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1

1905–18

Small, inquisitive and solitary, the only child of an only son, growing up in rented lodgings or hotel rooms, constantly on the move as a boy, Anthony Powell needed an energetic imagination to people a sadly under-populated world from a child’s point of view. His mother and his nurse were for long periods the only people he saw, in general the one unchanging element in a peripatetic existence. ‘All his character points to a strong maternal influence,’ he himself wrote long afterwards of John Aubrey, another slight sickly baby growing up in isolation without friends of his own age to become an acute and perceptive observer of his contemporaries. Both drew a steady stream of pictures in childhood, making sense of a chaotic and confusing external reality long before either learned to write. Tony pored over old copies of Punch with their throwaway jokes in scraps of dialogue printed as captions to crabbed spidery line drawings. Aubrey, whose biography he wrote as a kind of preliminary to his own Dance to the Music of Time, was an accomplished graphic artist as well as a writer. Aubrey’s estimate of his own potential, and its characteristically downbeat expression, came close to his biographer’s view of himself: ‘If ever I had been good for anything,’ he wrote, ‘it would have been a painter. I could fancy a thing so strongly & have so clear an idea of it.’

‘It was this powerful visual imagination which dominated his writing,’ Tony wrote of Aubrey, and he might have said the same of himself. As a small boy the books he read or had read to him were the standard diet of his age and sex in the decade before the First World War: the witches, sprites and hobgoblins of the Red and Yellow Fairy Books, boys’ adventure stories, the knights and castles of Arthurian romance. Melancholy, observant and self-contained, he escaped like Aubrey into stories and legends of the past, ‘the anodyne to which he was addicted as early as he could remember, and with which throughout life he could never dispense’. For company he deployed troops of increasingly battered toy soldiers and, as soon as he was old enough, constructed long chains of invisible relations. Tony was still a schoolboy when he first took up what he described as a kind of genealogical knitting. He had no home of his own, no siblings, no family to speak of except for a single aunt on each side and three cousins, sons of his father’s sister whom he scarcely saw. His mother’s parents had died before he was born, and for years he had no contact with his Powell grandparents either because, after inspecting him once as a baby, his grandmother refused to let him come near her again on the grounds that a grandchild made her feel old.

Genealogy joined him up to an extended family he never knew. His immediate ancestry was not encouraging. His mother’s family of Wellses and Dymokes had once possessed a small country house in Lincolnshire with a modest parcel of land, both squandered in attempts by his great-grandfather to lay bogus claim to a peerage. The same man, Dymoke Wells, tried and expensively failed to seize for himself the obsolete hereditary title of King’s Champion. Of his three sons, two died unmarried and the third ended the male line by producing three daughters, each of whom abandoned on marriage the name of Wells-Dymoke. Tony’s Powell grandfather was less ineffectual but irretrievably unromantic. He had once dreamed of becoming a cavalry officer but his father died when he was eight years old, leaving no money to buy him a commission. Instead he migrated as a young man to Melton Mowbray in Leicestershire and became for the rest of his life, in his grandson’s words, ‘an unappeasable fox-hunter’. He funded his habit by setting up his plate as a surgeon, still a low-grade job for most of the nineteenth century, strenuous, smelly and mucky, a branch of butchery traditionally associated with screaming patients spouting blood who had to be strapped and held down on the operating table by heavyweight bruisers. Surgery had the advantage in those days that you could learn the trade on the job relatively cheaply from an older practitioner, and strike out on your own with little or nothing in the way of professional qualification (years later Tony’s mother told him that, much as she liked her father-in-law, she would do anything to avoid being treated by him).
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Lionel Powell on the hunting field, drawn by his crony, the brewer William Adcock, with embellishments round the edges added long afterwards by their grandson, Tony Powell.

Lionel Powell relied throughout his career on the hunting shires around Melton for a steady supply of fresh fractures. His great stroke of luck was marrying a local brewer’s daughter, Jessie Adcock, an only child like her husband who, unlike him, stood to inherit a useful sum from her father. One of fourteen children of a local farmer, William Adcock had built up a successful brewery on the north-east edge of Melton, erecting a sizeable red-brick pile for himself and rising to the rank of captain in the Leicestershire Volunteers. An earlier, equally go-ahead Adcock had been the first to market the pork pies that made Melton’s name (he sent them up by stagecoach to London in the 1830s). By the time Powell got there a few decades later the town had consolidated its position as the world centre of fox-hunting. Fashionable aristocrats descended for the winter season on Melton, where their needs were met by enterprising tradesmen like Adcock and Powell, the one providing beer for thirsty riders, the other patching up bones cracked or broken on the hunting field.

They made a boisterous couple. Short, tubby and emphatically bearded, Adcock was once mistaken on the station platform at Melton for the future King Edward VII (who hunted there regularly as Prince of Wales). Powell, his much younger crony and drinking companion, was a tall skinny gangling beansprout of a boy who towered over him as they plodded home together from a day’s hunting, or from carousing afterwards, bedraggled, mud-plastered, clearly half-cut, the younger with one arm draped round the shoulders of his stocky friend. Hunting became a passion as well as a livelihood in a town that offered access to four packs of hounds, all based on the rolling grasslands studded with spinneys and coverts that stretched for miles in every direction: the Quorn, the Belvoir, the Cottesmore and the pack eventually known as the Fernie. The town owed its fame in hunting circles to the legendary Nimrod, whose sporting journalism had established him in the early years of the century as the father of fox-hunting in headquarters at the centre of Melton, opposite St Mary’s Church, simply known as The House. A solid and capacious hunting lodge with fifteen or twenty bedrooms upstairs, first-class stabling attached, and a long pillared portico opening at the back on to an acre of grounds, The House had belonged in its heyday to a daughter of the Duke of Rutland, and it still retained considerable splendour by 1878 when the friendship between Adcock and Powell culminated in a dynastic wedding. The bridal couple – nineteen-year-old Jessie and Lionel who was ten years older – started married life at The House, purchased presumably with Adcock money and discreetly renamed The Elms.

They put on a fine show with sumptuous hats and dresses for Jessie, luxuriant drooping mustachios for Lionel to show off the gold-braided uniform, sword, sash and plumed helmet of the Leicestershire Volunteers (he would end up as lieutenant colonel in what was essentially a predecessor of the territorial army). The spendthrift young Powells shocked their prudent and thrifty neighbours by taking trips to exotic destinations like Naples or Paris, and mollified Melton when they got back with lavish entertainment, meets and house parties (‘guests came for a week and stayed two or three months, perhaps longer’, said their grandson). They produced in short order two children, who inspired more resentment than anything else in their giddy young mother, and got scant attention from their fond, convivial, extrovert father, himself increasingly preoccupied elsewhere. The Elms grew more and more uncomfortable as the paths of its owners diverged, and their marriage began to go badly wrong. Old friends invited to stay, like the three Wells-Dymoke girls, found themselves making excuses to leave again almost as soon as they arrived.

Young Philip Powell – Lionel’s son, Adcock’s grandson – was smeared by the master of the Belvoir on the hunting field at the age of nine in 1891 with the bloody tail of a newly killed fox. It seems to have inoculated him against the sport of kings ever after, but what outraged his father was the fact that the local paper printed a picture of the boy wearing a cap instead of the correct hard bowler hat, which Lionel inked in by hand on the press cutting pasted in the family album. The affair became a family legend, turning up again (minus the hat) seventy years later in the pivotal sixth volume of A Dance to the Music of Time, which contains a virtually unmodified portrait of Philip Powell as the narrator’s father. The Belvoir hunt went on meeting at the Elms well into the lifetime of Philip’s son, Anthony, whose memories of being summoned after his grandfather’s death to visit the widow at Melton were gloomy in the extreme. Long afterwards he described her house as infinitely depressing, a succession of dark, poky little rooms with an atmosphere that reminded him of a novel by I. Compton-Burnett, ‘nerve-wracked, despondent, more than a little sinister’.

Certainly Tony’s father categorically rejected his own father’s horsey, hospitable way of life, and dismissed his Adcock grandfather by claiming in retrospect that he was gay. Presumably by implication Lionel Powell was too, given that the pair spent their spare waking hours together in male-orientated pursuits away from the home, out hunting or alternatively on manoeuvres followed by heavy drinking with the Volunteers. A homosexual husband might explain much about Jessie Powell’s cumulative discontent with her marriage, her children and a way of life that drove her in the end to take refuge in a fantasy world of histrionics, hypochondria, ghost-raising and spell-casting based partly on folk rituals and witchcraft, partly on incessant reading of French pulp novels. Her grandson put hints of homosexuality down to envy and rancour, the punitive provincial instinct to stigmatize ‘an unusual man making his way up the social scale rather too rapidly in local opinion’. Either way, Tony owed much to this great-grandfather he never knew. Adcock was the draughtsman in the family whose gifts – a sharp, noticing, humorous eye matched by vigorous attack and a decisive line – Tony clearly inherited. Both collected paintings, both actively cultivated the arts unlike anyone else on their side of the family, and years later Tony was more amused than dismayed to be told by a fortune-teller that Adcock the brewer was presiding from beyond the grave over his great-grandson’s career as a novelist.

But as a boy it was an altogether different aspect of his family history that interested Tony. The Leicestershire Powells had long since lost sight of a Welsh connection that petered out with a Philip Lewis Powell born at the end of the eighteenth century, who squandered the family inheritance in quarrels over money and land, debts, fistfights, lawsuits and bankruptcy. His namesake, Tony’s father, was a serving soldier with no interest in his own origins or anyone else’s. But genealogy became a kind of anchor for Tony himself in the years when he was growing up out of suitcases, rejoining his parents in his school holidays on their current army posting, often abroad, always in temporary accommodation, remaining so rootless that the first fixed address he ever had was his boarding school, followed later by his Oxford college. From childhood on he found his own obscure private stability in a distant heredity grounded for centuries (like John Aubrey’s) in the Welsh Marches, ‘lands won with an admixture of force and prudent marriages by ancestors from whom the generations had left him separate and strangely remote’.

Genealogy tied him securely to roots that ran deep and wide, forming a vast network to be patiently unearthed and unravelled over the next seventy or eighty years, snaking out sideways and backwards in threads that crossed, interwove and doubled back on themselves, leading eventually to Rhys ap Gruffydd, the great princely commander who drove the Norman invaders out of South Wales in the twelfth century, passing on his combative spirit to descendants including one who was the Llyr of Crugeryr in fifteenth-century Radnorshire, Shakespeare’s King Lear, whose historical existence blurs inextricably into myth and legend. You could say of Anthony Powell, as he said of Aubrey and his best friend, Antony Wood, that what mattered was neither fame nor material success: ‘Their pleasures and their rewards were found in those shadowy and enchanted regions of the imagination where so much of their time was spent; and for both of them the past was as real – perhaps more real – than the present or the future.’

Tony was unsettled and unsettling even before he was born. His mother moved house nine times in the first two years of her marriage, the period that covered her pregnancy and the first twelve months of her son’s life. He was born on 21 December 1905, at number 44, Ashley Gardens, one of 159 identical furnished flats in a set of five monolithic blocks newly constructed, along with Westminster Cathedral, from glaring red brick with white stripes next to Victoria Station in London. Long afterwards Powell picked his birthplace as the home territory of by far the best known of all his fictional characters, Kenneth Widmerpool, the first person to take shape in the opening pages of A Dance to the Music of Time. The narrator visits him later in the Westminster flat where he lives with his mother: ‘the area immediately adjacent to the cathedral imparts a sense of vertigo, a dizziness almost alarming in its intensity: lines and curves of red brick appearing to meet in a kind of vortex, rather than to be ranged in normal forms of perspective. I had noticed this before when entering the terrain from the north, and now the buildings themselves seemed … almost as if they might swing slowly forward from their bases, and downward into complete prostration.’ At the time, anonymity and convenience for a quick getaway made this an ideal place to give birth, in the view of Tony’s parents, who had been married for a year and a day.

Theirs was a strange romance with faintly grotesque mythical or fairy-tale overtones of a sort that strongly appealed to their son ever afterwards. Anthony Dymoke Powell was the child of Philip Powell and Maud Wells-Dymoke, the middle one of three pretty, sociable and self-possessed girls whose family had known the Powells ever since her father and Philip’s grandfather married sisters more than sixty years earlier. The three Wells-Dymokes were the daughters of their father’s second marriage (his first wife died childless). They were brought up mostly in Brighton where their elderly father died when Maud was in her mid-twenties, and their mother succumbed to depression with crippling psychosomatic and physical side effects. Maud was the practical sister, some said the prettiest of the three, certainly the cleverest and by far the most dependable. She nursed her mother, managed the family’s affairs and kept an eye on her sisters. Cicely, the eldest, famous for her long golden hair like Sleeping Beauty’s, was too fragile and dreamy to be expected to look after herself. Violet, the youngest, was irresistibly flighty with a reckless self-confidence that landed her time and again in increasingly serious trouble. Both left it to Maud to deal efficiently with doctors, lawyers, trustees and executors, the latter including their old family friend Lionel Powell, who tried and failed to dent Maud’s composure by playing a penny whistle throughout a key session with solicitors in charge of the girls’ trust fund.

Always more comfortably off than the Powells, the Wells-Dymokes stayed in close contact probably because Jessie, much nearer to them in age than her husband, enjoyed their company. Perhaps she liked hearing about their round of dances, balls and concert parties in cosmopolitan Brighton. Very likely she envied the lack of parental surveillance that gave them far greater freedom than was normal for unmarried girls at the time. Jessie’s children, Philip and Katherine, were respectively four and six years old when Maud attended her first ball aged twenty, coming home with a souvenir programme signed by her partners for every dance. The three girls were much in demand for their own sakes, and also as the particular favourites of their bachelor neighbour, Lord Abergavenny, who was ‘rumoured to be able to ride from Brighton to Erridge Castle [his family seat near Tunbridge Wells] without setting a foot off his own land’. All three loved parties and dressing up. Maud’s banjo solos were a star attraction of the Ladies Mandoline and Guitar Band, performing for charity to packed houses in the 1890s at Brighton’s Royal Pavilion, and at Hove Town Hall a few miles along the coast, once even at the Prince’s Hall in London.

The sisters were still unattached when their mother died in 1899. Vi fulfilled her critics’ gloomiest predictions by running away with a thoroughly unsuitable man called Hodgson, who may or may not have married her. Maud had so far rejected all proposals, claiming improbably to have blacked the eye of a suitor who refused to take no for an answer. Small, slender and piquant, she still looked absurdly young, cradling her banjo or her little black pug dog, by the time Jessie’s son Phil was old enough to think of her as anything more than an honorary elder sister or cousin. She had known him from a baby, and must have been well aware of the maternal indifference alternating with active dislike that made both young Powells keen to leave home the first minute they could. Katherine, always exceptionally good-looking, accepted what would prove to be a disastrous proposal at twenty from an apparently eligible young man who turned up for the hunting in Melton. Phil realized his father’s ambition by joining the army, passing out of Sandhurst in March 1901, ready to be shipped to South Africa to fight the Boers in a war that England seemed to be winning. He returned home first on embarkation leave, a dashing young subaltern whose dapper turnout, glossy dark hair and trim moustache hit exactly the mood of that high patriotic and imperialist moment.
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Maud Wells-Dymoke, still looking absurdly young at the time of her engagement.

Maud was thirty-three years old. Phil would be eighteen in April, but something she saw in him – some urgent combination both needy and masterful – stirred her to the depths of her being. In spite of her enthusiastic party-going, Maud’s aim in long years as her mother’s sickbed attendant and for all practical purposes her sisters’ guardian had never been to please herself. Though schooled from childhood in Victorian notions of dutiful submission, she could not entirely stifle the clarity and courage to recognize a chance and take it when she saw it. Things came to a head one morning over breakfast at the Elms, when Phil found someone had eaten his banana and made an angry scene that switched to tender protestations as soon as he realized the culprit was Maud. Before he sailed for South Africa in May the pair had reached an understanding that they would wait for one another, although it would be another three years before he was twenty-one, and free to marry without his parents’ permission.

Having settled her own future, Maud settled her sisters’. She organized a rescue operation for Vi, who had rashly accepted the advances of a senior officer in the Indian army without first securing her exit from a marriage contract, legal or not, that Hodgson had no intention of voiding. Maud removed her sister bodily to the continent, settling her safely out of reach and simultaneously negotiating at long distance the terms of Vi’s release. Some said the prospective husband acted as co-respondent in divorce proceedings, others that the so-called divorce was a conventional fiction to cover an illicit affair. At all events Vi finally married Major Guy Welman Moore of the 22nd Indian Cavalry and Madras Lancers in 1902, and sailed with him for India. Cicely meanwhile, approaching forty still with a child’s incapacity to fend for herself, emerged from her trance to general astonishment with an offer of marriage from the vicar of Stanway, the Revd Oscar Worne. With one sister ensconced as a regimental wife, the other absorbed in plans for an elaborate formal wedding, Maud took steps to clinch her own future.

Phil had been posted to Pretoria to join the relatively new Welsh Regiment, a decision that had less to do with obscure Welsh origins than shrewd advice from a distant military relative, who vouched for the Welsh as reputable and relatively cheap. The Boers by this time had largely abandoned open warfare for a vicious guerrilla campaign that rendered conventional military tactics virtually useless. Phil celebrated his nineteenth birthday in April 1902, and went into action for the first time a month later. Whatever he told her was too much for Maud, who booked a passage to the Transvaal for herself and Pavey, the family’s elderly housekeeper. For an unmarried woman almost twice his age to follow a man to the Cape was a flagrant, indeed ruinous violation of proprieties universally accepted and enforced at the time. Presumably Maud could not endure the prospect of losing Phil. Perhaps he begged her to come. Conceivably the fact that her father had once been his grandfather’s brother-in-law meant she could pass as his cousin, but her recklessness remains hard to credit. ‘It would be impossible to believe in this drastic step,’ Maud’s future daughter-in-law said nearly a century later, ‘if there had not survived a tiny photograph of the couple dressed for a ride across the Veldt.’

In it Maud looks, as she would for the rest of her life, much the same age as her future husband. In their middle and late years she would come to seem if anything the younger of the two. At the time of their engagement she was admittedly in passionate flight from years of subjection to the iron will of an invalid in a High Victorian sickroom. Maud’s mother suffered, according to Tony, from a sublimated form of the madness that also claimed her brother (who spent the greater part of his life incarcerated in an institution), and eventually her sister too. Maud’s sanity was humane and robust, but the experience left her with a near-pathological hatred of doctors, hospitals and medical treatment. It also gave her an extreme sensitivity to other people’s demands and needs that lowered her expectations and raised her tolerance of their behaviour to highly unusual levels.

Phil’s parents categorically forbade his marriage as they had done his sister’s. Katherine eloped with Arthur Bonsey in 1903, and Phil ran away the year after to marry Maud secretly in a church at Barmouth in North Wales with nobody present but themselves and the vicar. The marriage itself brought great and lasting happiness to both of them. Even the outrage of the elder Powells faded away, when Phil brought his wife back to Melton, in the warmth of an older and deeper affection for Maud. But although the couple’s disparity in age proved immaterial, in practice its psychological consequences were devastating. Their union broke another ingrained taboo against a practice universally condemned in that self-righteous age as abhorrent and unnatural. Maud was acutely aware that in other people’s eyes, probably to some extent in her own, she stood convicted of cradle-snatching. She saw or suspected public hostility, mockery, sniggers and pointing fingers on all sides. Her public confidence evaporated. Contact with the outside world became painful and, as she got older, excruciating. She no longer went to parties. She stopped seeing her own friends, and made no attempt to get to know her husband’s. From now on she was tortured by shyness. Its shadow darkened and distorted her life, and in due course her son’s.

Tony grew up in extreme, inward-looking, almost monastic seclusion. He said his mother was never really happy except alone at home with her family, occasionally admitting at most one or two of her oldest friends. Although she was loyalty itself in all that concerned her husband’s career, she was never at ease with the army. She made no complaint, perhaps in some ways she welcomed the constant arbitrary disruptions and relocations that made a junior officer’s life inconvenient, expensive and uncomfortable. At least they helped her avoid the kind of casual relationships she found increasingly intrusive. People who coincided only briefly between postings could never come too close. Often they hardly knew your name or your face. Regimental life was a horror she tried at all costs to avoid. Her worst nightmare was the possibility of becoming a general’s wife with its demanding social calendar, and unending responsibility for innumerable staff wives. As far as their provisional existence allowed, the Powells settled into the uneventful domesticity that suited her husband as well as herself. Their son acquired as a baby the rock-bottom security that came from being unconditionally loved by his mother. He had been a puny undersized infant with such a precarious hold on life that a priest had to be fetched to Ashley Gardens to baptise him before he expired. The baby confounded his doctor by drawing on unexpected reserves of stamina, but for an elderly mother (Maud was thirty-eight years old) to come so close to losing her only child made him infinitely precious.

He was sustained by her warmth, but she also impressed on him her lack of spontaneity in even the simplest transaction with other human beings. More than anything she shrank from being singled out, or failing to conform to what was expected, and she taught him to feel the same. ‘I was brought up to do ordinary things,’ Tony said. ‘My parents insisted on that. I was brought up to think drawing attention was a bad thing.’ His social inexperience made for difficulties when he came, unusually late, into contact with contemporaries at school and university. To people who didn’t know him, he often seemed cold, critical, aloof. He himself blamed a natural aptitude as an observer, forced by circumstances to make do with himself as his subject because there was no one else to observe: what he called ‘the unhappy gift of seeing oneself in some sort of perspective’.

He abandoned all pretence of interest in his own story as soon as he got the chance to look outwards at other people. Human behaviour entranced him. Preternaturally alert to its subtleties and mesmerized by its intricacy, he was amazed to the end of his life by the scale of its oddity. His mother was deeply religious, nourished by an Anglican faith shared with neither husband nor son. But she did pass on to Tony as a small boy, on the one hand, her familiarity with the occult – an easy acceptance of ghosts, apparitions, fortune-telling and spirit-raising as a natural outcrop of human psychology – and, on the other, with Christian Science. Its appeal as a rational alternative to organized religion in the years leading up to the First World War meant that Powell was not the only writer of his generation – he cited Denton Welsh, Jocelyn Brooke and V. S. Pritchett – brought up by parents who subscribed implicitly to the Christian Scientist’s central tenet, the primacy of mind over matter. ‘I have sometimes wondered,’ he wrote more than half a century later, ‘whether emphasis on the unreality of “matter” … has the effect on a child of stimulating imaginative instincts, and, as in my own case, directing them into channels ultimately intellectual or aesthetic rather than religious.’
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Tony with Pavey and household staff.

Unlike most other children of his class and period, Tony’s primary carer was his mother with her maid doubling as nurse. Pavey died in the winter of 1907–8, when he was just two years old, to be replaced by Clara Purser, a bright young woman from Gravesend, young and energetic enough to play children’s games. She took him for his daily walks, and sometimes to the seaside on holiday while his mother accompanied her husband on short-term postings abroad. In these early years he had relatively little to do with his father, rarely at home during the day and never anxious to see more than he had to of his son in the evenings. Even as a very small child Tony must have been aware that his demands on his mother collided with her role as a wife.
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At the seaside with his mother and an old friend.

Phil was twenty-two years old when his son was born, still deeply damaged by a mother whose default position was ‘a kind of innate spite towards her children’. His new wife’s devotion was absolute, her admiration always a tonic and her unfailing support balm to his spirit, but now he found himself having to share all three too soon with a newcomer. He responded in ways that suggest jealousy was always ready to surface. Maud’s job was to see that it didn’t. Both her charges required constant assiduous attention. Both reacted loudly and violently to neglect or frustration. Tony’s adult relationship with his father retained all too clearly traces of a primary friction from their earliest encounters when each recognized the other as his prime rival. ‘My father always came first,’ said Tony. ‘My mother, throughout her life, had no other aim but to make her husband happy.’ That cool objective acceptance cannot have come without a degree of struggle for all three of them. As a mother Maud adored her son. As a wife she never doubted her husband’s judgement, or lost her belief that his intellect ranked him among the two or three outstanding brains in the country. But in the baby’s first few years it must sometimes have seemed as if she had to deal with not one but two implacable infant male egos.

Her own family experience had developed in Maud talents that perfectly matched Phil’s needs. He had reacted to a loveless childhood with anger and misery. It made him a champion grudge-bearer, liable to resort at the smallest real or imagined slight in public or private to hysterical rage. She was a born peacemaker. Discord was his natural element, reconciliation her speciality. His desires were momentous and so urgent he had not the smallest ability to defer gratification. Whatever he did or wanted or felt consumed him utterly at any given moment. He seemed to himself to be dodging hostile elements bent on catching him out or taking unfair advantage. Maud by her son’s account was calm, generous and open where Phil was irascible, stingy and secretive. She was lucid where he was obscure (‘My father really hated clarity’). The two complemented one another with a precision that bound them indissolubly together.

After years of watching his mother ‘coping skilfully with my father’s network of nerves’, Tony came in the end to accept her view of Phil as more than capable of acute and original insight into people and things, if only he had been able to string his impressions together into any sort of coherent shape. Tony himself controlled his own careering creative instincts with strategies of discipline and restraint learned from his mother. The relatively little he said about his childhood self makes the glimpses he gave of his father in uninhibited action at home all the more startling. For all professional purposes a perfectly competent young staff officer, Phil needed – and Maud saw that he got – somewhere he could lash out with no fear of reprisal. Their son’s passing references to his cruel tongue, and the fits of maniacal fury only his wife could defuse, suggest how necessary he found that safety valve.

At the beginning of 1908, when his son was just two years old, Lieutenant Powell switched jobs, leaving his regiment to start a tour of duty as adjutant to a battalion of London territorials, the Kensingtons, staffed largely in Tony’s recollection by stockbrokers. Its commanding officer was Major General Alfred Turner, the same obliging relative who had recommended the Welsh in the first place, and who now inaugurated what the family ever after agreed was the happiest time of Maud’s life. For once Phil was no longer in danger of being stationed overseas or (another of her most lurid nightmares) posted to Catterick. The family could count on five whole years in a home of its own, a pleasant roomy flat on three floors, picked up at a bargain rent affordable even by a junior officer: number 25, Albert Hall Mansions, part of the massive red-brick redevelopment surrounding the Albert Hall, conveniently close to territorial headquarters and opposite Kensington Gardens.

Here they would make a fresh start, far from Melton’s critical eye, in a place where nobody knew them or their immediate history. Maud reinvented herself, cutting out of her life virtually everyone who had known her before, and chopping ten years off her age on official documents. She turned the former billiard room at the back of the flat into a nursery for Tony. He had a wooden rocking horse, and a plump stately Pekinese dog called Pekoe to play with. Every afternoon he went out in his pram with his new nurse Clara for a walk in the park. On rainy days they explored the three huge new department stores on Kensington High Street, or the museums going up all round them on the site of the Great Exhibition (one of Tony’s favourite destinations was the Natural History Museum in bright yellow brick picked out in blue, just along the road from the Victoria and Albert in red and white). He always wanted more time than he could get to watch the Punch-and-Judy show, and he speculated furiously about the quantities of unknown children he saw bowling hoops on the Broad Walk in sailor hats and suits like his own. ‘A white belted (below the bottom) suit with a frilly collar, white suede boots, white socks and white gloves’, wrote a contemporary, lovingly detailing Tony’s outfit more than half a century afterwards.

As soon as he could hold a pencil he started to draw – ‘I cannot remember a time when I did not draw’ – and his mother passed his sketches round the few old friends from Brighton who still came to tea. He had a golliwog as children did in that innocent Edwardian age before the British learned better, and the first book he read aloud without help was Little Black Sambo. Clara bought a copy of Reading Without Tears and taught him to read at four as a surprise for his mother, who was away for two months with his father on army orders. From then on he read whatever he could lay hands on, including his father’s growing collection of handsomely bound, illustrated art books by art nouveau suspects like Aubrey Beardsley (the last author most right-minded parents would have dreamed of allowing a child to go near in those days). Later he learned to write with Clara ghosting his letters until, on a perishing-cold trip to the seaside just after his eighth birthday, he composed without help a letter to his mother on holiday in Florence, nicely laid out with neat spelling but no punctuation: ‘Dear Mummy How are you getting on how is Daddy I hope his cold is better I am getting on splendid at Brighton love from tony.’

He was beginning to build up a respectable army of toy soldiers, tiny painted lead replicas of British infantry and French Zouaves from the Crimean War, West Indians from the Ashanti campaign, dragoons from South Africa, all knocking one another about in vigorous engagements on the nursery floor. He remembered once answering the door to find his own father standing outside in full-dress scarlet regimentals with sword, spurs and shiny spiked helmet, back from rehearsals for the funeral of King Edward VII. He watched the procession for George V’s coronation with his mother at Hyde Park Corner, and he never forgot the handful of silent movies he saw at one of London’s earliest picture palaces in South Kensington. At five or six years old he suddenly grasped his own existential basis on coming back from the park one afternoon to the dark interior of the mansion block where specks of dust danced in a shaft of sun: ‘Now the truth came flooding in with the dust infested sunlight. The revelation of self-identity was inescapable. There was no doubt about it. I was me.’

Not long after this mental jolt the family’s interlude of relative stability ran out. The time had come to move on from the enchanted hinterland of early childhood, leaving behind the wooded glades and soft grassy expanses of Kensington Gardens, the Broad Walk, the Flower Walk, the Round Pond and the Albert Memorial. More than forty years afterwards in the early stages of A Dance to the Music of Time, Powell invoked the memorial, absurd, majestic and impregnated with loss, as his characters pause on its wide shallow steps leading up to the bearded and gilded man in the middle, sheltered under his mosaic canopy and attended by a select group of arts and sciences in white marble with support from the symbolic Asian exiles at the south-east corner, ‘where, beside the kneeling elephant, the Bedouin forever rests on his haunches in hopeless contemplation of Kensington Gardens’ trees and thickets, the blackened sockets of his eyes ranging endlessly over the rich foliage of these oases of the mirage’. The landscape awaiting the family at Bordon Camp in Hampshire, where Captain Powell rejoined the 2nd Battalion of the Welsh Regiment in 1913, was scratchy and barren, broken only by gorse, bracken, sinewy heather and pine clumps rising from sandy ground blackened by heath fires. ‘Walking there was not at all like being in the country. Agriculture seemed as remote as in a London street. This waste land might have been some walled-in space in the suburbs where businessmen practise golf strokes … It had neither memories of the past nor hope for the future.’

This passage from the last novel Powell wrote before the Dance indicates probably with a fair degree of accuracy how he and his mother felt as they settled into their new home, a furnished bungalow called Stonedene, isolated on top of a hill in scrubland twelve miles from Aldershot. The house, like many of the places where Tony lived as a child, was architecturally nondescript: shapeless, straggly and out of place in its surroundings, looking like ‘a long, low Noah’s Ark, come uncomfortably to rest on a heather-grown, coniferous spur of Mount Ararat’. The household inherited several cats, a large destructive brood of chickens, and a small donkey called Jock ridden without enthusiasm by Tony. He had his first lessons here from a Miss Judkins, who did the rounds of the local army children by bike. He said he learned more from reading books than from anything she taught him, and he certainly put far greater effort into the war-games that increasingly absorbed him, acted out with lead soldiers for characters in an elaborate, ongoing serial narrative.

Captain Powell acquired his first car, a fast and powerful Straker-Squire with a long gleaming bonnet that drew gaping crowds wherever it went but ended ignominiously when its owner ran it into a pond. Tony kept a photo of the car ever afterwards, and another of his father on horseback leading out the Welsh Regiment at Bordon. His own excursions took place on donkey-back, at any rate initially with his father’s batman walking alongside holding a leading rein, and making disobliging comments about the military police who could be seen jogging across the heath below the house. So could the far more conspicuous Philip Oyler, Prophet of the Soil, a leading Simple Lifer based in the nearest village of Headley Down. Dr Oyler regularly passed the Powells’ gate, bearded, bare-legged and dressed, like the followers who straggled after him across Ludshott Common, in vaguely classical white drapery.

More than half a century later Powell transferred this gang of utopians wholesale, along with Stonedene itself, from fact to fiction in The Kindly Ones, number six in the Dance sequence of novels. Even the Powells’ redoubtable cook, James Gomm, took on memorable new life as the sagacious and sceptical Albert Creech. When Powell eventually came to describe this period in his memoirs, he called the house by its fictional name of Stonehurst, a transposition that suggests how far by this time fiction had eclipsed its always vestigial basis in fact. He also appropriated for his novel the premonitory ghosts that haunted Stonedene, rattling the maids, unsettling the whole household, giving the author’s eight-year-old self an intermittent sense of foreboding. The ghosts, or the trouble they caused, contributed to a general malaise that seems to have emanated largely from Tony’s mother. Always glad to see ghosts, hoping for a chance to get to know more about them, she now found herself petrified by a nightly apparition in the shape of a household pet apparently trying to strangle her. She told Tony she sometimes woke in the morning afraid to look in the mirror for fear her hair had turned white.

For an exceptionally sensitive woman to respond with misgiving to the atmosphere in an army camp in the run-up to 1914 might seem natural enough, but Maud had more immediate disasters in mind. The marriages of her two sisters had ended catastrophically, culminating in a sensational public scandal the same year as the Powells took refuge at Stonedene. Vi had not managed to last long as the wife of Major, now Lieutenant Colonel Moore. She met a young Irish subaltern in India (‘Vi has always been much too fond of people who amuse her,’ Maud said tartly), leaving her husband and returning alone in 1907 to England to continue her affair with Henry Inglis. When Colonel Moore himself came to fetch his wife back four years later, she agreed to give their marriage one last try, only to walk out on him again for good at which point he demanded a divorce. To sue a woman for adultery in those days was a public assault more brutal than physical battering. Newspaper reports made the most of the case, raking over Moore’s part in her previous marital break-up, and effectively shredding what little of her reputation Vi might have hoped to salvage by marrying Inglis as soon as the divorce decree became final in 1913.

She recovered her resilience with time, reverting to her old buoyant, extrovert self, ‘completely at ease’, as her nephew said, ‘in ballroom or bar, palazzo or pension’. But Maud could not bounce back so readily. The storm of publicity surrounding Vi touched a raw nerve, and Maud did not try to hide her perturbation from her small son in the nursery. Cecily meanwhile had given birth to a stillborn baby in 1906, and died of convulsions while pregnant for a second time the year after. For Maud, the enormity of these successive blows seems to have been literally unspeakable. She retreated more than ever from normal everyday contacts. Her son pinpointed their two years at Stonedene as the time when his parents finally narrowed down their existence to ‘a life entirely enclosed by their own domestic interests’.

Their retreat was broken up by England’s declaration of war with Germany on 4 August 1914. As a company commander, Captain Powell left with his regiment for France eight days later. His wife started packing up to return with Tony and Clara to London but already, before they left Stonedene, reports began arriving of casualties, officers wounded or killed, some of them fathers of friends who had been invited to tea, or who shared Tony’s lessons with Miss Judkins. As a soldier’s son Tony had a far more realistic grasp than most people at this stage, children or adults, of what war was likely to mean. ‘Life seemed all at once geared to forces implacable and capricious, their peril not to be foretold.’

Maud borrowed a flat at 25, Berkeley Square from an old Brighton friend for the first few months of the war, moving on to furnished rooms in Sloane Street and then to a boarding house, 4, Glendower Place at the top of the Old Brompton Road in South Kensington. Her husband took part in the first heavy fighting in Flanders, marked by terrible losses on both sides, salutary defeat for the British and the deadly retreat from Mons. Well before the end of the year when the public confidently expected the war to be over, the 2nd Battalion of the Welsh Regiment was virtually wiped out in a convulsive struggle for Ypres at the end of October. One of the few officers to survive, Phil was invalided home, exhausted, traumatized, half starved and dangerously weakened by dysentery. Maud, who saw hospitals as little better than slaughterhouses, set out at once to rescue him, leaving their son with Clara. ‘My dear mummy,’ Tony wrote in what must be his first surviving typescript, posted from Glendower Place and laboriously picked out, presumably with one finger, on a typewriter with a purple ink ribbon that had cost him a fortune. ‘Do you think this is ripping, I got it for 10s and 6d at gamage. I hope you and Daddy are quite well, I am. Thank you very much for the cigarette cards, they were queer. I hope Tibby is quite well. With love & kisses your loving son Tony.’

His father recovered sufficiently to be posted in 1915 as Brigade Major to the headquarters of the newly raised 95th Infantry Brigade at Sutton Coldfield near Birmingham, where his job was to oversee the wholesale recycling of civilian volunteers as soldiers to fill the trenches, now running the length of the Western Front in a stand-off that would last for the rest of the war. Brigade HQ moved up to Yorkshire that summer, relocating to Leyburn in Wensleydale where Tony remembered the high dark stony sides of the valley, and wintry weather in his holidays in August. His father’s self-control had not improved under stress. One of Tony’s close friends in later life, who had been a young subaltern at this point, described Major Powell turning red when annoyed by some mishap, ‘standing in the middle of the road speechless with rage – almost literally foaming’, a spectacle he never forgot. ‘That was the picture to the life,’ said Tony.

By this time he himself had already spent a couple of terms at Mr Gibbs’s day school, 134, Sloane Street, almost next door to the lodgings his mother had originally rented, and not far from Glendower Place. Christopher Gibbs was one of the first to experiment with small-scale, protective, child-friendly pre-preparatory-school education, and his example would be much copied. He provided excellent teaching in a sympathetic atmosphere that made it easy for Tony to accept his discovery that he was no good at games, and to deal for the first time with something else he had not grasped before, ‘the unpleasantness of some boys – a necessary prelude to the unpleasantness of not a few men …’ He himself was sufficiently inconspicuous to avoid anything like Mr Gibbs’s comment on the bumptious young Peter Ustinov, who attended the same school twenty years later: ‘This boy shows great originality, which must be curbed at all costs.’ Tony liked Mr Gibbs, no doubt because they shared a similar sense of humour, but also because, as he said, Gibbs gave him in a relatively supportive setting at least an inkling of what to expect at the boarding school where he went next.

When Brigade HQ moved down from Yorkshire for final field training at Codford on Salisbury Plain (transformed for the duration by the military into ‘a kind of shanty town … sheds and booths set between torrents of mud traversed by duckboards’), the Powells took Tony out of school and rented a cottage in the village of Boynton. His father was back in France in action at Beaucourt by the New Year of 1916, mentioned for conspicuous courage in dispatches in April by Major General Sir Douglas Haig and shortly afterwards awarded a Distinguished Service Order. Whatever Tony had to face in his first term at prep school, his standing with the other boys must have gone up when they found out about his father’s DSO.

His parents had put him down to start at the New Beacon School at Sevenoaks in Kent at the somewhat advanced age of ten and a half. He was further held up by whooping cough, missing the first half of term and arriving late, in some ways far more knowledgeable about what was going on in the outside world than his contemporaries, in others hopelessly innocent and inexperienced. Exposed to routine humiliation and bullying, he was quite without what he called ‘a child’s … protective forgetfulness’, writing home in evident agitation, and perhaps unwisely, to his mother in his second year to say that someone had crept up in the middle of the night and smashed the much-prized watch she had given him. He must have been all too familiar by this time with ‘the wickedness of boies’ that had caused John Aubrey such pain and fear when he, too, was sent away to school at the same age. It was one of many points where Aubrey’s experience in the seventeenth century reached out across time in a kind of posthumous sympathy to his twentieth-century biographer. Tony quoted Aubrey’s account of his own childish vulnerability, and described the consequences: ‘ “I was exceedingly mild of spirit … mightily susceptible of fascination. My idea very cleer; phansie like a mirrour, pure chrystall water which the least wind does disorder & unsmooth … ” It is a striking description of a sensitive nature. For such a boy a boarding school was, inevitably, a painful introduction to many common enough aspects of disagreeable human behaviour.’

Nearly all of the New Beacon’s seventy-five pupils came from military families, expecting (as Tony did too at this stage) to follow their fathers into the army. The proprietor and headmaster, John Stuart Norman, had emerged from retirement in his late seventies to take back control from his two sons, both called up by the army. The rest of the staff had gone too, giving way to ‘an ever rolling stream of assistant masters and mistresses: the males likely to be ancient, shiftless, wounded, gassed; the females (at this school uniformly charmless) often scarcely qualified academically to do the job at all’. The headmaster had a fierce temper and looked like an elderly Rudyard Kipling with ‘sparse grey hair, drooping tobacco-stained moustache, abnormally thick spectacles, eternally old thick tweed suit, worn whatever the climate’. He taught maths (leaving Tony permanently disabled in this respect), classics and ‘a language that passed for French’. He flogged the boys on trumped-up charges before the assembled school, and tied their legs together so they couldn’t run away when he bowled a hard ball at them in the cricket nets.

Tony joined the Boy Scouts, swapped stamps and learned to accept without crying the injuries inflicted deliberately or not by the headmaster on the sports field (‘nothing much short of loss of a leg would surely have been noticed’). He passed his swimming test, played cricket, took boxing lessons (‘I think I bashed him,’ he reported proudly of an encounter with a school bully), and even managed to scrape into the rugby team in his last year. Otherwise he kept his head down, and counted the days until his mother’s visits. All pupils lived under totalitarian surveillance. They were inspected for head lice first thing every morning, their letters home were monitored, they had no keys to their private lockers and there were no doors on the lavatories. Food was short and often uneatable. Tony’s closest friend Henry Yorke remembered a stinking ham oozing clear smelly liquid, and boys so hungry they ate raw turnips and mangel wurzels from the farmer’s fields (which, according to Henry, they had to hoe, loaned out by their headmaster perhaps to make up for the stolen mangel wurzels). Every child made sure he had a calendar so he could tick off the days to the end of term – ‘as prisoners notch the walls,’ said Henry.

The boys listened in chapel every Sunday to a sonorous roll-call of the thirty-seven old boys who they were constantly told had died for their sakes in the war, one for every two current pupils. ‘At first we paid attention,’ wrote Henry, ‘but in the end we had had so much there was no room for more.’ The boys themselves were drilled as replacements for their dead elders, carrying dummy rifles they made themselves in school carpentry lessons. Kent was close enough for them to hear the muffled thudding of guns in France on a clear day, and the school lay under the flight path of the first air raids in the closing stages of the war. At night the boys crouched by the dormitory windows watching bombers fly over, and next morning they picked up shrapnel in the playground. Henry claimed to have been told that enemy pilots were under special orders to target the New Beacon. Rumours circulated about Germans boiling up corpses to eat, and generally indulging in every monstrosity the schoolboy mind could conceive. The Angels of Mons, revenants popularly supposed to have risen from the grave to watch over the troops, became in Henry’s active imagination ‘malignant ghosts of those who had died for them drifting across their playing fields … Almost every night we thought we had seen them.’
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Henry Yorke, who remained Tony’s close friend all through their schooldays and their time at university together.

Henry was one of the minority of boys whose family had no military connections. Tony, whose father had survived the ordeal of Mons, knew too much for this kind of hysterical fantasy. The headmaster’s tirades filled him with dark thoughts of his own. ‘Sometimes on icy football fields and during shifts of slave-labour when we chopped wood in his garden, I was almost inclined to doubt his often-repeated assertion that life was worse in the trenches.’ Tony spent three years at the New Beacon, and afterwards had nightly dreams of being back at prep school that continued until he reached his late twenties, when he killed the headmaster in one of these dreams. His considered conclusion at the age of seventy was characteristically restrained: ‘I should be unwilling to live five minutes of it again.’

He said the only good thing he owed the school was his friendship with Henry Yorke. The two first met on the day the Powells came to look round, when Tony remembered talking to a chubby, dark-haired and well-behaved child exactly the same age as himself. Henry said he was habitually shown off to parents by the headmaster, fingering his plump arm like the witch in Hansel and Gretel, as an advertisement for the school’s health and welfare. He had already been there two terms, and did not take straightaway to this quiet, watchful new boy. Henry was already a phenomenal talker, fast, fluent and funny (‘he can talk like no other person I’ve ever met,’ reported the flamboyant Robert Byron, also a pupil at the same school). He liked and collected odd words and unusual books. He made up stories, like Tony, whom he came to recognize with time as an ally.

At some point they found themselves sharing the same dormitory along with eighteen other boys, who appointed the pair of them – ‘like professional narrators of the orient,’ said Tony – to entertain the rest in the dark every night for the half-hour after lights out when talking was still allowed. Tony mostly recycled the plots of popular thrillers or newspaper serials, but sometimes he tried out one of his own (‘I have been inventing the most frightfully “spooky” stories’). Once he and Henry began improvising a novel together, seated side by side on a radiator in the school gym. The novel petered out halfway down its first page but, for both of them, it turned out to be a declaration of intent. Henry was in his first year at university when he published his novel Blindness under the pen name of Henry Green.

Tony remained for a long time more of a graphic artist. Until he met Henry, he told his stories – to himself, and sometimes to his mother – by acting them out with lead soldiers, or sketching them in black ink. These are vigorous little scenarios, composed with an energy and panache that suggest – probably thanks to his father – a much more sophisticated acquaintance with the art of illustration than he yet had with literature. At ten or twelve he was already drawing observant and accurate sketches of fashionable hats teamed with stylish Edwardian costumes in letters to his mother, or lively miniature dramas: an eighteenth-century highwayman called Beau Brocade hanged on a gallows by jubilant troopers, a police chase in a London street, often with a cat or cats stalking along at the back. The only member of the New Beacon staff he singled out by name was the drawing master, Mr Clarke, who was clearly impressed by Tony and encouraged him to draw.

He signed off with a flourish, ‘AP’, adding at the bottom of one page of drawings a tiny inkwash of the artist, or possibly the author, at work with a bulging wastepaper basket behind him. His reading at this stage was still largely adventure yarns by popular favourites like Harrison Ainsworth, or Bram Stoker’s Dracula which he found heavy going at thirteen (he felt exactly the same when he re-read it as an adult, noting with interest this time the homosexual and Proustian overtones – ‘a touch of M. de Charlus’ – in Stoker’s bloodsucking count). Tony’s first school report shows him coming bottom in the headmaster’s subjects, French and maths, but first in the essay class, and sixty years later he could still dimly remember his essays being praised by two ancient masters dug up out of retirement. Still convinced at this stage that he was cut out for an army career, Tony insisted that the profession of novelist never crossed his mind, but a boy who had blued his savings at the age of nine on a purple typewriter ribbon cannot have been completely uninterested in writing.

He and Henry talked endlessly, and Tony was often invited to stay in the holidays at the Yorkes’ family home, Forthampton Court, near Tewkesbury in Gloucestershire. This was not particularly grand as country houses go but it gave him his first glimpse of a family still living in a house owned by their ancestors for centuries. Where the Powells had a skeleton staff (cook, housemaid and Clara), the
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