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Praise for Fathers and Sons


“A wonderful critical-loving job … a stupendous story.”

—V. S. Naipaul




“Very funny … as good as a great novel in its depiction of the human condition as embodied in the relationship between father and son.”

—Katherine A. Powers, Boston Globe




“All fathers and sons should read it.”

—Humphrey Carpenter, Sunday Times




—William Boyd, Guardian
“Written with wit, great shrewdness, and without a trace of sentimentality.”




“An absorbing study of how writers process their most painfully formative experiences.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




—Michael Dirda, Washington Post Book World
“Histrionic lives that are great fun to read about.”




“Literary skill really does seem to be hereditary… Altogether an extraordinary story, admirably told, which leaves you thinking at the end what a remarkable family the Waughs are.”

—Geoffrey Wheatcroft, Daily Mail




“One enters the house of Waugh with trepidation and leaves with regret.”

—Harold Evans, Wall Street Journal




“A remarkable work of family history, exceptional for its honesty, inventiveness, humour, and for the beguiling individuality of its author's voice… Alexander Waugh proves himself outrageously graceful and accomplished with a talent that needs no help at all from his illustrious forebearers.”

—Selina Hastings, Literary Review




“[Evelyn Waugh's] grandson has given us another way to see his life and oeuvre, with a level of skill that everyone in the family would have appreciated.”

—Miami Herald




“Told with humour and panache, with considerable inside knowledge and a perception that makes this remarkable chronicle a delight to read.”

—Spectator




“Waugh relights the family's literary torch… huge fun.”

—Tatler
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I
Pale Shadows

I shall begin with a telephone call. It was half past seven on the morning of 17 January 2001 – annus horribilis – when I was woken by the ringing.

‘He's dead,’ my mother said.

‘I'll be right over.’

Quivering with excitement I told Eliza to break it to our children and to ring her father who, as planned, would act as conveyor of this dread information to the press.

Fifteen minutes later I was at Combe Florey, turning under the Elizabethan archway, looking up at my father's house. Unless I am very much mistaken, it was sulking. A gaping ambulance was parked by the perron. My elder sister was waiting for me by the front door. In the kitchen I was greeted by my mother and two sheepish paramedics. All three were ashen. Then the telephone rang – already, the first shoot of my father-in-law's grapevine: reporters from the Press Association seeking verification and a quotation.

My mother answered: ‘It is hard to sum up someone so wonderful,’ I heard her telling them, ‘but I've been hanging around for forty years, so that says something.’

I slunk out of the kitchen and shimmied up the stairs.

In his room the curtains were drawn, but there was just enough light to acknowledge the effect: open mouth, closed eyes; face a tobacco-stain yellow. The spectacle was disconcerting but, for the first time at least, I understood what ‘He's dead’ really meant. I sat on the armchair facing his bed and, for a short while, thought about death, endings, termini… There was no communication between us, not even in my imagination, and after a couple of minutes the stillness of the room began to oppress me. Now what? I wondered. A prayer? Should I speak to the corpse? Am I supposed to touch it?1

‘No. That is not Papa, just a gruesome remnant.’ I slunk back down the stairs to the kitchen, glad, at least, that I'd seen it.

The night before was the last time we had talked together. There was a brief exchange, until he lost consciousness.

‘Ah, a little bird has come to see me. How delightful!’

‘No, Papa it's me. I suppose you must have thought I was a bird because I was whistling as I came up the stairs.’

‘It's a bit more complicated than that,’ he replied, with a hint of the old twinkle.

I could not be surprised that the last words he spoke to me were intended as a joke: he was always funny, but those drawn-out deathbed days were – despite our finest efforts – not particularly amusing. It is not true that the dying are more honest than the living – I agree with Nietzsche about that: ‘Almost everyone is tempted by the solemn bearing of the bystanders, the streams of tears, the feelings held back or let flow, into a now conscious, now unconscious comedy of vanity.’

‘Everything is going to be dandy,’ Papa had insisted, as he lay uncomfortable and bemused with the skids well underneath him. ‘Isn't life grand?’

On the next day the papers were full of it: ‘Waugh, scourge of pomposity, dies in his sleep,’ trumpeted The Times; ‘End of Bron's Age’ was the Express's more comic effort. His death was lamented by the Australians on the front of their Sydney Morning Herald, by the Americans with long obituaries in the Philadelphia Inquirer and the New York Times (‘Auber on Waugh, witty mischief maker, is dead’), and as far afield as Singapore, India and Kenya. At home, all of Fleet Street rallied. Even the tabloid Sun, victim of his mockery for over three decades, sounded a plucky Last Post. Here is a typical broadside from earlier days:


The Sun's motives in whipping up hatred against an imaginary ‘elite’ of educated cultivated people are clear enough: ‘Up your Arias!’ it shouted on Saturday in its diatribe against funding which put ‘rich bums on opera-house seats.’ If ever the Sun's readers lift their snouts from their newspaper's hideous, half-naked women to glimpse the sublime through music, opera, the pictorial and plastic arts or literature, then they will never look at the Sun again. It is the Sun's function to keep its readers ignorant and smug in their own unpleasant, hypocritical, proletarian culture.



Undeterred, Britain's best-selling tabloid gallantly mourned his passing. ‘Good Man’ was the heading in its leader column that day:


Auberon Waugh, who has died at the age of 61, was a writer and journalist with a unique and wonderful talent.
True he occasionally used his talent to attack the Sun. But his wit shone like a beacon. We suspect he loved us as much as we loved him.
Our sympathies are with his family. His was a great life lived well.



If this was remarkable the Daily Telegraph, a paper for which he had worked for nearly forty years, elected to treat his death as though it were the outbreak of World War III. A top front-page news story (‘Auberon Waugh, Scourge of the Ways of the World, Dies at 61’) propelled its readers on a five-page binge-tour of his life and work, complete with portraits, obituaries, quotations, adoring reminiscences and amused commentaries.2 A. N. Wilson, in a piece entitled


‘Why Genius Is the Only Word to Describe Auberon Waugh’, put down a marker for his immortality:
He will surely be seen as the Dean Swift of our day, in many ways a much more important writer than Evelyn Waugh. Rather than aping his father by writing conventional novels, he made a comic novel out of contemporary existence, and in so doing provided some of the wisest, most hilarious, and – it seems an odd thing to say – some of the most humane commentary of any contemporary writer on modern experience.



I was pleased by these sentiments, even though Wilson's use of the word ‘important’ spoils the thing a little. My father, who spent his life vigorously lobbing brickbats at the whole muddled notion of ‘importance’, would have laughed at the idea of himself as an ‘important’ writer.


My various solutions to the problems which beset the nation are intended as suggestions to be thrown around in pubs, clubs and dining rooms. If the Government adopted even a tenth of them, catastrophe would surely result.… The essence of journalism is that it should stimulate its readers for a moment, possibly open their minds to some alternative perception of events, and then be thrown away, with all its clever conundrums, its prophecies and comminations, in the great wastepaper basket of history.



If journalism was not ‘important’ to him he nevertheless held it, as a profession, in high regard. It was only when journalists took their jobs too seriously, when they tried to play an active part in shaping events, that he began to lose his enthusiasm for the press. The sole purpose of political journalism, he always insisted, was to deflate politicians, the self-important and the power mad: ‘We should never, never suggest new ways for them to spend money or taxes they could increase, or new laws they could pass. There is nothing so ridiculous as the posture of journalists who see themselves as part of the sane and pragmatic decision-taking process.’

One such figure was Polly Toynbee, a hardened campaigner of the ‘liberal left’, whom Papa had long regarded as the preposterous embodiment of all that is most self-important, humourless and wrong-headed within his own profession. She was stung by the glowing obituaries he received and decided, while his body was still awaiting interment on a mortuary slab in Taunton, to launch an impassioned counterblast in the Guardian. The effect of this could not have been more explosive or more satisfactory. Just as I feared the press was about to wander from the subject, as the bleak prospect of a January burial was all that lay ahead by way of comfort to the grieving, a new fire was ignited: Papa was briefly revivified.

Toynbee's piece cannot be easily summarised because its gist was clouded by too many swipes at her enemies among the living. If her readers were either hoping for or expecting a prize-fight between Ms Toynbee and a dead man they must have been disappointed: all they got was a bewildering mêlée of emotional ringside scraps. What was it all about? Well, at the root of Ms Toynbee's article could be heard a distant wail of indignation, not so much at Auberon Waugh himself as at his influence. This she termed ‘the world of Auberon Waugh’, and characterised as ‘a coterie of reactionary fogeys … effete, drunken, snobbish, sneering, racist and sexist’. Her article caused a nationwide explosion of support for the deceased. ‘Never,’ wrote the eminent Keith Waterhouse in his Daily Mail column, ‘never in a lifetime spent in this black trade have I read a nastier valedictory for a fellow scribe.’ ‘Polly put the kettle on,’ howled the Telegraph's leader writer, while the New Statesman hit back with: ‘Polly Toynbee is wrong. The writer she reviled as a “ghastly man” should be celebrated alongside George Lansbury and Fidel Castro as a hero of the left.’

I swung my own fist into the ruckus with a riposte published on the letters page the following day:


In an earnest piece (Ghastly Man, January 19) Polly Toynbee registered her views on the death of a humorous journalist a few days ago. ‘We might let Auberon Waugh rest in peace,’ she heaved, ‘were it not for the mighty damage his clan has done to British political life, journalism and discourse in the post war years.’




This was illustrated by a drawing of my father's corpse being washed down a lavatory, in much the same way as pee, paper and faecal matter is sluiced on a daily basis. Regular readers, who respect the Comment & Analysis pages, may have thought that the illustration was to be taken equally seriously as Ms Toynbee's high-minded and heartfelt article. Rest assured.
Auberon Waugh's ‘clan’ does not intend to compound the ‘mighty damage’ it has already done to this country by disposing of his body in this unhygienic manner. We shall ensure that all health and safety regulations are observed when the great man is buried in Somerset on Wednesday.



If you judge my letter to have been a little low on emotion, consider another from someone called Eamonn Duffy from Welwyn in Hertfordshire which appeared next to mine on the same day:


My immediate reaction on hearing of Waugh's death was to punch the air and exclaim, ‘Good riddance!’ But Polly Toynbee's reply to all the sickly and sycophantic obituaries put into words exactly how I really felt about this vile man.



The funeral was not as sombre as perhaps it might have been. The service took place three miles from Combe Florey in an Anglican church that was big enough to accommodate the hordes of friends, family, fans and newspapermen who were expected to attend. Many of them had been reminiscing about my father in the bar of the Paddington to Taunton express and arrived as a gabbling pack under a warm halo of intoxication. The sun shone as the cortège proceeded through Bishop's Lydeard where, every forty yards, a stationed police officer bowed his head in deference to its passing. Two sergeants saluted the coffin from either side of the churchyard gate as it entered. Papa, I know, would have been thrilled by this:


The police, like most government departments nowadays, are chiefly concerned to look after themselves. They have no interest in apprehending burglars, tending to blame the house-holder, and small enough interest in the victims of mugging. When they rush around in vans, nine times out of ten they are rushing to the relief of a colleague who has reported threatening behaviour from a drunk – the offence itself provoked by the presence of a policeman in the first place.



For forty years the police were a target of his ridicule. Now the very force he had lambasted as idle, cowardly, oafish and self-serving had assembled itself in great style, and on overtime pay, to salute his coffin.

Uncle James Waugh dignified the proceedings by reading in an aptly lugubrious, basso tone from the Book of Wisdom:


The virtuous man, though he die before his time, will find rest.
Length of days is not what makes age honourable,
Nor number of years the true measure of life;
Understanding, this is man's grey hairs…



One of Papa's favourite songs – a ghost's courting ode from Offenbach's Orphée aux Enfers, which he used to sing out of tune with a glass of port balanced on his head – was sublimely sung in the tenor register from the pulpit: ‘Oh, do not shudder at the notion, I was attractive before I died.’ After that my brother and I took it in turns to read passages from Papa's journalism. Originally I wanted a piece from his diaries in which he had lamented the summer invasion of Somerset by tourists from the Midlands. On consideration, it was probably not such a grand idea for a funeral:


The roads of West Somerset are jammed as never before with caravans from Birmingham and the West Midlands. Their horrible occupants only come down here to search for a place where they can go to the lavatory free. Then they return to Birmingham, boasting in their hideous flat voices about how much money they have saved.
I don't suppose many of the brutes can read, but anybody who wants a good book for the holidays is recommended to try a new publication from the Church Information Office:
 The Churchyard Handbook. It laments the passing of that ancient literary form, the epitaph, suggesting that many tombstones put up nowadays dedicated to ‘Mum’ or ‘Dad’ or ‘Ginger’ would be more suitable for a dog cemetery than for the resting place of Christians.
The trouble is that people can afford tombstones nowadays who have no business to be remembered at all. Few of these repulsive creatures in caravans are Christians, I imagine, but I would happily spend the rest of my days composing epitaphs for them in exchange for a suitable fee:




He had a shit on Gwennap Head,
It cost him nothing. Now he's dead.




He left a turd on Porlock Hill
As he lies here, it lies there still.



In the end I chose a more fitting epicedium, one that rails against the young, against television and against junk food. I remember his coming into the kitchen asking what modern muck young people were currently eating. It was always a thrill to be able to help him with information for his articles. ‘Brilliant! Goodness, you are brilliant!’ he would say, if I succeeded. Usually I failed and he would leave the room with a look of disappointment, but on this occasion I clearly remember his delight. The result, a simple list, was painfully funny to a fifteen-year-old at the time and to a packed church of mainly middle-aged mourners twenty years later, it shone in pristine glory:


The best things on television this summer are the National Health Council advertisements warning parents not to overfeed their disgusting, football-like, toothless children.
Over half the population of Britain is overweight. The main reason is that it sits in front of the television all day, watching advertisements. This is the average diet of your typical, spherical, 14½-year-old British kiddy, usually of indeterminate sex:
 Breakfast:4 Crunchie bars; 3 fish fingers; 1 pkt Coca-Cola flavour Spangles; 1 tin condensed milk; 2 btles Fanta.

Elevenses:3 Mars bars; 2 artificial cream buns; 1/2 pt peppermint-flavoured milk; 3 pkts Monster Munch multi-flavoured crisps.

Luncheon:3 fish fingers; 2 Twix bars; 1 tin fruit salad; 17 tea biscuits; 1/2 pt brown sauce; frozen peas.

Afternoon subsistence:2lb Super-Bazooka chocolate flavour bubblegum cubes; 1 tin condensed milk; 2 small btles strawberry flavoured Lip-Gloss.

Evening meal:7 fish fingers; 3/4 pt tomato ketchup; 2 btles cherry-flavoured Panda pop; 9 digestive biscuits; frozen peas.

TV snacks:17 Mars bars; 2 pkts Birdseye cake mix; 1 pkt raspberry jelly cubes; 1 old rubber balloon; 3 cigarette ends; 2oz (approx) dog shit; 1 tube toothpaste; 1 can Pepsi-Cola; 1 elastic band.

Needless to say, there is nothing wrong with this diet which contains everything a growing child needs. It is watching television advertisements which causes the trouble. That is what makes these National Health Council advertisements the only effective piece of satire which television has yet produced.



We had entered the church in bright January sunshine and left it in a blizzard. Banks of press and paparazzi had formed outside. A police officer at the church gate asked me if I would like them all forcibly removed. He was champing a little and foaming round the edges of his lips. It occurred to me that nothing would have given Papa greater pleasure than the prospect of a riot at his funeral, the policeman clearly wanted it also, but I was dazed, not thinking straight, and told him not to bother.

As anyone who has experienced a bereavement will remember, the months after a funeral are generally more difficult than the numb and busy week running into it so I was lucky to have had a distraction – a book to finish, which was a biography of God. When Papa died it was almost done, but a fortnight later, over eighty thousand words were scrambled into an impossible computer puzzle and inadvertently copied in that condition on to all of my back-up files. If God seriously thought He could prevent publication of His biography by killing my father and scrambling my work, He was in error. All He succeeded in doing was to set my heart against His ways so that I produced a portrait which, in the end, was far less flattering to Him than it might otherwise have been.

Unscrambling God was a fret and an effort that retarded my bereavement by several months. When at last it was done and the manuscript safely delivered to the publishers, I set about reading anything I could find that my father had written. The exercise was therapeutic, or ‘cathartic’, as some people prefer. I could hear his voice in every sentence, which was a comfort. As I went along I copied down quotations and filed them under headings: Bossiness, Interesting Observations, Sound Advice, the Royal Family, etc. Then I read through twenty years of his Spectator articles – how many hundreds of thousands of words was that? – indexing every point he had made on any subject, then started the process all over again, in the same grimly tunnel-visioned vein, with sixteen years’ worth of his Private Eye diaries. What was I doing it all for? Was it homage, filial piety, or a dementia that needed checking? I do not remember what was going through my head at the time: when I should have been working, earning money to feed the chicks and pay the mortgage, I was instead leading my family on a pointless journey of impoverishment. I was becoming what in England is defined, with contempt, as an Anorak – sad.

In September I was asked to make a speech at a ceremony in London, an annual prize-giving at which my father had officiated every year for the past decade. Afterwards a lady came up to me and stroked my cheek with her soft prelate's hand3: ‘Oh, that was so wonderful, to hear you speaking – just as though your father were alive again.’ She meant well but made me morose. I could not carry on in this way, poring over his writing and giving cheap-jack imitations for those of his friends and fans who missed him. If the Boswellian labour of indexing all his works had failed to prick my conscience, this lady's passing remark had at last done the trick. I had to get a life!

And so, with paternal obsessions wilfully swept to one side, I started to plan books about other things – big things: the world and how it works, the meaning of life, the riddle of the universe. A mood of renewed hope set in. Then the telephone rang. A frosty voice from the newspaper that was planning to run extracts of God said: ‘Actually, we've been having a think about this, and what we really want is an article by you on your family, you know, something about your father and your grandfather but mixing it in with a bit of stuff from your book, yeah?’ Red rag to a bull. It had been the same when I published my previous book – a history of Time – but God as well? ‘Surely God is of greater interest to your readers than Auberon or Evelyn Waugh?’ I demanded. A long, chilly silence emanated from the other end of the line. So I was wrong.

The effect of that irritating telephone conversation was catalytic. How could I write interesting or amusing things about the world if they all had to be passed through the Evelyn–Auberon masher before I could publicise them? If I accepted this newspaper's rotten offer, would I be clutching crudely at the coat-tails of my illustrious ancestors to draw attention to my own work? These issues troubled me. So did an annoying point Ben Jonson once made: ‘Greatness of name in the father oftentimes overwhelms the son; they stand too near one another. The shadow kills the growth.’ This whole Waugh thing needed sorting. If Papa and Grandpapa had left their clobber in my path it would have to be cleared out of the way. But time was ticking and I was unsure how to set about it. I could adopt my younger sister's wilful stance and refuse to answer any questions about my ancestors in connection with my books – or I could retrench, return to the navel-gazing Papa obsession from which I had recently extricated myself and blow the whole thing out in one almighty atchoo. My instinct was to go for the sneeze. Of course, there were other factors.

The critical reception for God, published exactly a year after my father's death, was, for the most part, as I had hoped it would be.

Those who had understood its simple message were elated; those who hadn't tried at least to pretend that they had. Some were injured at the rough way I had handled this most delicate of subjects. I did not mind which way the critics fell as long as they showed evidence of having concentrated, just a little bit, on the text. The lazy ones invariably hadn't: instead of taking issue with the contents of the book, they chose instead to rabbit on about my family.

A typical example. One critic, invited to supply his views on God to a national newspaper north of the border, submitted, instead of a conventional review, a long essay on the Waugh family. It started with Evelyn as ‘founder, or at least, reviver of the dynasty’, then moved to my father, describing him, among other things, as a ‘professional snob’. From Papa the piece went to unnamed and non-existent uncles and aunts accusing them of having written ‘tight-lipped, smart-arsed little social comedies of the kind that friendly reviewers call “delightfully astringent”’. Only after several hundred words in this vein did the wretched fellow finally get round to parking his critical bottom on the seat where it was originally commissioned to be: ‘Now we are into the third 20th-century generation of the family firm, the children of Auberon,’ he puffed. ‘Really the kindest one can say of them – and, on this evidence, of Alexander in particular – is that we kent their faithers. Talent, sadly, does not operate upon the homeopathic principle that the greater the dilution, the greater the strength.’

Now I do not wish to take issue, especially as I have no idea if talent operates homeopathically or not; nor do I recognise the activity embraced by the term ‘we kent their fathers’ – though I suspect it to be something disgusting that Scotch people do to each other in bed. No, the only reason I raise this matter is to identify a tic – one that has persisted now for three generations.

When my father published his first novel, The Foxglove Saga, in 1960, he was twenty years old. The temptation among critics to compare it with his father's novels proved irresistible. Reviews with titles like ‘Chip Off the Old Block’, ‘Pale Shadow’, ‘Dad Waugh Had Best Move Over’, ‘New Writer on the Waugh Path’, ‘One Waugh Leads to Another’ were ubiquitous. Papa's publishers were partly to blame. The dustjacket blurb, which he had originally drafted to read ‘The Foxglove Saga is Mr Waugh's first novel’, was changed at proof stage by a canny editor into ‘The Foxglove Saga is a first novel by the youngest member of a distinguished family.’ And on the back cover they printed a full-page advertisement for Evelyn Waugh's latest book, Tourist in Africa.

Most publishers believe that commercial value can be extracted by vaunting these connections, and although they do not insist upon them, it is often hard for the young author to paddle with his pride against the welling drift of their professional opinion.

When The Foxglove Saga came out in the States, American publishers Simon and Schuster invited direct comparison between father and son by invoking Evelyn Waugh's most successful comic novel on the inside flap of the jacket: ‘Here, in a word, is this decade's Vile Bodies!’ It was a mistake that gave several critics in America, such as the unfortunately named Mollie Panter-Downes of the New Yorker, something solid to push against:


Since the comparison has been made for us, we may now ask ourselves if the book can really be described as ‘this decade's Vile Bodies,’ and the answer seems to be no… There is no reason for the description to be used. The champ is still the champ, and perhaps it would be a good thing if Auberon Waugh wrote his next book as Arthur Wagstaff.



My father's next novel, Path of Dalliance, was published in 1963. He did not heed Ms Pants-Down's counsel in naming himself Arthur Wagstaff, but tried another tack. This time the jacket blurb made no mention of Evelyn Waugh, or of his ‘distinguished family’, but brazenly asserted: ‘Auberon Waugh is a born writer and writes like himself and nobody else.’

‘That was an attempt to put off the critics dragging in my father,’ he admitted to an interviewer at the time. ‘It is all so pointless – what use is it to say the book isn't as good as Brideshead Revisited?’ But his protestations fell predictably on deaf ears as all the critics continued to compare his books, for the rest of his life, to the novels of Evelyn Waugh. In America, Simon and Schuster put out a series of advertisements that read: ‘Auberon Waugh writes like himself, but as clearly, and in the pleasantest possible way, he also echoes his father, Mr Evelyn Waugh.’

Even those who had clearly understood the heavy hint contained in the jacket blurb were reluctant to let it drop: ‘Path of Dalliance is Mr Waugh's second novel,’ wrote Isabel Quigly in the Sunday Telegraph, ‘and although he is no doubt tired of comparisons, it does rather vividly recall his father's early novels. Indeed he…’

The situation had not been significantly different for Evelyn Waugh a generation earlier. His father, Arthur (about whom I shall have a great deal to say in the chapters that follow), was a distinguished man of letters, a publisher, a poet, a critic and biographer; his brother, Alec, became a best-selling novelist while Evelyn was still at school, and Alec's first novel The Loom of Youth created a scandal by implying that homosexuality was normal in most English boys’ public schools and was consequently banned in all of them. When Evelyn was at Lancing anyone caught with a copy of The Loom of Youth hidden under his bed was caned. Being the brother of such a famous rebel made him especially interesting to all his schoolfriends. Under these circumstances it is hardly surprising that when he first came to try his own hand at a novel, as an insecure seventeen-year-old schoolboy, he was apprehensive of the adverse effect that his father's reputation and his brother's fame might have on his ambitions. ‘And all this will be brought up against you,’ he wrote in a dedication to himself at the time. ‘ “Just another of these precocious Waughs,” they will say.’

In reviews of his early books Evelyn was introduced by critics as the ‘son of Arthur and brother of Alec’, which irritated him greatly. After a few years the tables turned and Alec's books were compared unfavourably with Evelyn's. ‘Mr Evelyn Waugh is very intelligent and a great wit,’ wrote one critic, in a review of Alec's eighth novel, Three Score and Ten. ‘He has already written two or three books that are far funnier than those of anybody in England – his posthumous fame is assured… but while the gifted author of Decline and Fall was still in the nursery, his far less intelligent brother was writing Loom of Youth and since that time Mr Alec Waugh has never looked back – or would it be more correct to say, he has never looked forward?’

‘I do not repine’– a saying that my grandfather and great-grandfather used frequently. ‘Comparisons are odious’ – that was another.4

‘He failed to break from beneath the heavy yoke of his forebears.’ That is what will be said of me when I am gone and I shall not repine for that either. It is inevitable, just as they said of my father, or at least as one of his obituarists (who I think might have been called Gutteridge, or something similar) wrote of him: ‘He never quite escaped the long shadow of his father, Evelyn Waugh. Consciously or unconsciously, he tried to emulate his celebrated parent, one of the 20th century's greatest comic novelists.’ Of course, nobody is free from the influence of those who have brought them up and every son who has whiled his youth at his father's table subconsciously emulates him. Yes, we are all formed by the tastes of our parents. It is surely part of the charm of life that nobody starts from nowhere – but ‘escape’ and ‘shadow’? What hidden emotion lies behind these words! Was Evelyn Waugh's ‘shadow’ (why not call it his ‘radiating light’?) really such a terrible thing that his own son needed to flee it? Is it wise to flee the shadow of ‘one of the 20th century's greatest comic novelists’? Do people ‘consciously emulate’ the shadows they are fleeing? I think not. Back to the drawing-board, Gutteridge.


Oh, don't the days seem lank and long
When all goes right and nothing goes wrong,
And isn't your life extremely flat
With nothing whatever to grumble at?



Papa often said that when he died he hoped either to be blown up by an atom bomb or to fade out on his bed at home, surrounded by groups of adoring family and friends. He succeeded in the latter. After a sudden dip in late December he found himself half-conscious on a hospital bed in Taunton. I shed no tears for him when he died because I had exhausted the supply in the run-up to that event. My brother and I had composed a stage musical that was being performed in London during December. ‘If I should go during the run,’ he told us, ‘the show must go on.’ I heard that Leonard Bernstein once lost his footing during a concert in New York, and as he fell backwards from the podium, clasping his baton in both hands, shouted, ‘Carry on, guys!’ to the orchestra. Papa fell seriously ill on the last night of Bon Voyage!. He had warned us and, to be frank, his decline was so rapid and debilitating that I was relieved when it was all over.

He looked pathetic lying on his hospital bed – a broken reed in stripy silk pyjamas. The man I had looked upon all my life as a fount of wisdom and civility, a pillar of strength, a paragon dad – even, in the last two years, as a friend – lay before me, in those bitter weeks, a thin, depressed, vulnerable shadow, a fragile desperado. His short-term memory had, for some reason to do with his blood circulation, ceased to function, and it was for this reason that he thought he was going mad. He wanted to die.

I sat by his bed each day, first at the hospital and later in his bedroom at Combe Florey. It was difficult to know what to say to him. I read passages from Sidney Smith, told him the day's news, tried to make a joke or two. He in turn made an enormous effort to show that he was amused and alert, but he wasn't. From the depths of our gloom many false notes were struck: we could put a lift into Combe Florey; he could retire from his work and enjoy drinking his way through the thousands of bottles of wine stored in his cellar; we could play croquet in the summer; find a publisher to produce a smart library edition of his works. ‘Ah,’ he said to that one, ‘you mean build a Waugh factory?’ But it was all hollow hopefulness since we both knew that, at most, only a few months were left to him. He was passing in and out of consciousness each half-hour and time was running thin.

We had the opportunity in those last solemn weeks to put our final points to each other. It was a chance – enviable to those whose parents die suddenly and without warning – that perhaps I flunked. Our relationship was never perfect, but it was probably better than many; strong enough at any rate, I felt, to allow its embers to extinguish themselves naturally. People assume that the deathbed-side moment provides the perfect arena for exchanging ideas like ‘I love you’, forgiving ancient wrongs or eliciting from the dying some flattering or memorable quotation. Nothing of this kind occurred to me.

Like many English sons I had not kissed my father since I was twelve years old and had never said, ‘I love you,’ to him, even as a boy. Nor, for that matter, had he said anything like that to me and neither of us intended to break the taboos of our tribe for this occasion. The closest I came was during a visit to the hospital. When I arrived he was asleep so I scribbled a damp-eyed tribute on a small scrap of paper and dropped it into the mailbox at Reception for him to read when he awoke. His name was not on it and, anyway, I think I put it in the wrong box. Perhaps it was delivered to the perplexed old gaffer with an ingrowing toenail in the ward across the hall. I shall never know.

As far as I remember we never, in all our time together, had a single serious conversation. He had not trained me for it. In the last week there was a brief moment – not a conversation precisely but a few words of paternal advice: I must always be kind to Eliza (he adored her) and, something I already knew, that I was extremely lucky to have married her. He listed a few possessions that he wanted me to have after his death, but I was too rattled to remember what they were.

If Papa's autobiographical account is to be trusted, the news of his own father's death, on Easter Sunday 1966, came to him as a relief: ‘Just as school holidays had been happier and more carefree when my father was away, so his death lifted a great brooding awareness not only from the house but from the whole of existence.’ He was actually grateful to his father for going when he did. ‘It is the duty of all good parents to die young,’ he used to tell us. ‘Nobody is completely grown up until both his parents are gone.’ Samuel Butler believed that every son is given a new lease of life on the death of his father.5 This might well be true. In my own case, the new lease took a peculiar form: a search for identity or, to put it in other words, a disconcerting inflation of the egocentric element in my nature. ‘What am I now that I wasn't then?’ ‘Where am I expected to stand in relation to his memory, to his work, to our family, to our surname?’ ‘Am I duty-bound to carry something on? If so, what is it?’ From the mists of all these fatuous, unintelligible questions, a few bleary conclusions eventually showed themselves. Perhaps I had at least found a starting point.

It is a natural function of the evolutionary process (is it not?) that a man should desire a son in order to duplicate his own finest male qualities, to make a replica of himself that will take up his ideas, his prejudices, his humour, his attractive nose and his neatly curved bottom and pass them on, like a baton in a relay race, to generations of his descendants, as yet unborn. It is also a natural function of the evolutionary process (is it not?) that a boy should inherit (whether by mimicry or by the transfer of genes) many of the traits that are strongest and most useful to the continued fitness of his line.

As a small girl, my youngest daughter used to lean her head back and flicker her eyelids as she laughed, a distinctive gesture that I had only ever seen before in two people: her great-grandmother and her great-uncle. The great-uncle she had never met, the great-grandmother died before she was born. If she thought she was expressing her individuality by laughing in this unusual way, she was wrong. It made me wonder what evolutionary purpose this quaint mannerism could possibly serve but also if there is any such thing as a genuine expression of individuality.

I do not wish to diminish the role of mothers, sisters, great-aunts, school-teachers or anyone else with claims to influence the individuals around them, but this book is not about them. It is only about fathers and sons. It is also my specific intention to allow the principal characters to tell the story as much as possible in their own words. As professional writers, they were all gifted with great powers of expression. I can assure you they will not let us down.

If any other family has preserved such a diverse, comprehensive and intimate archive of material relating to fathers and sons I would be amazed to hear of it, but at present I believe the Waughs to be, in this respect, unique. My story starts in the late 1860s with my great-great-grandfather, a disagreeable Dr Waugh, with a sadistic attitude to his sons. It ends – or, should I say, it is abandoned with a short open letter to my son in the sixth generation: a modest smidgen of fatherly advice.

Papa surprised me once by describing people who do not wish to know anything about their ancestors as ‘evil’, a strong word for him: ‘incurious’, a little ‘stupid’, perhaps? I have often wondered what he meant by this and why he used such an uncharacteristically violent word.

When he caught me meditating once on the frailties and strengths of my own personality, Papa shook his fist through the door of my bedroom and accused me from without of ‘wafting odious clouds of self-think’. The opprobrium was well deserved. Both my parents railed often against the dangers of self-think. We were taught, all of us, to despise it. The Delphic oracle that once proclaimed, ‘O Man, know thyself,’ must have been an idiot, for there is no difference between this ancient ‘wisdom’ and the abominable teenage egotism of ‘I need to discover the real me.’ Perhaps ‘O Man, know thine ancestors’ would be a more useful motto for the modern egotist to pin on his puffed lapel. For the key to his identity, if such a thing even exists, will be found to lie not where he instinctively looks for it in the mirror-glass in front, but furtively concealed all about the hedgerows and borders of the long, twisting, dusty road behind.


1When she read this passage Eliza told me that she had kissed his forehead; a valiant deed that never occurred to me as an option.

2A reader's letter in the next day's paper: ‘SIR – I wish to protest, in the strongest possible terms, at your decision to devote five pages to an appreciation of Waugh. Anyone with an ounce of decency would expect no fewer than 10.’

3Germaine Greer, philosopher and feminist.

4‘Comparisons are odious’ is a simple twisting of Shakespeare's ‘Comparisons are odorous’ from Much Ado About Nothing. My father and grandfather said it often but I have no idea who invented it. ‘I do not repine’ has been identified by Anthony Burgess and others as a personal cliché of Evelyn Waugh. He and his father may have used it often – too often – but they took it from Psmith, an early P. G. Wodehouse character. In 1935 my great-grandfather wrote to Wodehouse: ‘There was a time in Alec's schooldays when we used to read your books together with enormous enjoyment; and, although we are never long enough together nowadays – to read more than a telegram – we have still preserved a sort of freemason's code of Psmithisms, which continually crop up in our letters. Indeed, I can truly say, in emulation of Wolfe, that I would rather have created Psmith than have stormed Quebec.’

5Of his own father Butler wrote: ‘He never liked me, nor I him; from my earliest recollections I can recall no time when I did not fear and dislike him. Over and over again I relented towards him and said to myself that he was a good fellow after all; but I had hardly done so when he would go for me in some way or other which soured me again.’




II
Midsomer Norton

I am now going to have to introduce a character whose acquaintance you may not wish to make. He was neither as famous as Evelyn Waugh nor as prolific as Alec Waugh; he did not have the dash of Auberon Waugh nor, dare I suggest it?, the wit of one. But if you skip this chapter your understanding of what follows will be diminished, for he was the progenitor, the patriarch who singlehandedly carried his family into the bright world of literature and who was the spur from which all the father-son relationships in this book are derived. His name was Arthur Waugh, my great-grandfather. His sons were Alec and Evelyn.

To understand how a man behaves as a father it is useful to know how he was treated as a son, but since every father is, or was, himself a son, the process, thoroughly undertaken, would require an investigation right back to the formative origins of fatherhood, all the way to the greedy apple-scoffer of Genesis, or, as Darwinians prefer, to the first protoplasmal, primordial, atomic globule of the paternal line. Vain hope! My male line is not even traceable beyond the seventeenth century. In those days Waughs were farmers at East Gordon on the Scottish Borders. I suspect they ate their porridge with their fingers. I suspect also that they were ponderous about their religion, badly educated (except in Bible matters), shabbily dressed, dirty-faced and bereft of humour. I have no idea how they got on together in their father and son relationships and there is no way of finding out. So I shall begin where the writing Waughs begin: with the story of Arthur.

Until I went to university Arthur Waugh was little more than a name to me, one of the nondescripts in a long list that my father had inspired me to con by heart:


Thomas begat Adam; and Adam begat Thomas; and Thomas begat Alexander, famed as the ‘Great and Good’; Alexander begat James and all his brethren; and James begat Alex, the ‘Brute’; the ‘Brute’ begat Arthur; and Arthur begat Evelyn; and Evelyn begat Auberon who (besides better begettings) begat me.1



Papa used to groan at the mention of his grandfather's name. When I showed him, in draft form, the entry I had written on Arthur Waugh for The New Dictionary of National Biography he pushed it to one side. ‘He doesn't deserve it,’ he said. When my elder sister was pregnant, wanting to call her baby Arthur, he protested: ‘But all Arthurs are rubbish – Arthur Waugh, Arthur Onslow…’2

‘What about King Arthur and the Duke of Wellington?’ I asked.

‘All rubbish,’ he said.

At Manchester University, where I read music, I had chosen as the subject for my final-year thesis the symphonic procedure of an obscure English composer called Arnold Bax. When I told this to Papa he said he thought Bax might have been a friend of the Waughs in Hampstead. Together we set off for the library to find a copy of Arthur Waugh's autobiography, One Man's Road, to see if there were any references in it to Arnold Bax. There weren't, but his brother, the poet Clifford Bax, was mentioned, as a passing reference only, in a long passage devoted to Arthur's eldest son's prep-school cricketing record. How unfortunate for Arthur that his great-grandson, on the first occasion of his seeking to know anything about him, should have stumbled at the outset on what must be the feeblest, the most inane and the most irredeemably second-rate paragraph that any man has yet committed to the pages of an autobiography. From that moment Arthur Waugh was marked in my mind as a twerp and I was ashamed to be his descendant.

The passage in question was of no use to my musical researches but I shall reproduce it here as a helpful illustration to that aspect of Arthur's character which his younger son, Evelyn, had previously described in his diary as ‘ineffably silly’, and to give you, my reader, a useful foretaste of two of Arthur's burning obsessions: the game of cricket and his eldest son, Alec:


Alec's four years at Fernden brought us some pleasant reunions, more especially at the Annual Paters’ Match. At the first of those encounters there were still not enough boys to make up an eleven, and the two masters very notably strengthened the side. But Alec opened the bowling, and caught and bowled a sturdy Major off the first ball of the match. One of the fathers, Mr Gainsford, who had played for the Yorkshire second eleven, came over to me at tea-time and said, ‘That boy of yours is a born bowler. He has a natural break from the off. If he is carefully nursed he should do well.’ I went home that night very happy; but Alec's achievements were to come with the bat rather than with the ball. After he left Fernden his bowling seemed innocuous, except in house matches, until the years after the War gave him a new chance in the cheery, sporting tours of Mr Clifford Bax. Perhaps the trend of modern coaching had something to do with it. The batsmen get most of the attention at the nets; bowling is commonly regarded as a skill that needs ‘heaven-sent moments’. Perhaps that is the reason why there are so few fast bowlers in England today.



It is hard to understand how the author of this passage could have fathered one of the greatest prose writers of the English language, but there it is. After that, and by popular request, Papa used to declaim his grandfather's ‘Bax Passage’ (as we came to call it) in a fluty, ecclesiastical tone for family and friends round the dinner-table. My mother, who disliked this form of showing off intensely, barracked him with loud protestations to desist, but at each interruption he would look up to the ceiling, stick out his tummy and say, ‘Right, I shall begin again.’ And begin he did, from the very top, with his voice pitched a semitone higher and the volume defiantly turned up: ‘Alec's four years at Fernden, brought us some pleasant reunions…’

In fairness One Man's Road is not all as wasted as this short gobbet from it implies. When I read the whole thing, many years later, I was entranced, particularly by the first half with its intimate picture of a timorous boyhood spent in the rarefied atmosphere of Victorian rural England. The book's most obvious defect is its sentimentality – a glaring error of judgement that stretches far beyond the fashion of its age. I have always believed sentimentality to be a gross self-indulgence and was brought up to treat sentimentalists, especially those among my relations, with unreserved suspicion. ‘Sentimentality,’ as Papa used to say, ‘is the exact measure of a person's inability to experience genuine feeling.’ Arthur was cripplingly sentimental. Cricket and his elder son were, as I have said, dominant triggers, but so were his home, his school, women on bicycles, his mother – ah, yes, his mother:


Home meant Mother alone; it was she who lit the light, fanned it with tender hands, and kept it glowing in her children's imagination, by day and night. For four years I had the kingdom to myself and did not undervalue it. Morning after morning in the sunny sitting room, mother and son nestled together, the mother only too often lying full length upon the sofa (for in those days she was very delicate), the boy on a footstool at her knee. She taught lessons, she cut out, in paper, birds, beasts and fishes; she sang; she told tales of her own childhood; she filled the day with enchantment. It was her first real home and she found happiness in making it happy for others.



And, Arthur, tell them about that nursery poem you could never hear without the ‘washed eyes of Cordelia shaming your boyhood’:


I love it! I love it! And who shall dare
To chide me for loving that old armchair?
'Tis bound by a thousand bands to my heart,
Not a band will break, not a link will start:
Would you learn the spell? A mother sat there;
And a sacred thing is that old armchair.



The saccharine sentiments expressed in One Man's Road are not of themselves especially moving, but no alert reader could fail to be stirred by the image of Arthur Waugh luxuriating among them. This inadvertent exposure of all that was most soft, frail and fat in the author's personality is what elevates this book, in my opinion, from the level of a fatuous piece of fluff-candy to that of an absorbing and often poignant psychological study. It would have been even more poignant, though, if instead of sentimentalising about his mother, Arthur had had the gumption to write more about his relationship with his father, but he flunked that task, fearing his sisters’ recriminations.

Dr Alexander Waugh, the father in question, has been labelled by his descendants ‘The Brute’ partly to distinguish him from an earlier Dr Alexander Waugh nicknamed ‘The Great and Good’, and partly in fair recognition of his most repulsive attributes. Evelyn's children, seeking to be amused, often asked their father to draw pictures of the Brute for them. He was a deft caricaturist and the arresting images he produced – snorting nostrils, flaming devil's eyes, lascivious mouth and snapping black-dog teeth – never failed to set their imaginations aflame. In youth the Brute was not unattractive; some might even have thought him handsome. He had jet-black hair and clever, piercing eyes set flat in a round and well-proportioned face. Perhaps he seemed dashing to the blushing young ladies of the 1860s and 1870s, but a long life of cruel, selfish behaviour gradually showed itself upon his face.

Victorians never said ‘cheese’ to the camera. That is a modern conceit. Instead they donned maudlin expressions of philosophic thoughtfulness, proud eminence or family piety in which to pose for the new-fangled machine. I have photographs of the Brute striking all three of these attitudes but none of them credibly, for he had no facial expression winning enough to obscure the core loutishness of his nature. He was a small man – barely five foot in his socks. Towards the end of his life he was portly. All his jackets and hats smelt of pipe and cigar smoke, and the exhalations of his mouth filled the air around him with a rank, second-hand savour of whisky. By 1870 a rich thicket of grey hair sprouted from either side of his face, providing his contemporaries with a vision of patriarchal gravitas, but concealing from them, no doubt, a heinous host of suppressed sexio-socio emotional inadequacies. To the modern eye, the Brute's Dundreary whiskers might look ridiculous, but, as a means of concealing the flaws in his nature, they were, in their day, perhaps no sillier than any of the hairstyle tricks devised and paraded by the social inadequates of our own age.

At Radley College the Brute was a tough little child of solid achievement, not only in the classroom (where he came top in every subject) but on the games field and in the school theatre also. As third prefect he developed a taste for flagellation that never deserted him. He represented the school at football, captained the rowing team, and was champion in both the mile and the two-hundred-yard running races. In 1858 he left Radley for the Bristol Medical School, completing his studies at Guy's Hospital in London, from which institution he walked away with all the major prizes, including the Senior Prize for Practical Anatomy, as well as gold medals in medicine and surgery. At about this time he invented an obstetric apparatus called ‘Waugh's Long Fine Dissecting Forceps’, which continued to be used by generations of surgeons after his death. I shudder to think how they worked. When the word ‘sadist’ was first explained to Arthur he is reported to have nodded in recognition: ‘Ah, that is what my father must have been.’

But you won't find many examples of the Brute's sadism recorded in Arthur's memoirs. There are passing references only to the ‘dolorous’ hours spent learning Latin verbs in his study and to his father's pointless and exacting discipline: ‘The great lesson of my childhood was undoubtedly discipline: the discipline under which I began, continued and ended every day. I was bred to obedience and I believed what I was told. Hands folded for grace; chair straight to the table; to bed without demur when the clock struck:

– day after day, week after week, discipline, discipline and discipline…’ The only evidence of the Brute's sadism in One Man's Road is a small matter concerning a dog. As a boy, Arthur was frequently taken shooting by his father and it was his unfortunate duty on these occasions to carry the old man's ivory-tipped whip. Whenever their Irish setter, Grouse, misbehaved by barking or chasing birds, Arthur had to convey the weapon to his father and look on as the yelping pet was thrashed to within an inch of its life. These floggings made a deep impression on the boy. In a juvenile poem entitled ‘The Power of the Dog’, composed in memory of one of these unpleasant experiences, Arthur sides with the beaten animal, who avenges his master's cruelty by leaving home with a cocky sneer on his face.


Well, we beat him, oh, we beat him! But he lay upon the ground;
 He never writhed, he never snarled, he never made a sound!
 And when our arms were weary, and the walloping was done,
 We felt there'd been a battle, and we knew that he had won!
 With an air of tired repose, full of dignity he rose,
 Stalked across the lawn before us, as some shining vanguard goes!
 'Twas the progress of a monarch who had never known defeat,
 For the dog had proved his power; and revenge is passing sweet!



But Grouse was not the only one to suffer from the Brute's lashes, for his master carried his ivory whip wherever he went. When a wasp settled on his wife's forehead during a carriage ride, he squashed it with the tip of this cane to ensure that it stung her face. In a temper he used to smash ornaments about the house or strike out against his children and servants. These acts were usually preceded by great beakers of Scotch whisky, gulped down in a hurry on his return from work.

Arthur, who was born in August 1866, was the Brute's eldest child by four years. He had three sisters, Connie, Beatrice, or Trissie, and Elsie. Alick, his younger brother, was plucky and rebellious, and for that was the one most frequently whipped.

Arthur, by comparison, was a lily-white boy, ‘pale and peaky’, as he described himself, besotted with his mother, scared of the organ in church, scared of twigs in the garden, scared of ghosts, scared of scissors, scared of lemonade. He suffered from asthma and was consequently no good at sport. The Brute's solution to his elder son's faiblesses was to enrol him on a toughen-you-up induction course based on the old-fashioned wisdom: ‘’Tis fear as makes ’em brave.’ To this end he forced his son to cling for his life to farm gates as he swung them violently back and forth, shouting, ‘Hold on, m'boy.’ He perched him on high branches, deserting him there for hours on end, and then would creep up behind him, blasting off both barrels of his gun just inches from his ear – all this to fortify Arthur's character and to teach him about surprises.

Shooting and fishing were the Brute's keenest pleasures. Every year he shot partridge and pheasant near his home in Somerset and grouse in Scotland; he fished for trout on the Thames near Hungerford and for salmon at Lough Leane near Killarney in Ireland. These things he did with a relish that perennially lightened his outlook. ‘Those who knew him best,’ wrote Arthur, ‘will always remember him as most completely himself when the first of September had dawned with a cloudless sky, when the guns, cartridge bags and gamesticks were in the front of the dog-cart, bound to make merry with the coveys on Gallants Hill.’ They say he could have made a considerable fortune had he chosen advancement in the City instead of the fees of a country doctor, but his passions for shooting and fishing prevailed over his ambitions and, immediately after qualifying in London, he set up a practice in the mining village of Midsomer Norton, near Bath, close to his own West Country childhood home at Corsley. After he had inherited from his father – a strict and pointlessly patriarchal clergyman – the Brute took a lease of land from a local grandee on which to run his own shoot. The cupboards at Combe Florey are cluttered to this day with engraved plates, horn trophies and silver cups that testify to the Dead-eye Dickery of his aim.

Arthur was good at shooting, too, but he disliked it, and this was a sore disappointment to his father. Dog-whipping and sudden explosions by the earhole had done nothing to sharpen his boy's enthusiasm for the sport, so the Brute tried another ploy to arouse his interest. Every night for a week he dragged Arthur out of bed and pushed him into the damp gloom of a downstairs cupboard where, shivering in his pyjamas and doubtless crying like a baby, he was ordered to kiss his father's gun-case. This didn't seem to work either. Of the Brute's three daughters Trissie was his favourite. She knew how to please her father by taking a lively interest in all of his hobbies. She was a plainish but intelligent girl, well informed about hunting, fishing and horticulture, on which matters she regaled the whiskery one in false, cute tones that found favour with him but aggravated her siblings. When Arthur was sixteen, he composed a little ode to Trissie, illumined by a pen-and-ink drawing of a small book, ironically entitled The Wise Sayings of My Pet Daughter by Alexander Waugh. Arthur's doggerel runs thus:


Her voice is like the sound of silver bells
And endless comfort to her father tells
The rest are all despised, rejected quite,
The gentle Beatrice puts them out of sight.
No music half so sweetly to him sounds,
As her ‘Yoicks’ ‘Tally Ho!’ that casts the hounds,
For he has found in one of tender age
The sportsman, gardener, expert and sage



Neither Trissie (the plain one), Connie (the bitchy one), nor Elsie (the hysteric) ever made it to the altar. After their parents’ deaths all three continued to occupy the old house at Midsomer Norton, surviving off small dividends of a stake in a Welsh colliery that had belonged to their mother. For fifty years they gave Bible instruction classes to the villagers. ‘So far as there can be any certainty in a question which so often reveals surprising anomalies,’ Evelyn wrote in 1963,‘I can assert that my aunts were maidens.’ When he saw Connie, shortly after his twenty-first birthday, he supposed that a life of chastity had rendered her insane: ‘I was surprised on seeing her again to find she is every bit as crazy as my Raban relatives. I think that perhaps it is virginity which makes elderly women mad when they suddenly realise that it is too late to hope for beastly pleasures.’

I suspect some, if not all, of these maiden aunts to have been put off men for life by the indecent interferences of their brutish father, but since I cannot lay my hands on a single shred of testimony to support this theory, I suppose I had better not elaborate upon it here.

When Elsie, the last remaining, died in 1952, Evelyn plotted to buy the house and convert its elegant reception rooms into an Evelyn Waugh museum exhibiting souvenirs of his life and literary achievement. He wrote to his wife (my grandmother) suggesting the scheme, but she ignored it, and continued to ignore it until his enthusiasm fizzled out.

The house at Midsomer Norton was small but its elegant, symmetrical front concealed a tangle of unsuspected corridors and incongruous levels behind. The gardens were extensive. An impressive array of stables and outbuildings enclosed a courtyard at the back, which captivated Evelyn's imagination during the long summer holidays of his childhood. He remembered especially the library, full of arresting specimens in glass jars that the Brute had collected during his student days. (What happened to these? I wonder.) He particularly coveted a phial containing the ‘White Blood’ of a patient who had died from an exalted form of anaemia in the late 1860s. As a small boy he noticed that the blood had already turned a brownish yellow and congealed. ‘When, after the death of the last of my aunts, I came to superintend the disposal of their property,’ he wrote in his autobiography, ‘I sought vainly for this delight of my childhood.’

There was also a monkey, brought from Africa by a great-uncle, that collapsed from sunstroke while being exhibited to a party of schoolchildren in the rectory garden at Corsley and was immortalised with a hideous desiccated grimace by a taxidermist from Frome. For many years it was suspended in a glass box above the bath, whence it glowered through a steamy glaze at Evelyn and Alec as they washed their bottoms in the tub below. (I wonder what became of that too.) Elsie, Evelyn's favourite aunt, made a point of identifying those objects in the house that her relations wanted and spitefully offering them (even though they were not legally hers) to third parties, who neither cared for, nor wanted them.

Much of the contents of the house was disposed of in this way. Elsie, a sharp, selfish soi-disante invalid, used, as an old lady, to spend her days decked in heavy Victorian jewellery, counting her possessions in languid recline on a chaise-longue. There she awaited her eldest sister's deliveries of tea, sandwiches and cake, nicely laid out on a silver tray. ‘I try not to feel bitter when I see Connie, much older than me and able to go everywhere and do everything,’ she said.

The house at Midsomer Norton is now an office, surrounded by Tarmac, full of people at desks pulling important faces with computers. Within twenty feet of the front porch, where once there was a rose garden, now stands a colossal telecommunications centre in brown-stained concrete with Vitrolite windows, surrounded on three sides by a parking area for two hundred cars. The orchard, where Arthur, Connie, Trissie, Elsie and Alick used to play cricket in their quaint Victorian clothes, is now the site of an orange-roofed bungalow development, each house with flat plate windows and a meanly individuated front lawn. The Brute's conservatory has been pulled down; the apricot tree that poisoned the donkey with a surfeit of its unripe fruit is no longer in evidence. The stables, where every holiday Evelyn carved his name on the rafters, have been split into three modern, American-style condos. The traffic roar is incessant and deafening. In the cemetery, across the way, the Brute's high stone-carved Celtic memorial has not weathered well. The script on the plinth beneath is now barely decipherable and a few yards away, where Connie and Elsie are interred together, the stone cross that once marked their spot has long since smashed on to the grave beneath and buried itself in a thick mound of ivy. At the town's best pub I was served a rotten lunch. Midsomer Norton is a horrid place now – tout passe, tout lasse, tout casse.

Arthur Waugh's wife, my great-grandmother, detested her father-in-law. Years after his death she would shudder at the memory of his bad and his good moods alike. ‘A very common little man’, she called him – and, if it had not been she who coined the sobriquet ‘Brute’, it was certainly through her that most of the evil stories about him circulated. She remembered sourly how, during her long engagement to Arthur, he exploded with rage when he found them playing piquet with a pack of cards that he had especially reserved for whist. ‘They will not work for whist now you have used them for piquet!’ he yelled. ‘You have disempowered them.’ She also took mortal offence when, on the only occasion that the Brute came to stay with her and Arthur in London, he left prematurely, complaining that ‘a week of your son and your dog would render me insane’.

Arthur, on the other hand, juggled a mixture of emotions towards his father. He felt loyalty and admiration at some times, and resentment, bitterness and fear at others. From his tenderest years he had been brainwashed by the culture of the Victorian paterfamilias. That his father was important and to be respected, whether he liked him or not, was an intrinsic creed that Arthur could never shake off. Like so many sons, he spent too much of his time in search of paternal approval. He knew that the best way to the Brute's heart would be to follow Trissie's example – to take a pleasure in, or to show enthusiasm for, those things that excited his father, but this was not easy. In politics, the Brute was boorish and verbose: as chairman of the Taunton Conservatives’ Association his bullish Tory opinions were not to be gainsaid. In 1889 he threatened to withdraw his medical services from anyone at Midsomer Norton who failed to vote for his preferred candidate in the local council elections, and when the scandal was gaining circulation around the village he threatened to sue anyone who repeated it. A case of slander was eventually brought against a Mr George Carter and dramatically lost. Arthur worked for his father, liaising with solicitors during the case. It was a bad time for their relationship.

Because of Arthur's asthma, his mother, a natural panicker, had extracted a promise from his school that he would not be made to take strenuous exercise. He was banned from the school football and running teams because of this. He was bored by fishing, hated shooting and had no stomach whatever for the medical profession. Indeed, Arthur and the Brute shared very few passions, but there were at least two: cricket and amateur theatricals.

Cricket is a good outdoor game for asthmatics as it requires little by way of physical commitment at the amateur level. Even so, Arthur was never much good at it. He played for a club at Midsomer Norton that was founded and presided over by his father. Typically he was kept out at twelfth man or put in as umpire. Only occasionally was he allowed to bat. On none of the surviving score sheets is he registered as notching any more than ten runs.3 His sisters, all keen players for the women's team, were better at batting than he was, but in spite of this minor humiliation Arthur remained a fanatical enthusiast of the game all his life.

Trips with the Brute to see England play at Lord's or at the Oval in London ranked high among the happy memories of his childhood. Most thrilling of all was his first sighting of W G. Grace, by far the greatest batsman of his age, in a match between Gloucestershire and Australia at Clifton College one sweltering day in August 1882. W. G. was at the height of his fame. Forty-five years later, in an introduction to a book of cricketing stories, Arthur recalled the happy moment: ‘He is coming! He is coming! And he is seeing the ball as big as a balloon. Oh, that first sight of WG. in his red and yellow cap, his big beard flowing over his chest, his foot cocked upwards like a signal! Fortunate boy, to see him make 77, the very first time.’ On the train home Arthur and the Brute shared their indignation at the way W.G. had been given out: ‘Of course he wasn't out!’W.G.'s remarkable career continued for another twenty-six years, ending in 1908 with 126 centuries, 54,896 runs and 2876 wickets.

Throughout his adult life Arthur used to say: ‘With a thorough knowledge of the Bible, Shakespeare and Wisden's Cricketing Almanac you cannot go far wrong.’ Even in contemplation of death he was able to console himself with the hope that some of his body's atoms might eventually find their way, wafted by a favouring gale, on to the playing-field at Lord's. This idea he expressed in a staggeringly fatuous article in 1927:


Why should we fear the gentle arms of Mother Earth, with her comfortable bed beneath the greensward of our game? She is very tender with her children, and folds them closely to her heart. The wind, too, blows whither it listeth; and who knows where it may waft our own poor dust in the days that are to be? It may even carry some of it across the field at Lord's, scattering its particles by the well-worn wicket, in the very thick of the fight. Then in the sunlight we shall surely wake to remember many things; and in the darkness we shall not forget.



The Brute's obsession with amateur dramatics was, I believe, inextricably connected with his personal need to show off. His egocentricity was a phenomenal force. Although he was regarded as a jovial cove – indeed, as a rounded and popular pillar of local society – his returns home after work were awaited in a mood of apprehension by his servants and family. As he entered the hall he would stamp his feet on the marble floor. If concerned faces did not instantly pop up from all around to greet him, he clamoured and bellowed some more until everyone in the house had dropped what he or she was doing and rushed to ask him how his day had passed.

His good moods were no less oppressive. When happy the Brute was facetious, sentimental, patronising, demonstrative and overbearing. He liked to be at the centre of attention and believed (because people were too afraid to signal to him otherwise) that he was a great wit. By today's honed standards, his humour would be thought clumsy: it relied heavily on exaggeration – mock-wailing, false, rollicking laughter, theatrical rages, lofty musings with eyes closed and hands outstretched to the heavens. All his life he made an art out of hamming. The Brute performed so often that he eventually lost touch with whatever real self was originally within him. He was only ever able to act. Like Mrs Cheveley in Wilde's An Ideal Husband, he found being natural ‘such a very difficult pose to keep up’. And, indeed, it is, but neither the Brute nor Arthur (who was similarly inclined) was able to sustain a natural pose for a single minute. To both of them ‘fatherhood’ was synonymous with ‘theatrical opportunity’ – a go-ahead to strut and fret, to spout quotations, and fill the air with noisome and ridiculous voices. ‘Be'ave, Geaarge, be'ave!’ the Brute used to bellow in an assumed Somerset accent to each and any of his children at table.

Mealtimes were ritualistic. The Brute sat always at the head on a carved oak armchair that nobody else was allowed to use, even when he was not in the room. Before supper, when his blood-sugar levels were at their lowest, he would bellow to the servants to speed things up and, as he sat down, regardless of what food was being served, could be heard to holler:


Puddin’! Puddin’! Puddin’!
Gi’ me plenty o'puddin’,
So pass me plate,
And don't be late,
And pile it up wi'puddin’.



Polite laughter was expected.

Children were permitted to dine with their parents from the age of ten. At the end of dinner, those who had not left the room in tears were expected to rise, tuck their chair under the table and bob to each of their parents in turn: ‘Love to Mother, compliments to Father,’ then leave the room quietly.

Theatricality has proved itself the besetting sin of the fathers in my family for at least six generations. The Reverend James Waugh, rector of Corsley (the Brute's father), always acted the part of a trembling old prophet even when he was young and fit. ‘Of course every man has a touch of the actor about him,’ said Arthur. ‘We all like to imagine ourselves in heroic attitudes. Even if we are too sensitive to set our fancies free when we are awake, what devils of fellows some of us are, to be sure, in our dreams.’

Evelyn likewise looked upon the duties and responsibilities of fatherhood as an actor might look upon his craft. As he revealed in the excoriating self-portrait The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold:


[Pinfold a.k.a. Evelyn Waugh] without design, gradually assumed the character of burlesque. He was neither a scholar nor a regular soldier but the part for which he cast himself was a combination of eccentric don and testy colonel and he acted it strenuously, until it came to dominate his whole outward personality. When he ceased to be alone, when he swung into his club or stumped up the nursery stairs, he left half of himself behind
 and the other half swelled to take its place. He offered the world a front of pomposity mitigated by indiscretion that was as hard, bright and antiquated as a cuirass.



Evelyn was more self-critical than his father and grandfather, neither of whom appeared to notice the masks they were wearing or to register the effect of them on others. Under such circumstances it is hardly surprising that Arthur and the Brute should have been most at their ease together when indulging in their passion for amateur dramatics. As a boy Arthur wrote hundreds of short plays, many in verse and many with a principal part for a tyrannical ogre that suited the Brute. These were performed at home or in the nearby community hall. Together, father and son joined a local society for amateur thespians and continued to act until the year of the Brute's death when they starred alongside one another in Sydney Grundy's A Pair of Spectacles, the Brute as Uncle Gregory, a shady con from Sheffield, and Arthur as his soft-hearted, easily deceived younger brother, Benjamin Goldfinch.

It was through such amateur endeavours as these, and the occasional trip to see a Shakespeare play performed by the boys at Downside School (where the Brute was school doctor) that Arthur first came to love the written word. His teenage enthusiasm for literature was given no encouragement from his father, but it ripened under the tutelage of inspired teachers at his boarding school in Sherborne. Although the Brute quoted often from Shakespeare and the best-known poets of his day, Wordsworth and Tennyson in particular, he was not a literary man. As far as he was concerned, literature afforded no career for his son, and was not a serious topic for conversation. For the Brute, literature offered little more than a convenient vehicle for his showing off. When his son first mooted the possibility of a literary career it was in the face of his father's violent antipathy. At first the Brute refused to allow it, but in time realised that Arthur's heart, for once, was dogged and set. ‘Why can't you write slashing political pamphlets or bullish leaders for The Times?’ he roared. That was the only form of ‘literary’ career that made sense to him and the only one that would have made him a proud father.

For twenty years the Brute cherished a dream that one of his sons might study medicine and, in time, take over the practice at Midsomer Norton, but it was not to be. Alick, the rebel, quick to tears and sick to death of his father's domineering presence, had resolved to leave home at the earliest opportunity and, in 1883, aged only twelve, he enrolled as a naval cadet aboard HMS Britannia. Arthur saw him off, with an admonition to control his blubbing:


If thou would sail o'er seas in future years
Take my advice – abstain from tears.
Most unseasonable is the grief
In which your wounded feelings find relief.



For two years Alick scrubbed the decks until he was made a midshipman aboard the Iron Duke. He was in the Channel Squadron and later sailed the Pacific with the Surveying Service, painting exquisite watercolours of all that he saw. For years at a stretch he stayed away from home. On a rare and flying visit to Midsomer Norton in 1893 Alick found his father in a rage because he had not received the usual invitation from Sir John Horner to shoot at nearby Mells Park. Eventually it arrived and the Brute calmed down, but Alick recorded the affair in ‘The Legend of Mells Park Shoot’. It is a terrible piece of writing – unworthy of the name of Waugh – but it was not for this reason that Arthur disclaimed it. He was terrified that if the Brute saw it he might get the blame. On the back of the manuscript is written in Arthur's hand: ‘I certify that I have this evening read this poem for the first time and that I have not assisted in thought or act in its composition. Signed Arthur Waugh.’ It should not be difficult to understand why Arthur was worried:


What makes the Doctor look so mad?
What makes him look so worn?
Why do you see his pallid cheek
On such a nice fine morn?
With all his bedside invalids
He may be very cute
But Mr Horner of Mells Park
 Won't invite him to shoot.
He watches every post come in
And messengers ride by.
He thinks of the old shooting times
And prays that he may die.
Never has such a season
Been so very slow
He used to shoot four days a week
About two years ago.
The evenings go by very slow
With no shoot for the morrow
And Adam Thatcher says he can't let him Scotch Whisky borrow
He cries – ‘This room is very dire –
The hall of wash-boy smells.’
But all of this he'd soon forget
If he got asked to Mells.
One morning not so long ago When his poor wife came down She saw her precious husband A-grovelling on the ground. He cried out, ‘Please forgive me all, I know I've been a brute, For Mr Horner of Mells Park Has invited me to shoot.’
His children on their knees then go
And say a silent prayer.
Their father is convulsed in tears
It's more than they can bear.
Then Budge comes in and prays there too,
And Jolly tries to bark,
They're all so pleased that Father has
Been asked to shoot Mells Park.



The poem goes on for many verses. The Brute gets to Mells and shoots well, has a big lunch and boasts to his friends of his sons’ fine achievements.


He tells them of his sailor son
Only just nineteen
Who from the navy was picked out
To converse with his Queen.
Of his son Arthur too they hear,
Mr Poet of this land,
Who last week walked with Tennyson
And held him by the hand.



But even after the Brute's successful day at Mells he remained unpleasant to his younger son. Alick left and did not return for six years. In 1899, he met Florence Webster, a Tasmanian eccentric from Hobart, married her and brought her back to Midsomer Norton, where she was treated as a simpleton by the whole Waugh family (including Arthur) and where, in the early months of 1900, she gave birth to a son called Eric.

At sea Alick had put on an enormous amount of weight and was hardly recognisable when he returned. Like all the men of his family he was unable to resist stuffing his face with bread:


The boy stood on the burnished deck,
His waistcoat buttons far undone,
He stuffed himself with bread.
‘This is my 50th crust!’ he cried
In accents clear and wild.
‘Just one more crust before I bust!’
– He was a vulgar child!



Many nights the Brute was out on call. He owned a small cottage in the town where, I suspect, he lodged a mistress – I am informed that several of his descendants in bastardy live, to this day, at Oxford. In an untypical flash of generosity, spurred perhaps by guilt, he vacated the cottage for Alick and Florence so that she could look after her baby there while her husband was at sea. Within three months of their arrival Alick, who had been bitten by an Anopheles mosquito in the Solomon Islands, was struck down with a malarial ague. Throughout the summer of 1900 he was bedridden; by late August, he was a pathetic wreck, jactating in a lake of his own sweat. After that he was comatose. His kidneys and spleen swelled each to the size of a party balloon and his blood turned to a sticky jelly – too glutinous to pass through the vessels intended for it. A few weeks after his twenty-ninth birthday, the fever overcame him and on 2 September he died. Alick was the first of his family to go and one of the first of the town's inhabitants to be buried in the new cemetery, four hundred yards over the road from the church.

Arthur was overcome with grief at the loss of his younger brother and poured out his heart in touching funereal verse. Thirty years later he was still mourning: ‘The first loss that a family has to face,’ he wrote, ‘the first vacant chair at the Christmas gathering – these are among the ineradicable testimonies to the passage of time. They leave those upon whom they fall older in heart and more uncertain of their bearings. Other losses that follow may bring greater changes, but it is the first loss that makes the deepest scar. Death has come up into our own stronghold, and the childish sense of security is gone.’

Immediately after the funeral, the Brute evicted Florence and her baby from the cottage and sent them back to Tasmania. But before she could leave he ordered her to pay the undertakers’ expenses and to settle Alick's tailor's bill for suits and cravats that he had acquired long before she had met him.

Arthur, ashamed of his father's behaviour, kept in touch with Florence and Eric through the years, looking on them with a mixture of warmth and genial derision. In 1921 they came to visit their English relations. The Brute was, by then, long gone. Evelyn, aged seventeen, noted in his diary: ‘I do not dislike my Aunt but Eric is terrible. How Uncle Alick, who appears to have been one of the stoutest Waughs for some time, could have produced him defies eugenics. I am quite miserable in his company. He is fat, uncouth, self-complacent, good-hearted and vulgar.’ Evelyn's mother clearly felt the same. Just after the Tasmanians had moved on to Midsomer Norton, she wrote to her elder son: ‘It was somewhat of a relief to see the last of our relatives. (Our house is still full of their luggage)… Eric's appearance was against him – big clumsy and uncouth with an impediment in his speech … he has no judgement or criticism. I wonder what the Aunts make of him. I expect they'll soon love him.’

At Sherborne, Arthur maintained his determination to pursue a literary career against all paternal counsel. He won the Senior Poetry Prize, edited the Shirbirnian, the school magazine, founded another called the Fifth Form Magazine, wrote plays that were performed and others – including a daring skit entitled The Headmaster – that were not. But it was only when he had left school in 1885 that the Brute finally reconciled himself to the fact that neither of his sons would inherit the practice and that he needed to find himself a partner from outside the family.

Arthur was nineteen when he went up to New College, Oxford, in January 1886 – not an especially handsome man, but better-looking, I suppose, than either of his sons at a similar age. He had large grey eyes that might be described as ‘owl-like’, but the rest of his face, his weak chin and flat pale cheeks, betrayed a timidity more typical of sheep than of owls. His nose had something of the puffin's bill about it. Timidity, the bane of his schooldays, proved the bane of his university years too: ‘My own Oxford days,’ he wrote, ‘resulted in discouraging inaction. Partly from shyness and partly from sheer inability, I joined the vast army of those who look on at what others are doing, instead of doing anything themselves.’ He regretted not having joined the OUDS, Oxford's dramatic society, or involving himself in the editorship of student magazines as he had at Sherborne. In attempting to get a few of his poems and plays published, he was politely rejected.

Despite these minor setbacks Arthur's Oxford years were not without success. He wrote the libretto to a burlesque tragedy, which he directed, produced and acted in at the Holywell Music Room. It was a fringe effort that mocked the OUDS and gained him notoriety. Shortly after that, and much to his surprise, he won the coveted Newdigate Prize for poetry with a long, flowery epic about General Gordon, the empire hero decapitated at Khartoum three years earlier. Winning this prize was no small feat. The roster of previous winners included John Ruskin, Matthew Arnold, Oscar Wilde and Lawrence Binyon. The publication of Arthur's winning poem, ‘Gordon in Africa’, by Thomas Shrimpton & Son of Oxford in May 1888 was not, it has to be admitted, a major literary happening. Shrimpton's paid the author ten pounds for the rights and probably made a loss on the deal, but looking back on that event, more than a hundred and fifteen years later, we can see that the publication of ‘Gordon in Africa’ marked the birth of a remarkable literary dynasty. Works by Waughs have been in continuous print ever since: nine of Arthur's descendants have produced 180 books between them. Novels, plays, poems, essays, histories, travelogues, philosophies and biographies have gushed from our pens in cataracts ever since. In 1888 Arthur had no idea of the torrent he was unleashing but he was, at least, sure of one thing: the Newdigate Prize had vindicated his decision to go to Oxford, and his father would have to look again at the feasibility of a literary career for his son.

In a mood of overweening pride Arthur telegraphed details of his victory to Midsomer Norton. The Brute was away fishing all that week but his ecstatic reaction to the news when it caught up with him at the Bear Hotel in Hungerford, survives:


My Darling Boy,
I cannot describe to you my feelings when I read mothers telegram. Yesterday I nearly cried with joy. You have made us very very happy and it is such a good thing for you in connection with any literary career you may take up & I am so glad also because you have had disappointments and have borne them so nobly and now you have gained this great distinction – & one I know you will prize.
You will want some sherry and fine men to drink your health so I will direct Mansford to send you a little case from Frome.
 I will write again when I get home. I leave this place tonight. God bless you my own darling son & make your career worthy of your best endeavours & then I know it will be a glorious one.
Ever your loving hopeful father, Al. Waugh.



True to his word, he wrote again, two days later, standing on his feet:


My Darling Boy,
I have read, reread, your poem over and over & the more I read it the more I like it not only for its beauty but for the high tone throughout. I am very proud & thankful my dear dear son. Everyone fixes on those lines of the Voyage out, the final scene is so excellent and the imagery so strong there & the lines on page 7 & the description of the hero on the watch tower impress me most. I shall try all I know to run up for the Commemoration. I MUST manage it – Mother is in Bristol which is very sad but she wants to be all right before going to Oxford.
We have had some tennis. Connie is playing up very well, Hooper is a very nice man & plays a good game as does Tisdale.
Now I must stop. I have not sat down all day.
With fondest love
Your loving hopeful father
Alexander Waugh



But the Brute's excitement was short-lived. When next they met he was irritated by the ‘self-satisfied atmosphere of puffed success’ that Arthur was generating. He had always found it easier to be kinder to his son under the shadow of failure than in the gloat and glare of triumph. Later, when Arthur told him of the poor third-class degree he had been awarded, the Brute was memorably forgiving. ‘My dear boy,’ he said, ‘do you imagine that I look upon my sons as machines for the gratification of my self-esteem? You did your best and that is more than enough.’

Arthur's timidity was either inherited or copied from his mother, for she, like him, was terrified of everything. As an example of Annie Waugh's paranoia, I can offer a letter she wrote to Arthur in 1907 about his nine-year-old son who had made himself sick eating blackberries on a train: ‘I have a theory (I know you will laugh at an old mother's fads) that Alec's spine is not over strong and that kicking a football is felt by the weak part and goes to his brain – for his sickness never seems so much like stomach sickness as brain sickness because he does not feel it coming on long before. Well I am likely wrong, but a rest will show if it is football.’

When Arthur was about to be born in August 1866, she was petrified lest her labour should interrupt the Brute's first day of partridge-shooting. Later she would cower in anxiety if Arthur went for a swim, or walked under a tree in the rain. She was not dissimilar to the nanny who looked after me in the late 1960s: when I asked her for a pair of scissors to cut a cardboard lavatory roll into the shape of a steamship funnel, she screamed in the shrill ululations of a Halifax lunatic: ‘If yer ask for scissors, yer'll be asking for pins, an’ if yer ask for pins they'll spill ont’ floor, an’ TRAVEL OOP YER BODAY!

And so it took a great deal of alien courage for Arthur's petrified mother to write to her second cousin on his behalf. The cousin in question was Sir Edmund Gosse – not, perhaps, so famous now but, in his day, one of England's foremost men of letters. At the time he received Annie Waugh's letter he was a well-known poet, translator of Ibsen, biographer and editor of Thomas Gray's works, a regular contributor to the Spectator and other periodicals, as well as a personal friend to many of the most illustrious writers of his day. Annie remembered him as a small, pasty-faced lad whose mother had died when he was eight. After that he came frequently to stay with her and her sisters, treating their home as a sanctuary from the puritanical froideurs of his loathsome father. Gosse Père, Philip Henry Gosse, was a religious maniac, a member of the Plymouth Brethren, once famed for his zoological insights but now best remembered as the inventor of the creationist counter-argument to Darwin. ‘God deliberately planted fossils into our soil to make it look as though the earth is much older than it really is – a divine ploy, deliberately done to test our faith.’ The story of Edmund Gosse's childhood, his stays with Arthur's mother's family and his eventual escape from the paternal yoke to the brighter, happier world of English letters, is recorded in his little masterpiece, Father and Son, first published under a nom de plume in 1907. It is the only book by Sir Edmund Gosse that is still in print.

For all Gosse's faults – and they were legion – he received Annie's letter warmly and invited Arthur to tea. Henry James was in the house at the time and young Arthur had never felt so nervous. After an edgy, testing consultation, Sir Edmund agreed that he would write to the Brute on Arthur's behalf suggesting either that he give his son an annuity of a hundred pounds a year while he found his feet in literary circles, or set him up as a wine merchant in the West Country. Looking at the costs of each, the Brute reluctantly agreed to the cheapest, which was the former. His payments to Arthur lasted three years and, for the rest of his life, he never allowed Arthur to forget the extent of his generosity.

With his father's annuity Arthur rented himself a small flat in London's Gray's Inn Road. He had enough money left over for food, clothes and occasional cheap seats at the theatre. Within a year he had met, mainly at Sir Edmund's literary soirées, not only Henry James but W S. Gilbert, Thomas Hardy, Arthur Conan Doyle, Robert Louis Stevenson, Rudyard Kipling, Henrik Ibsen, Aubrey Beardsley, and a host of lesser lions. Arthur, a quaking West Country bumpkin, sat at the far end of Sir Edmund's polished table, drooling on these idols with his eyes popping and his weak chin wavering in excitement. Gosse noticed Arthur's bedazzlement and was quick to exploit it. For nearly thirty years he used his wide-eyed young cousin as a punching bag, a useful target for his obloquy, someone who would serve to keep his own wit flowing when conversation with those he sought to impress was in danger of drying up. Arthur accepted his pilloried position and maintained it with a quiet, humorous dignity until Gosse's death in 1928.

Through Gosse's patronage Arthur soon found ways to turn an honest penny on the London literary scene. He started off as a humble publisher's reader, with a few magazine short stories and poems to his name, but by the time of the Brute's death in December 1906, he was a plumping, reasonably well-off married man with two sons, living in a modest terraced house in North London. He had written one bestseller – the first biography of Tennyson – and had contributed an important article to the inaugural edition of that scandalous organ the Yellow Book. He was an established critic and literary editor, a poet of small repute, the London correspondent to an influential New York newspaper and managing director of Chapman and Hall, a respected London publisher whose principal revenue derived from its exclusive copyright tenure on the works of Charles Dickens. If Arthur was not exactly famous he was known to all in the highest literary circles of his day.

I am sure the Brute, in his own way, was proud of all this but, alas, I have no record to substantiate the claim. Shortly after his sixty-sixth birthday he came down with a nasty flu, but continued to shoot pheasants and to minister to his patients in spite of it. Sneezing filth all over them was no doubt recognised as sloppy doctoring even in those far-off days, but somehow this particular show of obstinacy has since been interpreted by generations of Waughs as a singular example of the Brute's integrity and dedication to duty. History does not record if he spread the infection among his patients, only that he got worse and worse until his flu had turned into full-blown pneumonia. It was some time before his wife and daughters realised the danger he was in. Arthur was telegraphed in the middle of the night and on the next morning took a train from London to Bath, whence he was driven by horse-drawn cart at breakneck pace through a blizzard across the snow-and ice-covered Mendip Hills. By the time he reached Midsomer Norton the Brute was already dead.

The funeral was well attended. The Brute's coffin was borne on the shoulders of six of his old retainers – those who, no doubt, hated him – to a waiting cart. From there it was pulled a quarter of a mile to the new cemetery and laid to rest above the coffin of his sailor son – the flogger, in perpetuum, on top of the flogged.

In his autobiography Arthur recorded the death of his father without emotion: he hadn't particularly liked him. The will wasn't signed and the Brute's finances were all of a mess. Fifteen months later, Arthur's mother died: ‘As I stood by her open grave I knew that I was burying with her the last associations of my childhood: that the light of the old home was extinguished for ever, and that I must look elsewhere, during the rest of my life, for the inspiration and the hope that keep the heart young in the midst of change and decay.’


6Papa disqualified the first Thomas Waugh (1632–93) from this list on the grounds that ‘all good pedigrees must begin with Adam’.

7His father-in-law (my maternal grandfather) of whom he was extremely fond.

8For those who do not understand cricket this means that Arthur had a bad eye for the ball.
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