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INTRODUCTION

TOM PRIESTLEY

In my father’s 1929 novel, The Good Companions, we travelled with him in his imagination as he followed his characters around the country. Much of it was pure invention, although he did later explain that, when he was studying at Cambridge after the First World War, he used to make a cross-country journey at the end of each term back to his home in Bradford, which besides giving him a glimpse of wandering concert parties also gave him a look at the passing towns and countryside. After Cambridge, he settled in London, then moved out to Oxfordshire; and after a stay in Deal in Kent, returned to London, eventually to the house in Highgate where I was born. He had been abroad, firstly before the Great War to Denmark, Holland and Germany, and of course during the War to the trenches in France, after a year of training in southern England. He also spent some time convalescing in country houses after being wounded. In 1930 he visited the United States for the first of many visits. In 1933 my parents bought Billingham Manor in the Isle of Wight, which I still think of as home because we had to leave the Highgate house during the Blitz, but returned to Billingham towards the end of the Second World War. He had been around, but he had had no time to ramble, to feel and to think. Life had been too pressing.

Time lost during his military service had to be made up; his career as a writer had started; his living had to be earned; money to cover his first wife’s hospital bills had to be found.

Luckily he was blessed with enormous creative energy. In seven years he produced 18 books! He began with literary work, biographies, essays and reviews; he was a critic and an essayist. Then in 1927 came the first novel, Adam in Moonshine; The Good Companions was his fourth, and established him firmly as a novelist. Then after the further success of Angel Pavement he entered the theatre with his first play Dangerous Corner.

In 1934 he wrote to his closest friend, Teddie Davison: ‘These days I am more a dramatist than a novelist. My last book was English Journey, which created a great (and good) stir here and has done pretty well for itself (though the sales are not large) in America.’

When I asked him in 1982 about the origins of English Journey, he told me it had been his idea; but plainly he had forgotten. Alan Day, in his excellent bibliography, quotes from The Book Window (Spring 1934) where JBP said, ‘This was an exception to my rule. Hitherto I have always written what I want to write … But when it was suggested to me that the time is ripe for a book which shall deal faithfully with English industrial life of today, and that I was the man to write such a book, it seemed my duty to undertake it.’ And it seems the suggestion came from Victor Gollancz, who co-published the book with Heinemann, by then JBP’s regular publisher.

So now he changed course again and became known as a social commentator, a role that he undertook notably during the Second World War, and on into CND. After my father’s death in 1984, Michael Foot remembered him as ‘the conscience of the country’. Though never a member of the Labour Party, and not remotely a communist sympathiser (he disliked dogma of all kinds), his position was left of centre; as an old-fashioned socialist, he believed strongly in society, indeed a society in which everyone had a decent chance to fulfil his or her potential, unfettered by snobbish, class distinctions, and the restrictions of poverty. A society rich in a generous humanity, which welcomed the differences between people, but related all activities and programmes, economic or political, back to the people. This is the strength of his position as commentator; he was not an economist, a politician, an academic, a trade unionist or a businessman. He was a writer and a human being, and could relate to people in an honest and straightforward way, enjoying them as characters, yet able to mock their foibles when necessary, while sympathising with the wretched hand which life had dealt them.

English Journey is dedicated to my mother and myself: ‘To Thomas, whose England this is for better or worse’. But from those distant early 1930s, how much still resonates today?

The 1930s were a bleak time, soiled by the First World War, marred by the Depression, and spoiling for the next war. But what is our excuse today?

He liked to describe himself as woolly-minded, and I think this comes from two things: firstly his refusal to abide by any rigid dogma, which insists on dividing everything into black and white, and secondly his humanity which could detect the good and bad in most people or situations. In his fiction he was not good at inventing villains. In his non-fiction he had no hesitation in condemning the Nazis when the time came as out-and-out villains; but here he blames the baser aspects of human nature for the mess and squalor the Victorians created and left scarring the countryside – greed, selfishness, pomposity and hypocrisy. I have often felt we needed much of the 20th century to pass before we could escape from the cloying influence of the Victorians. And he looked back joyfully to the vigour and merriment of the 18th century, for all its faults. And this is another of his themes, that life should be enjoyed; it should be fun. He so regretted the austerity following the Second World War, and thought the government failed in not providing more fun. As he says in the telling section on the Battalion Reunion, he considers himself more of a comic writer because he could never fail to see the funny side of much of life, and this from a man who had had more than his fair share of hardship. But here when he feels he should condemn, he is boldly outspoken.

If the recurrent theme of English Journey is that people deserve better, there are still glimpses of magic, as he truthfully describes what he saw and felt. Having recently visited Beverley myself, I was struck by his reaction to the town, delivered in a delicious turn of phrase:


‘I was expecting Beverley, and yet when it came, suddenly towering in that pretty rustic flatness, it was, as these things always are, an overwhelming surprise. To see Beverley Minster suddenly hanging in the sky is as astonishing as hearing a great voice intoning some noble line of verse.’ (Chapter 11, pp. here-here)



He writes so clearly, so vividly with an easy rhythm to his prose. I have always found his non-fiction works contain much of his best writing. There he can give free flow to the press of ideas and opinions, rich territory in a social commentary, but intrusive in a work of fiction.

In 2009, a scrapbook* turned up in New Zealand, which we acquired, and found evidence of the efficient publicity techniques of the publishers of English Journey. Because my father had travelled widely through the country and had written about many areas, describing what he saw and felt, there was much to interest (and sometimes annoy) the local people, so the publishers sent copies of the book to local newspaper editors, pointing out where their locality had been mentioned. Plainly it worked because the book was an unusual success for a work of non-fiction and has remained popular and important ever since. But the popularity mostly depends on his clarity of vision, the sharpness of his descriptions, the lucidity of his prose and the humanity of his judgement. He spoke for all the people, to all the people, and as much to us today as to our predecessors; it remains a truly timeless journey.

Tom Priestley, son of J. B. Priestley.








PREFACE

STUART MACONIE

You have in your hand the finest book ever written about England and the English. There are other good ones, and many, many poor ones. There are funny ones and angry ones, gimmicky and amused ones as well as strident and declamatory ones. But all have one major crucial flaw, and that is that they are not English Journey. It is a disadvantage that none can overcome.

If, as a writer, J. B. Priestley had just been brilliant, humane, elegant, virile, intelligent, witty and technically dazzling, he’d be unarguably considered the pre-eminent British literary talent of his age. Sadly for him, though, he also laboured beneath the crushing burden of being accessible, engaging, crystal clear and enormously popular. The mandarins of the metropolitan elites like their ‘provincial’ voices to stay just that if possible, or at least have the decency to be faintly troubled and attractively doomed, like say D. H. Lawrence or John Lennon, rather than rich, successful, boundlessly gifted and adored like JB or Paul McCartney. The riches and success though must have been some consolation.

So it was that in common with many of my generation, even the better-read ones, I grew up with a J. B. Priestley-shaped hole – comfortable, solid and expansive – in my literary education. I knew the name. It was the kind of name I sometimes heard on radio or TV or occasionally I might hear him mentioned by my dad or Gran. But I never saw that name on an exam paper, or heard him discussed in a seminar or dropped wanly into a callow common-room conversation like Camus or Kafka or Pinter or Beckett. Poor old JB.

Then one night in the early part of this century I was having one of those evenings that live long in the memory, eating a fabulous Indian meal in an upscale Birmingham city centre restaurant with comedy aristocrats Graeme Garden, Barry Cryer, Tim Brooke-Taylor and the late Humphrey Lyttelton, when JB’s name came up again. ‘Oh, I don’t really know his stuff at all,’ I said mildly. ‘Never really read any of it properly.’

Silence fell over the poppadoms. I realised that the assembled eminences – lovely men all as well as brilliant – were looking at me with a kind of shocked concern and pity, the kind of look you might give a poor wretch who had never known a warm bed, or a glass of something strong and nice, or a kiss, or fish and chips or any of the other things that would have delighted JB himself. (He delighted in other, more glamorous and uncommon stuff as well but more of that anon.) Once the general tenor of things had been restored, and the dipping and sipping resumed, I was told by all the company that I was missing out on one of literary life’s great joys. I was told he was passionate, lyrical, thoughtful, sharp, richly satisfying. When I asked where I should start, most agreed it should be with The Good Companions. ‘A great big armchair of a book,’ said Barry Cryer. I took mental notes, mopped up the last of the bhuna and began my own journey into Priestley soon after.

Thus I came late to J. B. Priestley and have spent the last decade catching up. The novels and plays are rightly loved and endlessly revived. His innovative drama Dangerous Corner posited an idea that formed the basis for the hit movie Sliding Doors, far inferior, much schmaltzier fare. Stephen Daldry’s dark, gripping German Expressionist staging of An Inspector Calls was one of the theatrical triumphs of the ‘nineties and noughties’ and continues to tour. In 2009, The Good Companions has been staged as a musical by the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School and since then there have been London revivals of several of his plays including, Cornelius, Laburnum Grove, They Came to a City, Benighted and The Roundabout. And just last year, Time and the Conways was produced on Broadway at the American Airlines Theater. But with all due respect to the esteemed company that night, if I were recommending one volume that would show you the very best of Priestley, it would be the one you have in your hand. For me, Priestley’s non-fiction shows him at his tough and tender best. And English Journey is the very best of this.

[image: No image description]

During the 1930s, publisher Victor Gollancz commissioned two pieces of English travel writing from two hugely gifted but very different writers. In 1936, George Orwell visited industrial Lancashire, surveyed the brutal and dehumanising conditions there and produced a slim but powerful piece of reportage called The Road to Wigan Pier which continues to haunt the imaginations of documentary makers and the occasional politician. But three years before Orwell made his expedition to the far and frozen North, J. B. Priestley – who had grown up there after all – cast his net wider, a book subtitled ‘a Rambling but Truthful Account of What One Man Saw and Heard and Felt and Thought during a Journey through England during the Autumn of the Year 1933’.

No-one would dispute the brilliance and efficacy of Orwell’s Road to Wigan Pier. It is all the things the blurb writers claim: searing, honest, compelling. But in my opinion, English Journey is the better book, both in readability and in resonance. For one thing, it stays readable right to the end. Priestley makes some light-hearted, self-deprecating sport at the start of his concluding chapter ‘To the End’ about how his structure is falling apart and the book is careering haphazardly to a hasty end. But he doesn’t really mean it. On the other hand, the second part of Wigan Pier really is a ‘big ask’ of the reader, in modern football parlance. It’s not simply that Orwell spends much of his time being scathing about the aloof and out of touch British left of the day and critical of ‘scientific socialism’ (though this is why Victor Gollancz refused to publish this section initially). No, it’s just that it’s a mess, a feverish denunciation of everything from beards to orange juice to George Bernard Shaw. At times, it reads more like Richard Littlejohn on an OU summer school than the great social historian and polemicist that Orwell was.

English Journey is far less didactic in impulse, far less statistical and by definition and intention far more lyrical and romantic than Orwell’s bleak observations. But there is steel here too. I would argue that J. B. Priestley’s elegant and readable prose, written for a mass audience, not for the New Left Book Club or the columnists of NW1, is just as passionate a call to arms as anything in Orwell’s bleak masterpiece of observation. Take the famous section on his visit to an area of West Bromwich he calls Rusty Lane:


‘I was being shown one of the warehouses, where steel plates were stacked in the chill gloom, and we heard a bang and rattle on the roof. The boys, it seems, were throwing stones again. They were always throwing stones on that roof. We went out to find them, but only found three frightened little girls, who looked at us with round eyes in wet smudgy faces. No, they hadn’t done it, the boys had done it, and the boys had just run away. Where they could run to, I cannot imagine. They need not have run away for me, because I could not blame them if they threw stones and stones and smashed every pane of glass for miles. Nobody can blame them if they grow up to smash everything that can be smashed.

There ought to be no more of those lunches and dinners, at which political and financial and industrial gentlemen congratulate one another, until something is done about Rusty Lane, and about West Bromwich. While they still exist in their foul shape, it is idle to congratulate ourselves about anything. They make the whole pomp of government here a miserable farce. The Crown, Lords and Commons are the Crown, Lords and Commons of Rusty Lane, West Bromwich … and if there is another economic conference, let it meet there, in one of the warehouses, and be fed with bread and margarine and slabs of brawn. The delegates have seen one England, Mayfair in the season. Let them see another England next time, West Bromwich out of the season. Out of all seasons, except the winter of our discontent.’ (Chapter 4, p.here)



It is a justly famous passage, and one that contains that spirit of righteous ire tempered with genuine compassion that I love about Priestley. Orwell was a giant and a genius, but he was also a public schoolboy and former colonial policeman. Even at his most generous and impassioned, there is a certain distance, a certain sangfroid that you never find in Priestley. Yes, he became hugely rich. Yes, he did quite a bit of the travelling for English Journey in the rear of a chauffeured motor. But he is also not that far removed, chronologically or temperamentally, from the bright teenage lad who kicked around Bradford looking for fun, girls, books and beer. Again and again, his sympathy and affection for the young working classes and his scornful derision towards their ‘elders and betters’ shines through. He defends the ‘monkey parade’, that Sunday night promenade of lusty suitors and giggling girls on the high streets of our big towns and cities. And in a passage I quoted at the end of my Northern travel book Pies and Prejudice, he shows clearly that, at heart, he is always one of the kids:


‘Far too many opinions about staying quietly at home happened to be expressed by comfortable professional men writing in warm, well-lighted, book-lined apartments thirty feet long by fifteen broad. And again, even if they have pleasant homes, the fact remains that most young people like to go out at the weekend. It is not some temporary aberration of the tribe; such is their nature. They want to go out, to get on with their individual lives, which have a secret urgency of their own … to join their friends, to stare at and talk and giggle and flirt with and generally begin operations upon the opposite sex … Such is their nature, fortunately for the history of the race.’ (Chapter 6, p.here)



Priestley wrote English Journey during a time of financial catastrophe and social turmoil, against the backdrop of European unrest, a banking crisis and an austerity Britain presided over by a blithely out of touch coalition government. This alone would make it required reading in the England of 2018. But at every turn Priestley shows us the reflection of our own England in the ferment of eight decades ago. For instance here he is musing on our national sport − sorry, Cricket – after a trip to the Notts. County/Notts. Forest derby:


‘Nearly everything possible has been done to spoil this game … the heavy financial interests; the absurd transfer and player selling system; the lack of any birth or residential qualification for the players; the betting and coupon competitions; the absurd publicity given to every feature of it by the Press; the monstrous partisanship of the crowds … whenever any decision against their side has been given; but the fact remains that is not yet spoilt, and it has gone out and conquered the world.’ (Chapter 5, p.here)



Here he is on the ‘morals’ of the financial elite of the city:


‘What has the City done for its old ally, the industrial North? It seemed to have done what the black-moustached glossy gentleman in the old melodrama always did to the innocent village maiden.’ (Chapter 12, p.here)



And speaking as someone who has suffered the scorn himself of the Accrington Chamber of Commerce and more, there is something reassuringly familiar about some of the civic responses that Priestley received. I am honoured to be in such good company frankly. The local paper in Middlesbrough exclaimed: ‘This town is not a dismal place’ as Priestley had suggested. The town clerk commented that ‘for a man who has spent less than a week in an important county borough to criticise it in such a derogatory manner is the height of impudence’.

Such voices were the exception. English Journey was a hit, helped by a savvy marketing campaign by Gollancz. But its impact was not just felt in JB’s bank balance. Its candour and compassion, its engagement with the harsh and pressing social conditions and issues of the day, elevated it far beyond a cute, quirky celebration of Englishness. Its tenor of concern, anger and sometimes outrage helped foster an appetite for progress and a widespread longing for change that would find full voice after the Second World War with the election of Atlee’s radical and reforming Labour Government.

Priestley is good on analysis as well as evocation. He identifies three Englands: Old England is ‘the country of the cathedrals and minsters and manor houses and inns, of Parson and Squire, guide book and quaint highways and byways England’. Nineteenth century England is the still prevalent industrial landscape, or rather townscape, built on ‘coal, iron, steel, cotton, wool, railways … slums … sooty dismal little towns, and still sootier grim fortress-like cities’. And then fascinatingly, he marks with a remarkably fair and genial eye, the coming of a New England, one indicated by ‘arterial and by-pass roads, of filling stations … of giant cinemas and dance halls and cafés …’ This New England looks across the Atlantic to a model of celebrity, ease, shopping, recreation and a vaguely classless consumerist utopia. It was a New England that seemed a long way off in the wretched squalor of Rusty Lane. But Priestley could scent something in the breeze.

Priestley, it seems to me, is the kind of figure who has become increasingly rare in modern life and that we are impoverished for the lack of; the ‘man of letters’ who was a true public intellectual. Yes, we have a few notorious opinioneers, a handful of columnists and presenters who can be relied upon to say something facile or provocative about the issues of the day. But none of them have Priestley’s range – a man who had mastered pretty much every sphere of the writer’s art, novels, journalism, travel, radio scripts, essays, reviews, opinion pieces and more – or his profound public influence. Priestley’s Sunday evening Postscript pieces for the Home Service were hung upon by millions each week. They were good for morale certainly. But they were never mere propaganda. Take his piece after Dunkirk in which he pointed out with characteristic tartness and affection how typically English it was that ‘a miserable blunder, a catalogue of misfortunes and miscalculations, ended as an epic of gallantry’. The Germans, he said, would never have made such a tactical error. But they would never have shown the same raw courage in adversity either. This is pure Priestley, candid, free from cant, bracingly honest but never sneering or defeatist. He spoke his mind and the minds of many others. He raised the spirits, and the flag of freedom, but he refused to bang a hollow drum of jingoism. Churchill, who wanted a simpler kind of rabble rouser, was exasperated by both the broadcasts’ tone and their popularity. Perhaps he was a little jealous too. Graham Greene said ‘Priestley became in the months after Dunkirk a leader second only in importance to Mr. Churchill. And he gave us what our other leaders have always failed to give us – an ideology.’

He gave it week in and week out too. The notion of writing a tightly structured piece of topical comment every week, for a mass audience and to an unforgiving deadline, would make many delicate literary flowers wilt and blanch. For Priestley this was what a writer did; that is write; prodigiously, skilfully and regularly, in good times and bad with no blather about muses or waiting for inspiration to strike. In a contribution to an earlier edition of English Journey, another great Yorkshire writer Alan Plater told of a meeting he had with Priestley where the towns of Hull and Jarrow had come up. ‘You’ve written about both of them,’ said Plater. ‘I’ve written about everything,’ smiled Priestley. I can almost see that smile, and it makes me want to smile back, as I think I understand what the grand old man was saying. He was saying that he was a hack, and proud of it.

No writer worth their salt minds being called a hack. It is a badge of honour in fact. It means they write to order, to deadline, to word length, for money. It doesn’t mean that their writing will be poor quality, slapdash or worthless. But it does mean that it will be written for a purpose and written to be read: read with pleasure and by the largest number of people possible. Priestley would not have blogged, I fancy. He wouldn’t have had the time and it would have smacked of both a luxury and a vanity that only the seriously under-occupied could indulge in. It would have seemed decidedly amateur to a pro like him.

There is a widespread myth, an amusing if irritating one to we hacks, that the writer’s life is one of perfumed reverie, of swooning on a chaise longue for most of the afternoon before scribbling a few words of tortured verse and then reaching for the smelling salts. As someone once said of genius, writing is ten per cent inspiration and ninety per cent perspiration. Priestley, who was a genius from the crowded, dirty, bustling streets of Bradford rather than the salons of Bath or Belgravia, understood this. He was a working writer, a craftsman and stylist as much as an artist, and I think he would have taken this as a compliment. Anyone can be unreadable. Many writers are, and they dress this up as being somehow beyond the common ken, too rarefied or challenging for mass acceptance. Priestley knew that to be widely read and much loved without sacrificing principles or lowering standards, to make great, popular literature, was a rare gift. And one that had to be worked at. He in turn put his words to work themselves, to the purpose of the common good.

Bertolt Brecht opined that ‘Art is not a mirror to reflect reality, but a hammer with which to shape it.’ Priestley, being not just a much better writer but I fancy a far more congenial bloke to have a drink or two with, knew that it was both. English Journey, in its delightful and sympathetic way, is not just an elegant and enormously entertaining account of his travels, it’s not just a skilful and erudite piece of reporting, it’s a call to arms, it’s a tract for the times, it’s a kind of manifesto without any of the dreariness that that implies.

And it is still hugely relevant. In its mirror held up to 30s’ England, we can see that streaked, cracked and grimy reflection of our own England, one riven by inequality, blighted by fear and one where the ordinary Englishman and woman is still at the mercy of the privileged and powerful and their greed and self-interest. And one where we still escape from such fears in simple everyday pleasures: landscape, food, sport, romance, laughter and all the other things that go to make up what JB called ‘the lovely thickness of life’. That richness and depth is all in this wonderful book.








CHAPTER ONE

TO SOUTHAMPTON

1

I will begin, I said, where a man might well first land, at Southampton. There was a motor coach going to Southampton – there seems to be a motor coach going anywhere in this island – and I caught it. I caught it with the minimum of clothes, a portable typewriter, the usual paraphernalia of pipes, notebooks, rubbers, paper fasteners, razor blades, pencils, Muirhead’s Blue Guide to England, Stamp and Beaver’s Geographic and Economic Survey, and, for reading in bed, the tiny thin paper edition of the Oxford Book of English Prose. This was the first motor coach I had ever travelled in, and I was astonished at its speed and comfort. I never wish to go any faster. And as for comfort, I doubt if even the most expensive private motors – those gigantic, three-thousand-pound machines – are as determinedly and ruthlessly comfortable as these new motor coaches. They are voluptuous, sybaritic, of doubtful morality. This is how the ancient Persian monarchs would have travelled, had they known the trick of it. If I favoured violent revolution, the sudden overthrowing and destruction of a sneering favoured class, I should be bitterly opposed to the wide use of these vehicles. They offer luxury to all but the most poverty-stricken. They have annihilated the old distinction between rich and poor travellers. No longer can the wealthy go splashing past in their private conveyances, driving the humble pedestrian against the wall, leaving him to shake his fist and curse the proud pampered crew. The children of these fist-shakers now go thundering by in their own huge coaches and loll in velvet as they go. Perhaps it is significant that you get the same sort of over-done comfort, the same sinking away into a deep sea of plush, in the vast new picture theatres. If the proletariat has money in its pocket now, it can lead the life of a satrap. And it does. It is the decaying landed county folk, with their rattling old cars, their draughty country houses, their antique bathrooms and cold tubs, who are the Spartans of our time. But who and where are our Athenians? Perhaps this journey will tell me.

After the familiar muddle of West London, the Great West Road looked very odd. Being new, it did not look English. We might have suddenly rolled into California. Or, for that matter, into one of the main avenues of the old exhibitions, like the Franco-British Exhibition of my boyhood. It was the line of new factories on each side that suggested the exhibition, for years of the West Riding have fixed for ever my idea of what a proper factory looks like; a grim blackened rectangle with a tall chimney at one corner. These decorative little buildings, all glass and concrete and chromium plate, seem to my barbaric mind to be merely playing at being factories. You could go up to any one of the charming little fellows, I feel, and safely order an ice-cream or select a few picture postcards. But as for industry, real industry with double entry and bills of lading, I cannot believe them capable of it. That is my private view. Actually, I know, they are tangible evidence, most cunningly arranged to take the eye, to prove that the new industries have moved south. They also prove that there are new enterprises to move south. You notice them decorating all the western borders of London. At night they look as exciting as Blackpool. But while these new industries look so much prettier than the old, which I remember only too well, they also look far less substantial. Potato crisps, scent, tooth pastes, bathing costumes, fire extinguishers; those are the concerns behind these pleasing façades; and they seem to belong to an England of little luxury trades, the England of Shaw’s Apple Cart. But if we could all get a living out of them, what a pleasanter country this would be, like a permanent exhibition ground, all glass, and chromium plate and nice painted signs and coloured lights. I feel there’s a catch in it somewhere. Perhaps I am on my way, at a good fifty miles an hour, to find that catch.

Just before we went through Camberley I made an acquaintance in the coach. I was lighting my pipe when a man who had been seating on the seat across the gangway came over and begged for a light. Actually he had matches of his own in his pocket, for I noticed him using them afterwards; what he wanted was talk. He had kept silent all the way from London and could bear it no longer. He was a thinnish fellow, somewhere in his forties, and he had a sharp nose, a neat moustache, rimless eyeglasses, and one of those enormous foreheads, roomy enough for an Einstein, that so often do not seem to mean anything. The rimless eyeglasses gave him that very keen look which also often means nothing; and at first he suggested those men who are drawn or photographed for advertisements of American Insurance companies. He looked capable of rationalising huge muddled industries. It was a face with which you could have rescued the cotton trade in Lancashire. But, as so often happens, the man behind the face was quite different. He was neither strong nor silent, but a very ordinary human being, one of us, uncertain, weakish, garrulous, always vaguely hoping that a miracle would be worked for him. Like so many men in business, he was at heart a pure romantic. The type has always been with us, and more or less fantastic specimens of it have found their way into literature as Micawber or Mr. Polly. He was the kind of man who comes into a few hundred pounds in his early twenties, begins to lose money steadily, but contrives to marry another few hundreds, then begins to lose them, but is rescued by the death of an aunt who leaves him another few hundreds. Throughout his career he is enthusiastic and energetic, seems knowledgeable and sensible, and yet he never makes anything pay but he watches his capital dwindle. Even in these days, there are still a few thousand like him up and down the country, especially in growing towns and new suburbs. At the end of one venture, they begin another passionate search “for an opening.” This man was looking for an opening now.

“That’s no good,” he told me, after a minute or two’s talk about nothing.

“What isn’t?”

“Tea rooms.” And he pointed at one that we were passing, “I tried it once. The wife was keen. In Kent. Good position too, on a main road. We’d everything very nice, very nice indeed. We called it the Chaucer Pilgrims – you know, Chaucer. Old style – Tudor, you know – black beams and everything. Couldn’t make it pay. I wouldn’t have bothered, but the wife was keen. If you ask me what let us down, I’d say it was the slump in America. It was on the road to Canterbury, you see – Chaucer Pilgrims – but we weren’t getting the American tourists. I wouldn’t touch a tea room again, not if you gave me one.”

Camberley came and went. He stared at it, no doubt looking for an inspiration.

“That’s a wonderful business if you can get the right opening,” he said wistfully. “Hairdressing. Ladies, of course. Nothing in men’s. But a good ladies’ hairdressing – with permanent waves, manicure, and everything – it’s a gold mine. Even now it is, if you’re in the right place – a gold mine. I could have picked one up two years ago, but I didn’t know the business and thought I’d better not risk it.”

“Yes,” I said. “I suppose now that women have cut most of their hair off – to save time and trouble, as they say – they have to spend hours at the hairdressers every week.”

“That’s right. And they won’t miss either, any of them. They’ve all got something to spend on their hair. I believe they’re better spenders than men are these days. Are you going to Southampton?”

“Yes.”

“So am I. Just to look round. I’ve heard of one or two possibilities there. Should be a good opening in Southampton. What do you think of electric light fittings?”

I told him that I knew nothing about them.

“Friend of mine swears by them. All this electricity they’re putting in, d’you see? Villages, all over, they’re getting electric light. And they’ve got to have fittings, haven’t they? Good profit on them too, they tell me. I’m going to look into that. Run wireless too as a sideline.”

“Do you understand wireless sets?”

“Oh yes. I was in the wireless trade one time, about six years ago, in Birmingham. But mind you, wireless then and wireless now – oh!” and he gave a short laugh – “different thing altogether. Look at the developments. Look at the way prices have come down and quality’s gone up.” Wonderful business now, in the right district. If I could find a good shop in a growing good-class neighbourhood, I wouldn’t mind going back to the wireless trade tomorrow, with gramophones and records as a sideline. The wife’s against it, but she doesn’t understand how things have changed in that business. What do you think of this pipe?”

I had already noticed his pipe, which was of an odd and peculiarly hideous shape and gave off a reek of hot varnish. “Looks a bit unusual,” I told him, cautiously.

“New patent,” he announced, rather proudly. “Just on the market. As a matter of fact, it isn’t really on the market yet. Bowl’s not made of wood at all. Made of a new composition, and it all takes to pieces, d’you see? Every time you’ve had a smoke, you change one of the pieces – they give you spares – and so it’s always nice and clean and cool. Clever, isn’t it?”

I admitted that it was ingenious. Actually, it looked and smelt horrible and dirty and hot; a loathsome little pipe.

“Clever, and very cheap. I could get a big agency for this tomorrow. I’ve only to say the word. But I thought I’d give it a good trial first. I started last night, and the wife said she didn’t like the smell of it, but I told her it was new and would have to be broken in a bit. Know Newcastle at all?”

“I’ve not been in Newcastle since the war.”

“Fine town, Newcastle, though it’s not doing the business it did. I was up there three years ago. Cheap raincoats. Looked a wonderful opening. Last man had had a stroke and died quite suddenly. Good position and big stock. Had a bright idea there – you know how you get these ideas, come in a flash. At least mine do. I might be sitting at home, reading the evening paper, you know, or listening to the wireless, and suddenly I’ve got the idea. Like that – bang! The wife laughs at me. Well, I’d two good big windows up there in Newcastle, and I had one of ’em fitted up with a water-sprinkling device and put three dummies – father, mother and the kiddie – in the window all in raincoats and waterproof hats. Attracted a lot of attention. There was a bit about it in one of the local papers – making a joke of it, you know, but of course I didn’t mind that. Well, for three months I did very well, never done better. Splendid turn-over. Got rid of the old stock and was ordering a lot of new stuff – all cheap lines but value for money. And then suddenly it went like that – like that. Nobody in Newcastle seemed to want a raincoat. It wasn’t very fine weather or anything. There hadn’t been a sudden slump in the local trade. No reason at all. But the business suddenly went as flat as a pancake. Nobody wanted a raincoat. How do you explain that?”

I couldn’t explain it.

“It’s always been a mystery to me,” he continued ruefully. “But that’s business all over. You can’t force people to buy raincoats, can you? It’s all right talking upon salesmanship – I believe in salesmanship – but if you can’t get ’em inside the shop, what are you to do? Advertising won’t do it. Window displays won’t do it. Clearance sales won’t do it. Do you know anything about the cheap fur trade?”

I didn’t, except that it was generally supposed to be in the hands of Jews.

“Friend of mine, who’s in the wholesale winter coat trade, says there are some wonderful openings in the cheap fur business if you only know the ropes. But I don’t know the ropes. It’s the same with shoes. You’d think anybody could be in the shoe trade, wouldn’t you? But they can’t. It’s tricky, very tricky.”

We stared at the charred patches of heath we were passing. I began to think about my Kitchener’s Army days, in 1914, when we used to advance and take cover, a very uncomfortable prickly cover it was too, on these very heaths. I don’t know what my companion was thinking about; perhaps the trickiness of the shoe trade. But he was thinking hard about something, and he puffed away so vigorously at his foul patent pipe that he stank like a paint factory on fire. Together we rolled along over the pleasant empty countryside of Hampshire, which, once your eyes have left the road, has a timeless quality. The Saxons, wandering over their Wessex, must have seen much of what we saw that morning. The landscape might have been designed to impress upon returning travellers, on the boat train out of Southampton, that they were indeed back in England again. I said as much to my acquaintance, who agreed and then added that he had often wondered if South Africa was any good.

“Not that I want to leave England, you know,” he continued. “But you can’t help noticing all these advertisements. We all know what trade’s like here. There isn’t the money about there was – and it’s no good pretending there is – and it’s chiefly the big concerns that are getting it nowadays. And I could tell you something about some of those big concerns. I’ve had experience of them. Cut you out – clean out – like that. No mercy, no mercy at all. I know. And I wouldn’t work for one of ’em – I’ve had my chances too – and I don’t care what they offered me. There’s a lot to be said yet for a man running his own business in his own way. Personal service. It’s simply a matter of finding the right opening, that’s all.”

I don’t know what he saw in Winchester, what Pisgah sight revealed itself, but I do know that he suddenly decided to break his journey there and catch a later bus to Southampton.

I never saw him in Southampton, and perhaps he never arrived there. Perhaps he is still in Winchester, with the right opening, or back in London, or up in Newcastle with a fresh supply of raincoats, or trying the wireless trade again in Birmingham. But wherever he is and whatever he is doing, I am sure he is looking keen, sensible and energetic, and steadily losing money, and beginning to think about another opening. Sooner or later, he will find himself in the bankruptcy court; and after that his wife, who will have managed to save a little from the wreck, will run a boarding house, where he will dream about openings over the boots in the back basement. I had left him there, a decayed but not hopeless figure of an optimist, before the coach had seen the last of Winchester, which, all along the High Street, had looked very busy and bright and more new than old. I never pass through these smaller Cathedral cities, on a fine day, without imagining I could spend a few happy years there, and never find myself compelled to spend a morning and afternoon in one without wishing the day was over and I was moving on. We climbed again into country so empty and lovely, so apparently incapable of earning its exquisite living, that people ought to pay just to have a glimpse of it, as one of the few last luxuries in the world for the ranging eye. And now the road straightened itself and made inexorably for Southampton.
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I had been to Southampton before, many times, but always to or from a ship. The last time I sailed for France during the war was from there, in 1918, when half a dozen of us found ourselves the only English officers in a tall crazy American ship bursting with doughboys, whose bands played ragtime on the top deck. Since then I had sailed for the Mediterranean and New York from Southampton, and had arrived there from Quebec. But it had no existence in my mind as a real town, where you could buy and sell and bring up children; it existed only as a muddle of railway sidings, level crossings, customs houses and dock sheds: something to have done with as soon as possible. The place I rolled into down the London Road was quite different, a real town. This is a fine approach, very gradual and artful in its progression from country to town. You are still staring at the pleasant Hampshire countryside when, you notice that it is beginning to put itself into some order, and then the next minute you find that it is Southampton Common and that the townsfolk can be seen walking there; and, the minute after, the road is cutting between West Park and East Park, and on either side the smaller children of absent pursers and chief stewards are running from sunlight to shadow, and there are pretty frocks glimmering among the trees; and now, in another minute, the town itself is all round you, offering you hats and hams and acrobats at the Palace Theatre. It would be impossible to say where Southampton itself really began, though I should like to believe that the true boundary is that corner of East Park where there is a memorial to the lost engineers of the Titanic, to prove that there are dangerous trades here too. Further down, the London Road changes into Above Bar Street; then the traffic swirls about the Bar Gate itself, which is very old but has so many newly-painted armorial decorations that it looks as gaudy as the proscenium of a toy theatre; and then once through or round Bar Gate, you are in High Street. Another quarter of a mile or so, at the bottom of High Street, you must go carefully; otherwise you may lose England altogether and find yourself looking at the Woolworth building or table mountain. One could write a story of a man who walked down this long straight street, on a dark winter’s day, and kept on and on until at last he saw that he had walked into a panelled smoke room, where he settled down for a pipe, only to discover soon that Southampton had quietly moved away from him and that his smoke room was plunging about in the Channel. For, you see, you can catch the Berengaria or the Empress of Britain at the end of this High Street.

This one road, which begins as if it had been lately cut out of the New Forest and ends in the shadow of the great liners, is Southampton’s main artery. You walk up and down it, shop in it, eat and drink and entertain yourself in it. We hear a good deal about Southampton’s comparative prosperity; and this main street is the symbol of it. When I looked at it, the sun was shining and the day was as crisp as a good biscuit. The pavement on each side was crowded with neat smiling people, mostly women, and the mile of shops seemed to be doing a brisk trade. Here at last was a town that had not fallen under the evil spell of our times. Its figures, I knew, were up, not down. It had recently opened the largest graving dock in the world, big enough for the monsters that have as yet only been planned and not built. The town was making money. At first I felt like a man who had walked into a fairy tale of commerce. The people who jostled me did not look as if they had just stepped out of an earthly paradise; there was no Utopian bloom upon them; but nevertheless they all seemed well-fed, decently clothed, cheerful, almost gay. The sun beamed upon them, and so did I. Their long street was very pleasant. I noticed that it shared the taste of Fleet Street and the Strand for wine bars. I went into one of these; and it had a surprising succession of Ye-Olde panelled rooms, in one of which I drank a shilling glass of moderate sherry and listening to four citizens talking earnestly about German nudist papers, their supply having recently been cut off by Hitler. Their interest in these papers was genuine but not of a kind to commend itself to the leaders of the nudist movement. Though it was only the middle of the day, there were plenty of people drinking in these rooms, though few of them were taking wine. There was a fair sprinkling of respectable women, mostly having a glass with their men. I had lunch in another of these places, and it was full and the food reasonably good of its kind.

When you are nearing the end of this street, with Southampton water sparkling in the middle distance, you notice that the shops dwindle and become more nautical, until at last you can turn in at almost any doorway and buy a flag or two, charts, ropes and all the yachtsman’s paraphernalia. I turned to the right at the bottom and followed the old town wall. There I saw the memorial marking the place from which the Pilgrim Fathers first set sail, in a ship about as big as the cocktail bar in which some of their descendants now sail back to this shore. I saw the old West Gate, through which the troops marched when they were on their way to Crécy and Agincourt. In short, I saw historical Southampton whose population, that day, consisted of a few old men, sitting and spitting. I soon left it to return to the Town Quay. Here the present was dominating the past, just as these giant liners themselves were dominating not only the sheds and wharves that tried to enclose them but the very town itself. Against a porcelain sky of palest blue, their black-and-crimson and buff funnels were enormous, dazzling. It did one’s heart good to see them. I longed to go aboard. They seemed to me, as indeed they have always seemed to me, these giant liners, to be things not only of formidable size and power but also of real beauty, genuine creations of man the artist. Let us have our laugh, as I have had mine both in and out of print, at the nonsense inside them, their Louis Quinze drawing-rooms and Tudor smoke-rooms, but let us also ask ourselves what we have built to compare with them in majesty since the medieval cathedrals. Their very names have an epic roll, suggesting an ample and noble life. (If another Gibbon describes our decline and fall, what play he will make with these names!) Unlike the cathedrals, these ships have not been built to glorify God; they are of this world; they were not even designed to glorify the commonwealth but only to earn dividends; but having arrived at a time when men have a passion – perhaps the purest of their passions – for machines, these ships are creations of power and beauty. I am glad to have lived in their age, to have seen them grow in strength and comeliness, these strange towns of painted steel that glide up to and away from this other town of motionless brick. They would not be here at all, nor would the High Street look so prosperous nor all the women dart in and out of the shops, if there were not an odd narrowing of the English Channel between Portland Bill and Cap de la Hague near Cherbourg. It is this bottling of the water that gives Southampton its double high tides, practically three hours of high water, which is time and tide enough for the manoeuvring of these enormous ships. They ought to empty a glass now and again in the wine bars to Portland Bill and Cap de la Hague.

But the steward I met in High Street did not share my enthusiasm for the great liners. He was in mufti, standing at a bus stop, grinning at me. I knew the face. “We’ve met somewhere, haven’t we?” I said.

“Yes, sir. Smoke-room steward on the – ” And he mentioned a ship I had travelled in. I remembered him at once then, a very smart, obliging youngster, a pattern of smoke-room stewards; and smoke-room stewards, you must remember, are generally the pick of the steward kind. He was on leave, it seemed. But there was a chance, just a chance, of a shore job that he discussed eagerly.

Remembering the snug atmosphere of the smoke-room, the jokes and friendliness, the tips we had given him, I told him that I was surprised he should bother about this job ashore. Wouldn’t he be better off at sea?

“Not me.” He was very emphatic. “I’ve had enough of it. A steward’s life’s no good.”

“Not even a smoke-room steward’s, in a first-class ship?”

“No, sir. I dare say it looks all right from the passengers’ point of view, but it’s a rotten life. Bad quarters. Working all hours. And no proper food and nowhere to eat it. If you’re a steward, you’ve got to stand up and snatch a bite when you can. Even with the tips, it’s no good. I’ve had enough of it, sir, I can tell you.” He went on to talk very bitterly about the conditions of service in these ships, with their Louis Quinze drawing-rooms and Tudor smoke-rooms. Their owners would do well to make a few less elaborate plans for our comfort and a few more for the comfort of their staffs. It is not pleasant, to say the least of it, to remember that the poor devil who is waiting upon you may have been washed out of his quarters the night before and has not sat down to a decent square meal since the voyage began. Most of us would be willing to give up a little space in the ship and a few items from the menu if we knew that the people waiting upon us were being allowed to lead a civilised life. “Well, if it’s as bad as that,” I concluded, “I hope you get your shore job.”

His face brightened at once. “I hope I shall, sir. I’m going to have a good try.”

It may have been that steward or it may simply have been further acquaintance with the town and a sharper vision, but whatever it was, the fact remains that Southampton did not look quite so bright and prosperous when I came to look at it again. Once off that long High Street, I found myself in some very poor quarters. The only thing to be said in favour of these squalid little side-streets of Southampton is that they did not seem as devastatingly dismal as the slums of the big industrial towns. There was still a sea sparkle in these people’s lives. They were noisy and cheerful, not crushed. Perhaps it is impossible to live a completely colourless existence on the edge of such blue water. There were brown faces to be seen. The air in the narrow brick gullies, thickened as it was by the reek of over-crowded rooms, bad food, piles of old junk, had not entirely lost its salt and savour. Gramophones were scratching out those tunes concocted by Polish Jews fifteen storeys above Broadway. Cheap food and drink and tobacco and gossip were to be had; the men could guffaw round the entrance to the old junk yards; the girls knew how to powder their noses; the children could always wander to the water’s edge. It might have been much worse. But it could be – and at first I thought it was – much better.

The small shop flourishes in this quarter, as it does in all such quarters. Even after you have given yourself the strongest dose of individualistic sentiment, it is hard to look at these small shops with anything but disgust or to find good reasons why they should not be promptly abolished. They are slovenly, dirty, and inefficient. They only spoil the goods they offer for sale, especially if those goods, as they usually are, happen to be food-stuffs. One large, clean shed, a decent warehouse, would be better than these pitiful establishments with their fly-blown windows and dark reeking interiors and blowsy proprietors. And these remarks, of course, do not merely apply to Southampton but to every town of any size in this kingdom, where, down every poor side-street, you will find these dirty little shops.

Even the long High Street, now busier than ever, did not look so grand and prosperous after a second and closer examination. The money that was being freely spent was going mostly on cheap things, and there seemed no end of threepenny and sixpenny stores and the brittle spoils of Czecho-Slovakia and Japan. I talked to one shopkeeper, not in the threepenny and sixpenny line, and he said that business was not as good as it was supposed to be and that for the last three years, in spite of comforting statistics, money had been tight in the town. But then he did not know other and less fortunate towns, and was perhaps in the wrong line of business, for he admitted that he had depended a good deal formerly on the custom of people of some means living outside the town, and these people, as we all know, cannot spend as they once could, being the victims of a very quiet and slow but quite efficient revolution. I noticed too quite a number of blatant cut-price shops, their windows crammed with goods, mostly inferior and dubious, and loud with placards so exclamatory that they made one’s eyes jump. From one to the other, cut-price to sixpenny store, went the wives of distant third-engineers and stewards, spending their grass-widowhood in cheap shopping before going to the pictures.

Not a bad town, this. That fine approach and the heartening spread of common and park; the long bright bustling street; the genial air of the place, with its hint of a festive Jack’s-in-port life; the gigantic new graving dock: here was a town that had not let the universal depression master it and that was contriving to enjoy its unique situation, between forest and heath and deep blue water, a lovely bay window upon the wide world. It was not bad at all. Given a job to do and a bit of money in our pockets, you and I could live there and be reasonably happy. They are rather proud of themselves down there, for though that deep water outside, with London only a couple of hours away, was simply so many fathoms of luck for them, they have had the wit and energy to make the commercial most of it. Nevertheless, Southampton has not been able, just as their very owners have not been able, to live up to those great ships it harbours. They are the soul of the place. Their coming and going light it up. The citizens are knowledgeable about and proud of these visiting giants, but they have not succeeded yet in building a town or planning a life worthy of such majestic company. What a Southampton that would be!








CHAPTER TWO

TO BRISTOL AND SWINDON

1

Bristol seemed a good place to visit after Southampton. There are two or three motor coaches that run between Southampton and Bristol; and I chose the earliest one. But I was before my proper time and the bus was very late, so I had a long hour to spend at the starting place, a large yard with waiting rooms, booking offices, a refreshment bar and a newspaper kiosk in it. All this was new to me. I had never realised before how highly organised this road travel is, with its inspectors and enquiry offices and waiting-rooms and what not. Perhaps because it was so early – and also because it was still a damp morning with no sight of the sun – there were very few other passengers waiting, though the coaches were ready to take you anywhere between Plymouth, Birmingham and Brighton. We were a small and rather dismal company, as yet only half-alive. I ordered a cup of tea from what seemed the smallest and youngest waitress I had ever seen, for she looked eight years of age and about forty inches high. Possibly she was older and taller, but this is certain – she did not know how to make tea. This was the third lot of tea I had had that morning – for I had had some on waking and then some more at breakfast – and I told myself, as I waited for the brown speckled mess to cool, that the East had contrived a subtle revenge upon us, its chief plunderers, by turning us all into tea-tipplers who do not even know a good leaf when we taste it. We English comfort ourselves with the sweepings of the East. Nowadays our national drink is bad tea. Beer is as far out of date as honest John Bull himself. The maids in our kitchen drink tea all day long, and the difficulty is to get them away from bread and butter and tea (Shelley’s favourite diet, I believe) and make them tuck in to some solid food. Their men folk are as bad and no longer regard tea as womanish stuff. We are all floating somewhere on a full tide of tea, not the clear, almost sparkling infusion, but a murky stew, made with water that either never came quite to the boil or had been boiled out of all freshness and fun, in a teapot not allowed to recover from its last dark brew. God only knows where we are bound, but the tannin inside us does not encourage us to feel too hopeful.

The most conspicuous object in my neighbourhood, as I sat there, tea in hand, waiting, was a gigantic map poster in blue and green that said, “You are now only 12 miles from the lovely Isle of Wight”; and so I spent some time thinking about the island, on which I had stayed for the first time that very summer. Certainly a lovely island, at least when you leave Cowes, Osborne, Ryde area, which has little charm. The rest of it is the English south country at its best in miniature – Lilliputian downs and all – with an island quality added, a lightening of the horizon in whichever direction you look. Tennyson is its poet, Victoria its queen. The little towns on the east coast still seem a little dazed by the passing of the Prince Consort. That Victoria herself should have died there is so right and proper that you could use the fact in a teleological argument. The island population – excluding the summer yachtsmen and all the deck hands and stewards and other men who have to play with yachtsmen – consists chiefly of an amiable and slow peasantry not to be hustled but said to be good in a crisis, and elderly gentlefolk tucked away in charming old manor houses or converted farms. These gentlefolk watch the decay of their incomes and keep open house for young male relatives on leave from the East. If you wish to study the English countryside of the more genteel novelists, you can have it neatly arranged and spread out for you on the Isle of Wight. There is not much bad poverty there, even now, and a good deal of homely enchantment: the Downs high above the Channel; the sub-tropical Undercliff, well away from Farringford but very close to the landscape of Tennyson’s poetry; sunsets and the Needles; rooks in the old elms; and the spring, bright with daffodils, that has always haunted English poetry
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