:

[He] opened a large cupboard filled with dresses and, stepping in, took as many of them as he could in his arms and buried his face in them. They smelled of the scent his mother used. Then he pulled open the drawers, filled with his mother’s things, and looked at them: there were lavender bags among the linen, and their scent was fresh and pleasant. The strangeness of the room left it, and it seemed to him that his mother had just gone out for a walk. She would be in presently and would come upstairs to have nursery tea with him.

His father, himself utterly crushed by the loss of his wife, did what he could to console him, but he had seen little of his youngest son and the two were comparative strangers. As before Robert Maugham spent six days a week at his office, while Willie was looked after by his mother’s much loved French maid, who now took over the role of nurse. Willie was taken away from his little school, going for his lessons instead to the English clergyman of the church attached to the Embassy. This gentleman, realising that his pupil’s English was far from adequate, made the boy read aloud from police reports in the newspaper, details of some of the grislier cases haunting the child for years afterwards. ‘I can still remember the horror of reading the ghastly details of a murder in the train between Paris and Calais,’ Maugham wrote later.

Only on Sundays did the boy spend any time with his father. Robert Maugham’s one indulgence was the building of a summer house at Suresnes, a few miles west of the centre of Paris, close to the Seine and the Bois de Boulogne. On Sundays father and son, companions in grief, would take the bâteau-mouche downriver to inspect progress on the house, built in an eccentric style, part Japanese, part Swiss chalet, painted white with red shutters, and overlooking a splendid panorama of the Seine, of the racecourse at Longchamps and beyond them of the whole of Paris. Robert Maugham, described by his youngest son as having a ‘romantic mind’, had never forgotten the travels he had made in his youth, to Morocco, Greece and Asia Minor, and in his imagination his little house near the Seine in suburban Suresnes was a villa on the Bosphorus. To emphasise the exotic effect he had the Moorish sign against the Evil Eye engraved on the windows, a sign which was famously adopted by the writer Maugham as his personal insignia. ‘My father was a stranger to me when he was alive,’ Maugham was later to say. ‘Yet somehow that sign against the Evil Eye seems to have bound us together.’

Before long the building was complete, the garden laid out and furniture delivered, but Robert Maugham had no time to enjoy it. Since his wife’s death he himself had grown progressively weaker, his complexion more sallow, dogged by nausea, exhaustion and pain, symptoms of the stomach cancer that was shortly to kill him. As he could no longer cope with the load of work at his practice, he asked Albert Dixon, brother of his original partner, to find him a French-speaking solicitor, and John Sewell, the young man who arrived from London to take on the job, was soon judged sufficiently competent to be made a partner.

On 24 June 1884, two and a half years after losing his wife, Robert Maugham himself died. He was sixty years old, and despite his long, hardworking career he left behind him less than £5,000 to be shared between his four sons. ‘It was the end of a home,’ Freddie Maugham sadly recalled. ‘My brothers and I were soon separated by the force of events, and therefore we did not see much of each other.’ Appointed the boys’ guardians were the good-natured old lawyer from the London office, Albert Dixon, and Robert Maugham’s only brother and Willie’s godfather, Henry Macdonald Maugham, Vicar of Whitstable in Kent. These two men came briefly over to Paris to cope with the crisis. A three-day auction was held to dispose of the contents of the apartment, personal possessions were packed and labelled, servants paid off, and all necessary arrangements made to transfer the brothers’ domicile from France to England. For the three older boys, accustomed to life on the other side of the Channel, the change was not so great, Charlie returning to Cambridge, Freddie and Harry as before to school. But for ten-year-old Willie it was all strange and unfamiliar, impossible to imagine what he would encounter in the unknown country where he was to live from now on with his uncle and aunt.

Willie made the nine-hour journey accompanied by his faithful nurse, excited, as any young boy would be, but also deeply apprehensive at the prospect of what lay ahead. After the Channel steamer docked at Dover, in the midst of all the bustle of disembarkation – Willie from force of habit calling out, ‘Porteur! Cabriolet!’ – they saw waiting for them on the quayside the sombre figure of the Rev. Henry Maugham, black-coated, bewhiskered and severe. As they covered the twenty-odd miles to Whitstable Willie kept close to the kindly Frenchwoman, the ‘one link with all the happiness and affection I’d known in the Avenue d’Antin … my last link with my mother and all that she had meant to me’. By the time they arrived at the vicarage, it was late and the travellers were exhausted. Before Willie went up to bed, however, his uncle had something to say: he informed him that there was no question of being able to afford a nurse and that she was to be sent back to France as soon as possible. And next day she was gone.

For the rest of his life Maugham looked back on his childhood in England as a period of utter desolation. ‘I shall never forget the misery of those next few years,’ he used to say, and even in old age the memory was so painful that it gave him the ‘cold shudders’. Indeed, given the circumstances it is hardly surprising the boy was wretched: an orphan at ten years old, still suffering agonies of grief for his mother, and placed in the care of strangers in what was in effect a foreign country. Instead of cosseting and indulgence, of the warmth, gaiety and lavishness of his parents’ life, of their comfortable apartment and sophisticated society, he found himself in a bleak and alien environment, unloved and of importance to no one. In a revealingly autobiographical novel written in his early twenties and never published, Maugham gives a portrait of himself as a young man, one who had experienced so little happiness in life that he did not know how to cope when people were kind to him; and forty years later there appears a telling entry in his notebook: ‘He had had so little love when he was small that later it embarrassed him to be loved … He did not know what to say when someone paid him a compliment, and a manifestation of affection made him feel a fool.’

Neither his uncle nor his aunt was deliberately unkind, but they were a dull, unimaginative pair, childless themselves and with no experience of dealing with children; perhaps understandably, they were nervous of having their well-regulated existence disrupted by the presence of a small boy who might well turn out to be noisy, cheeky and rough. Willie’s uncle in particular was selfish and set in his ways. As his nephew Freddie later said of him, ‘he was very narrow-minded and a far from intelligent cleric, and I cannot truthfully praise him as a guardian of boys’. Like his brother Robert, Henry Macdonald Maugham was small in stature but, although inclined to corpulence, much better looking. Then in his late fifties he had been Vicar of Whitstable for the previous thirteen years, a living that he found suited him well. A lazy man, he was fortunate in having a curate, Mr Ellman, who took much of the work of the parish off his hands. He was fortunate, too, in that his wife Sophie was submissive by nature and accepted without question that the comfort and convenience of her husband should be considered paramount. Sophie, born Barbara Sophia von Scheidlin, was German, the daughter of a Nuremberg merchant, though for reasons no longer known she was living in Staffordshire at the time of her marriage in 1858 when she was thirty, her husband a year younger. Plump and almost pretty, her blonde hair coiled in thick plaits on the crown of her head, Sophie was a quiet, modest woman, straitlaced and conventional, but while prim in manner and embarrassed by any display of emotion, she had a kind heart and desired to do her best by her nephew, as long as he in no way impinged on the wellbeing of her husband or the smooth running of the household.

The vicarage, two miles outside Whitstable on the Canterbury Road, was a gloomy place, built only a few years previously of yellow brick in a bastardised Gothic style. Maugham memorably described the interior of the house with its self-consciously ecclesiastical atmosphere: ‘the hall was paved with red and yellow tiles, on which alternately were a Greek Cross and the Lamb of God. An imposing staircase led out of the hall … The balusters were decorated with emblems of the Four Evangelists.’ Downstairs were the dining-room, in which much of the family’s daily life was led, the drawing-room, kept pristine for receiving company, and the study in which the Vicar wrote his weekly sermon. Upstairs Willie had a tiny bedroom at the front overlooking the drive. The house, not yet converted to gas, was lit by oil-lamps, with candles for the bedrooms. Outside was a large garden, and at the back of the house a semicircular lawn gave on to fields in which sheep grazed; a mile away the square stone tower of the medieval parish church, All Saints’, could just be glimpsed through the trees.

The memory of the deep unhappiness suffered by Willie during those first days and weeks at the vicarage weighed on him for many years, and provided the inspiration for his most famous work of fiction. ‘Of Human Bondage’, Maugham wrote, ‘is not an autobiography, but an autobiographical novel … the emotions are my own … [but] fact and fiction are inextricably mingled.’ He was in his late thirties when it was published in 1915, after which at last, ‘I found myself free from the pains and unhappy recollections that had tormented me.’ Particularly in the section dealing with the childhood of the hero, Philip Carey, there is plenty of evidence, from Maugham’s own testimony as well as elsewhere, to support the assumption that the narrative is closely based on fact. Certainly the figures of the Vicar and his wife are recognisably portrayed, and much of the blame for the wretchedness of the motherless boy must be laid at their door. The Rev. Henry Maugham was not popular in the parish; snobbish, blinkered and magnificently self-centred, he was a man who inspired neither affection nor esteem; and his wife was timid and unquestioningly accepted her husband at his own inflated valuation. And yet they were not bad people; the Vicar was no Mr Murdstone; it would never have occurred to him for a moment that he was not satisfactorily fulfilling his obligations towards his brother’s boy. But Maugham’s feelings about him and about that period of his life were entangled with grief over his mother’s death, with his rage at having been abandoned. Nobody could have replaced Edith Maugham, certainly not such a stiff and starchy couple as the Rev. Henry and his wife.

However, within his own narrow limits, it is clear the Vicar made an effort to be kind. In Of Human Bondage the episode of Philip’s arrival at the vicarage demonstrates his uncle’s parsimony but it also shows a genuine attempt to make contact with the boy.

The vicar, having said grace, cut the top off his egg.

‘There,’ he said, handing it to Philip, ‘you can eat my top if you like.’

Philip would have liked an egg to himself, but he was not offered one, so took what he could …

‘How did you like that top, Philip?’ asked his uncle.

‘Very much, thank you.’

‘You shall have another one on Sunday afternoon.’

Mr Carey always had a boiled egg at tea on Sunday so that he might be fortified for the evening service.

And he is making an effort, too, when he explains to Philip, as the sort of modest joke a child might enjoy, about the two pokers set beside the dining-room fireplace: ‘[Mr Carey] pointed out to his nephew that there were two pokers. One was large and bright and polished and unused, and was called the Vicar, and the other, which was much smaller and had evidently passed through many fires, was called the Curate.’

As one of his neighbours said, the trouble with Henry Maugham was that ‘he was fond of children but unable to understand them’. He certainly never understood his nephew, and it was only in later life that Maugham realised that his uncle was not quite the stern and solemn figure he had taken him to be. For instance, the Vicar’s proverbs – ‘A parson is paid to preach, not to practise’ and ‘“Do unto others as you would they should do unto you.” An excellent maxim – for others’ – were taken with absolute seriousness by Willie at the time, and only with hindsight did it occur to him that they were intended to amuse.

Nevertheless, if there was no deliberate cruelty, Henry Maugham was capable of an obtuseness that came very near it. In Maugham’s short memoir, ‘Looking Back’, he describes his first Sunday at the vicarage. After church in the morning the boy is sat at the dining-room table and told by his uncle to learn the collect of the day.

‘I’ll hear you say it at tea time,’ he said, ‘and if you say it properly you shall have a piece of cake.’ Then he went into his study to rest after the morning’s exertions and my aunt went to lie down in the drawing-room. I was left alone. An hour or so later she went into the garden to have a stroll and as she passed the dining-room windows peeped in to see how I was getting on. My face was buried in my hands and I was crying, crying bitterly. She hurried into the dining-room and asked me what was the matter. Crying all the more, I sobbed, ‘I can’t understand it. All those words, I don’t know what they mean.’ ‘Oh, Willie,’ she said, ‘your uncle wouldn’t want you to cry. It was for your own good that he wanted you to learn the collect. Don’t cry.’ She took the prayer book away from me and I was left alone once more to sob my heart out. When the table was set for tea my uncle did not speak to me. I could see that he was cross. I think my aunt must have persuaded him that I was too young to learn a collect by heart; anyhow I was never asked to do so again.

Sophie plainly was touched by the boy’s unhappiness and did what she could to make the situation better, but nevertheless she and Willie remained shy and awkward with each other. And he himself was not altogether easy: in Paris he had been spoilt by his adoring female coterie, and when crossed had quite a temper. Rather than spend time with his aunt, he much preferred to take his toys and play in the kitchen, an arrangement that suited everybody. ‘His aunt was not sorry. She did not like disorder, and though she recognized that boys must be expected to be untidy she preferred that he should make a mess in the kitchen. If he fidgeted his uncle was apt to grow restless and say it was high time he went to school.’

The Whitstable living, worth £300 a year, included with the vicarage twenty acres of glebe land. This was not wealth but it enabled the Vicar and his wife to live respectably and in modest comfort. Henry Maugham was frugal by nature: for the sake of economy he even shared his daily copy of The Times with two neighbours; but one indulgence he did allow himself was the occasional trip to the Continent for the sake of his health, when he would stay at some German spa to take the waters and rest from the exigencies of his parochial duties. Sophie was rarely invited to accompany him, remaining at home to oversee the running of the household, which comprised a gardener, who fed the hens and looked after the stoves, two maids, a cook-general and a housemaid. In the cosy back offices it was the maids who provided Willie with a version of the warm feminine company with which he had been so happily surrounded in the Avenue d’Antin. Interestingly, in the two novels drawing most nearly on Maugham’s own experience, Of Human Bondage and Cakes and Ale, the kind-hearted maternal figure in both instances is the cook-general, Mary-Ann, in real life Mary-Anne Tilley, who was in her late twenties when Willie arrived in England. In the novels it is Mary-Ann who looks after the boy and whom he comes to love; she, not his aunt, who nurses him through his childhood illnesses, gives him his bath, tucks him up in bed, and tells him stories. The story-telling was important, for while he listened Willie would become wholly absorbed, forgetting his misery and his longing for his mother. As he later wrote of himself at this period, it was when he was unhappy that he wanted stories most, a form of addiction that was to stay with him for life. Mary-Ann, in her mid-thirties, fresh-faced and snub-nosed, was a Whitstable girl (‘Blackstable’ in the novels). ‘She was never ill. She never had a holiday. She was paid twelve pounds a year. One evening a week she went down the town to see her mother, who did the vicarage washing; and on Sunday evenings she went to church. But Mary-Ann knew everything that went on in Blackstable.’

As the days passed the sense of strangeness began to wear off, and by the end of the autumn of 1884 Maugham had largely grown accustomed to his new life. It was a lonely life because his uncle considered himself a cut above most of Whitstable society, shamelessly toadying to the local squire, Sydney Greystone of Tankerton Castle, while refusing to have anything to do with the tradesmen, or with the fishermen and their families; nor, as a pillar of the Church of England, would he speak to chapel folk, crossing the road rather than pass on the same side as the Baptist minister, Mr Laurence, or the Wesleyan, Mr Walter. The congregation at All Saints’ was never large. Whitstable was made up of two ecclesiastical parishes, Anglican and Nonconformist, with the majority of townspeople belonging to the latter. Henry Maugham was a high-church Anglican with a pronounced sympathy for Rome – ‘in his secret soul he yearned for processions and lighted candles’ – a tendency which won him little respect among the chapel-goers. During the General Election of 1880 some irreverent character had written in large letters on the vicarage fence, ‘Change here for Rome’, a facetious graffito which had annoyed him exceedingly. Unsurprisingly, ‘Old Maugham’, as he was referred to behind his back, was ‘a cracking snob’, and considered few children suitable as playmates for his nephew. A Whitstable contemporary, one of the Board School boys, recalled how isolated the child appeared. ‘His guardians would rigidly take care that he should be kept apart from common people,’ he said. ‘He was too remote from our way of living to encourage familiarity.’ This remoteness is reflected in a scene in Of Human Bondage, in which a well-to-do banker takes a neighbouring house for the summer.

The banker had a little boy of my own age … I still remember the discussion that ensued when I asked if I might bring him to the vicarage; permission was reluctantly given me, but I was not allowed to go in return to his house. My aunt said I’d be wanting to go to the coal merchants next, and my uncle said: ‘Evil communications corrupt good manners.’

As a consequence of his enforced isolation, and of the lack of love, Maugham changed from a child naturally sociable and outgoing to one guarded and withdrawn. Sometimes he was overwhelmed by sadness and a longing for his mother, but he soon learned to hide his emotions, particularly when hurt or unhappy, and could never bear to be seen crying. He spent hours playing on his own in the garden, fishing for roach in the pond or aimlessly swinging on the big five-barred gate at the end of the drive. Charlotte Etheridge, the doctor’s daughter, remembered being struck by the aura of loneliness that surrounded the little boy, by glimpsing his forlorn figure, unsuitably clad in a Frenchified velvet suit with a white lace collar, standing alone and aimless outside the house.

And there was another reason for Maugham’s apartness. He had developed a bad stammer which made him painfully self-conscious. In France there had been no sign of such an impediment. Yet since Maugham’s arrival in England the stammer had become marked, and it caused him, and for much of his life continued to cause him, anguish and humiliation. Shy and unsure of himself, he now also had to cope with this added horror, only too well aware that it made him conspicuous and caused other children to laugh at him. For a child feeling his way in a foreign environment, it was particularly terrifying to be at the mercy of such a cruel encumbrance, never knowing when his speech, his chief medium of communication, might not be hideously distorted and he himself made to look slow-witted and ridiculous. Inevitably, a sense of anger and frustration was compounded by a deep, if irrational, feeling of self-disgust, a feeling unknown in his previous unclouded existence but which from now on was to remain with Maugham always. A harrowing occasion for Maugham, never to be forgotten, was when his uncle took him on the train up to London for the day, sending him back on his own.

There was a long queue outside the third-class ticket office, so I took my place in the queue. But when it came to my turn to ask for my ticket to Whitstable I couldn’t get the word out. I just stood there stammering. People behind me were getting impatient, but I still couldn’t say ‘Whitstable’. Suddenly two men stepped out of the queue and pushed me aside. ‘We can’t wait all night for you,’ they said. ‘Stop wasting our time.’ So I had to go to the back of the queue and start all over again. I’ll never forget the humiliation of that moment – with everyone staring at me.

One of the strangest aspects of Maugham’s life in Kent is the absence of any sign of communication between himself and his brothers. In Paris, it is true, he had led the existence of an only child and there had been no strong bond formed between himself and the three older boys. They had been sent to the newly founded Dover College, chosen mainly for its ease of access from France. From Dover College the eldest, Charlie, who used to take his small brother to the circus and theatre during the holidays, had gone up to Cambridge to read law, while Freddie and Harry were still at school. Although Dover is only just over twenty miles from Whitstable, there seems to have been little contact with the vicarage. According to Maugham’s nephew, Robin, ‘The three older brothers were absorbed in their own careers and could spare no time for the sorrows of their very much younger brother.’ It is possible that the Vicar discouraged visits, and entirely probable that Willie never thought to complain. Freddie also was living with a clergyman relation, the Rector of Paston, near Peterborough, married to one of Robert Maugham’s sisters, but this aunt and uncle were cheerful and affectionate and he was happy there, and it may have been only later that he discovered how miserable his brother’s situation had been.

Daily life at the vicarage was strictly regulated and monotonous, its timetable rigidly designed around the Vicar’s unchanging habits. Money was spent carefully and in private some rigorous economies were practised: family meals were extremely plain, no carriage was kept, a fly being hired from the Bear and Key when required. Willie’s annuity of £150 was just sufficient to pay for his keep and education. The day revolved around four meals, breakfast, followed by prayers, then dinner at one o’clock, tea at five, and a cold supper (bread and butter and a little stewed fruit) at eight, followed by more prayers. Afterwards on winter evenings there was sometimes a game of whist, in which the boy was allowed to take part. ‘My uncle always took dummy, and though of course we played for love, when my aunt and I lost I used to retire under the dining-room table and cry.’ This was the routine for six days of the week leading up to Sunday. Sunday was the high point, the great day when the Vicar delivered his sermon, an effort for which he required substantial bolstering up in advance, a reverential hush during composition in his study, an egg beaten up in a glass of sherry at breakfast, and another egg for tea to support him through Evensong. Willie, who was not allowed to play on Sundays or make any noise, rode with his uncle and aunt to church in the hired fly, which smelt strongly of stale straw. His aunt was invariably dressed in a black silk cloak and feathered bonnet, his uncle imposing in his cassock, a gold cross hanging over his stomach from the gold chain round his neck. In the evening the boy again accompanied his uncle to church, this time on foot. ‘The walk through the darkness along the country road strangely impressed him … At first he was shy with his uncle, but little by little grew used to him, and he would slip his hand in his uncle’s and walk more easily for the feeling of protection.’

Apart from attending church, Maugham left the house only to escort his aunt on her occasional trips into town. There was little for him to do on these expeditions except trail after her while she did her shopping, or wait fidgeting while she conducted her business at the bank, but there was often something interesting to look at. In the 1880s Whitstable, on the windswept north coast of Kent looking out over the North Sea, was a town of just under 5,000 souls and still primarily a fishing community famous for its oyster beds. The harbour was always full of activity, with the coming and going of fishing boats and oyster dredgers, of shabby little colliers bringing coal from Newcastle, and luggers carrying cargoes of hay and wheat up the Thames to Tower Bridge. On the beach there was usually a gathering of oyster porters and their carts, of grimy colliers unloading coal, and of blue-jerseyed fishermen with ruddy faces and gold rings in their ears. Leading up from the harbour was a web of narrow streets of wooden fishermen’s houses, outside which on fine days the men sat smoking and mending their nets. Sometimes Maugham was allowed inside one of these low-roofed dwellings, tangled with sails and fishing tackle, and invited to admire some treasure brought back from the other side of the world, a lacquer box from Japan, a decorated dagger from the bazaars of Istanbul, whose owner would readily tell him the story of the distant voyages of his youth. The lengthy high street was lined with shops displaying the centuries-old Kentish names, Gann, Kemp, Cobb, Driffield; there was also a bank, two or three small yellow-brick houses belonging to the coal-ship owners, a tiny museum and a circulating library, and three taverns, the Bear and Key, the Duke of Cumberland and the Railway Arms. Apart from the rank of horse-drawn cabs drawn up outside the station there was little wheeled traffic, and if Aunt Sophie stopped in the street to gossip with an acquaintance she rarely had to step aside for anything other than the doctor’s dogcart or the baker’s trap. In winter, Whitstable could be bitterly cold and the icy east wind drove people indoors. But in summer when the weather was fine the little town took on a holiday aspect, with visitors from London strolling down to the beach where they could hire a bathing machine, take a turn on the swing-boats and buy a shrimp tea for sixpence.

Gradually as Willie grew accustomed to his new surroundings he came to love the green and gentle Kentish countryside. The shore between Whitstable and the mouth of the Thames was wild and the marshes when overcast appeared grey and desolate, but only half a mile inland the landscape changed. Here was rich farming country, with lush pastures full of sheep, with hawthorn hedges and clumps of ancient elms, with shady lanes and wooded hills. At intervals set back from the road were the farmhouses, with their spacious barns and oast-houses overlooking the hop fields, and in clusters between them the farm-workers’ cottages, their tiny gardens ablaze with wallflowers, hollyhocks and tiger lilies, with near by the little whitewashed inns, the Jolly Sailor, the Merry Ploughman, the Crown and Anchor, their squat doorways draped in honeysuckle. In winter the wind came straight off the North Sea and sometimes it rained for days on end, but even then Maugham found something that moved him in the harshness of that barren coastline. ‘In winter it was as if a spirit of loneliness, like a mystic shroud, had descended on the shore … when the sea-mist and the mist of heaven are one, when the sea is silent and heavy, and the solitary gull flies screeching over the grey waters.’ The boy gazing out over the cold waters of the North Sea could imagine what might lie in the grey distance, even if for the present he was firmly anchored to England, with no possibility of venturing beyond.

During his first year in Whitstable it was arranged for Maugham to do his lessons at Ivy House, home of Dr Charles Etheridge, a neighbour of the Maughams and one of the town’s two physicians. As the boy’s education to date had been mainly in French, it was important that as well as learning his three Rs he should concentrate on perfecting his English, a task that was not made any easier by his newly developed stammer. In fact, however, he made greatest progress on his own, unconsciously familiarising himself with the language during the hours he passed reading in his uncle’s library, one of the few of his chosen methods of recreation which was popular with the grown-ups as it kept him quiet and out of the way. Spending so much time in his own company, insensibly he formed ‘the most delightful habit in the world, the habit of reading … Haphazard among the sermons and homilies, travels, the lives of the Saints, the Fathers, the histories of the church, were old-fashioned novels; and these … [he] at last discovered. He chose them by their titles, and the first he read was The Lancashire Witches, and then he read The Admirable Crichton, and then many more. Whenever he started a book with two solitary travellers riding along the brink of a desperate ravine he knew he was safe.’ And thus, making his way on his own through the books in his uncle’s library, devouring everything from travel literature to the perfumed exoticism of The Arabian Nights, Maugham discovered one of the great passions of his life, a passion that would provide both pleasure and inspiration, that would encourage and clarify his own formidable skills as a story-teller, but which would also increase his isolation: in later life he found it difficult to be in anyone’s company for more than a few hours before the longing came over him to be alone with a book. Books were to be his great comfort and resource, his most reliable retreat. At this early stage in his development, however, Maugham was aware of none of this. ‘He did not know that thus he was providing himself with a refuge from all the distress of life; he did not know either that he was creating for himself an unreal world which would make the real world of every day a source of bitter disappointment’.

The vicarage library provided a welcome haven, but if Maugham believed his way of life was now settled he was mistaken. In May 1885, less than nine months after his arrival in England, his world was again turned upside down when he was sent away to school.

The King’s School in Canterbury, situated in the precincts of the great cathedral, was one of the oldest schools in the country, founded by Henry VIII in 1541 on the basis of a much older abbey school established by St Augustine in the sixth century. By the mid-nineteenth century, Canterbury had become something of a provincial backwater, and with the coming of the railways the more prosperous Kentish families sent their sons to Eton, Harrow and Westminster, leaving the King’s School to cater mainly for sons of local clergy, of the officers at the cavalry depot and of the better-off tradesmen and manufacturers. Yet, if it could not be ranked among the leading public schools, it was highly regarded within the county and boasted among its old boys several famous names, among them Christopher Marlowe and Walter Pater; Dickens paid it the compliment of sending David Copperfield to school there. Its character was emphatically Anglican, with all its teaching staff in holy orders, and the education it provided was solid and traditional, with a heavy bias towards Classics.

Accompanied by his uncle, Maugham made the short journey from Whitstable to Canterbury by train. Apart from his kindergarten in Paris, Maugham at eleven years old had had no experience of school, knew no other boys and, his head filled with alarming scenes from Tom Brown’s Schooldays, he felt sick with apprehension. Most of all he dreaded being mocked for his stammer. Driving in a cab past the medieval walls and gateway and along the narrow streets, they came to a door in a high wall behind which stood the red-brick Georgian house which was the preparatory school for the junior boys. They were shown into the parlour, and while waiting for the headmaster to arrive Maugham in panic blurted out, ‘Tell him I stammer, Uncle.’

The head of the Junior School was R. G. Hodgson, a giant of a man over six foot tall, with a bushy red beard and jovial manner. He gave the newcomers a hearty greeting, after which the Vicar immediately took his leave, abandoning his nephew to his fate. Maugham’s trunk and play-box were carried upstairs and he was shown where he was to sleep, in a dormitory of narrow, green-curtained cubicles each furnished with bed, wash-stand and chair. In the morning the boys were woken by a bell and descended to the form-room, a long, bare room with two tables at which were benches, or forms, on either side, and here prayers were said before a breakfast of tea and bread-and-butter. By now the day boys were assembling, and Maugham felt overwhelmed by the boisterous crowd surging into the house, all known to each other, pushing and shouting, excitedly bragging about their holidays and taking little notice of the new boy in their midst. But by the end of the first morning’s school Maugham, as he had feared he would be, had become a target of derision. His stammer, immediately apparent and intensified by anxiety, was regarded as a huge joke, and when the class was released into the large, walled playground boys fell over themselves imitating his stuttering speech, choking with laughter as in their own eyes their attempts became ever more outrageously comical. Maugham desperately struggled not to give way to tears. ‘His heart beat so that he could hardly breathe, and he was more frightened than he had ever been in his life.’

Even without his stammer Maugham was singularly ill-equipped for school life. Small for his age and far from robust, he suffered from a weak chest and was often unwell, indeed missed much of his first term through illness. Longing to blend in, he was fatally different from the other boys: he had no parents, no friends, knew nothing of current schoolboy customs or slang, had never played cricket or football, and was still not entirely at ease with the English language. ‘I have never forgotten the roar of laughter that abashed me’, he wrote, ‘when in my preparatory school I read out the phrase “unstable as water” as though unstable rhymed with Dunstable.’ In this last area, his brothers’ experience had been similar: they, too, were mocked for their French accents, referred to as ‘froggies’ by their schoolfellows. Yet for them the situation was easier: not only did they have each other for company but they were far sturdier than their little brother and excelled at sport. At Dover College both Charlie and in his turn Freddie had been made head prefect, while Charlie was Victor Ludorum, Freddie won his caps for rugger and cricket, and Harry was in the school rugger fifteen. Maugham in contrast was not much good at games, the sine qua non at any boys’ public school, and at first was considered a dunce because his stammer made him appear inarticulate and stupid. In his memoir, ‘Looking Back’, Maugham describes one of many such humiliating incidents.

The Master was a Scot called Gordon.* I was placed at the bottom of the form and on the first day of the term he told me to construe a passage. The Latin was simple and I knew very well how to put it in English, but I was shy and nervous. I began to stammer. One of the boys started to giggle, then another, then a third, and in a minute or two the whole class was shouting, screaming, yelling with laughter. I pretended not to notice, but went on stammering my head off. At last the master thumped the table at which he sat with his clenched fist and, shouting to be heard in the uproar, yelled, ‘Sit down, you fool. I don’t know why they put you in this form.’

By the time he arrived in Canterbury, Maugham had already grown accustomed to solitude. Wholly unprepared for communal life, he hated the lack of privacy and was awkward with the ragging, the easy banter and backchat of the other fellows. The torment and ridicule he suffered over his stammer caused him to shrink into himself, and although he longed to be popular he lacked the ability to make himself liked, lacked ‘that engaging come-hitherness that makes people take to one another on first acquaintance’. Despite these obstacles, however, Maugham did well at his work, and at the end of his three years at Hodgson’s was awarded a scholarship and the privilege of wearing a short black gown.

In the senior school Maugham found the quality of life considerably improved. The school itself was an eccentric jumble of houses of various styles and periods, from medieval to modern, grouped round a quadrangle beyond which was a wide lawn bordered with fine old trees, the whole dominated by the great grey Gothic cathedral, soaring upwards with its arches and buttresses and its massive central Bell Harry Tower, which ‘rose like the praise of men to their God’. By now Maugham was on comradely terms with a good many of the boys, to whom his disability had become of little interest, and although he made no close friend he was tacitly accepted as one of the herd. It was generally recognised that Maugham was no longer an easy target. He was exceptionally observant and had a sharp wit, much appreciated by those at whom it was not directed, and this was coupled with a fiendish instinct for homing in on others’ weakness. Time and again he would come out with some clever criticism to raise a laugh, not understanding that its very accuracy would cause it to rankle long after. He fell into the habit of saying these things ‘because they amused him, hardly realising how much they hurt, and was much offended when he found that his victims regarded him with active dislike’. Longing to be popular while knowing he was not, Maugham developed a singular habit, one which, although he had no inkling of it then, would stand him in good stead as a novelist. He would take as a model a boy he particularly admired, and would imagine he was that boy, would talk with his voice, laugh with his laugh, imitate his gestures and mannerisms. The impersonation became so vivid in his own mind ‘that he seemed for a moment really to be no longer himself. In this way he enjoyed many intervals of fantastic happiness.’

In schoolboy terms Maugham was clever – he had an excellent memory and won prizes in Music, Divinity, History and French – so that on the whole he had little to fear from the teaching staff, with the exception of the bad-tempered Mr Campbell, nicknamed ‘Scraggs’ for his habit of ‘scragging’, or violently shaking boys by the neck. Campbell was a bully, both physical and mental, one of his favourite techniques being to seize a victim and force him to rub out his mistake on the blackboard with his nose. Campbell’s previous post had been in Devon, at Westward Ho!, where he had taught the young Rudyard Kipling
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