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PRELUDE:

THE RELUCTANT BIOGRAPHER

I must be frank. I didn't want to write this book.

In July 1983, twenty years before he died, Norman Lewis had lunch
at Covent Garden, London, with his new British publisher. The restaurant
where the lunch took place, the Grange, is long gone, but in the
1980s it had an English name, a good, mainly French menu and a
discreet oriental atmosphere. It could have passed for a luxury Chinese
restaurant, in fact, the kind of place where diners eat imperceptibly
and seem not to talk at all, and that confusion of styles could well
have been responsible for its failure to continue to attract enough
customers. Norman's hosts were waiting for him towards the back of
the deep, darkly furnished room. He arrived a few minutes after one,
a tall, stooping silhouette against the light, wearing spectacles and an
unpronounced moustache, his straight hair combed obediently back;
a man in his seventies but ageless by virtue of the impression of a kind
of austerity of appearance. The chair-scraping and introductions over,
everyone sat down. A silence followed, and was broken by a burst of
warm words from one of Norman's hosts about his writing and his
most recent books, including his new novel. Norman responded shortly,
his gaze on the tablecloth. Silence returned. Norman's new publisher
and the publisher's editor both tried to engage their guest. How was
his new book going? Was he happy with the editorial comments he'd
had about his novel? With each shot at conversation, each short
answer, the silence recoiled more strongly. At one point, as Norman
speechlessly gazed at the tablecloth, the publisher raised his eyebrows
at the editor across the table.

Drinks arrived, lunch was ordered: flurries of activity that released
the tension temporarily. Norman's speechlessness, however, was lasting.
It went through the editor's mind that his silence might be due to
thoughtfulness or to a physical distraction (was he perhaps feeling
unwell?). It was not until much later, after the lunch was long over
and Norman had gone home to Finchingfield, the Essex village where
he had lived for more than twenty years, that the editor realised his
muteness had been more like wariness: like the cautious immobility of
an animal as it weighs up potential predators, or the vigilance of a
man calculating another sort of threat, a boredom that would prey on
him equally horribly.

For a good twenty minutes, it was as if Norman was there but was
pretending not to be there.

Quite suddenly, without any kind of signal, it was over. He seemed
to decide that these people were all right and that the situation could
be trusted, and stories – his preferred form of conversation – started
to pour out, about the lunacy of his commanding officer in north Africa
during the war, about an evening he had spent in a bar in upland
Guatemala in the 1950s operating the jukebox for three drunken
bandits addicted to a song called "Mortal Sin" (a situation from which
he'd been saved by an earthquake), about his summers in a Catalonian
fishing village in the early 1950s, about his role as an Intelligence NCO
in the repatriation of several thousand Cossacks by the British in 1944.

"And by the way," he would say in his glasspaper north London
voice, and the narrative would bifurcate into another continent.

I know all this, incidentally, because I was the editor. The impressions
follow on from the facts. And then time transforms and refines
things. Long after this first meeting with Norman, his silence acquired
more importance than it had had at the time. In retrospect, I treasured
it. It was as though, by not speaking, he was compelling the world in
his immediate vicinity – his audience of myself and Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson,
the publisher of Hamish Hamilton – to his pace, his mood,
his atmosphere. It was a sort of conquest. And having imposed acceptance
of his idea of who he was, nothing could have been less wary
than the letter he sent the following day.

15.7.83

Dear Christopher,

It was delightful to meet you and Julian Evans yesterday, and thank you for
the lucullan lunch. Such rare and invigorating occasions are all the more memorable
when one lives, as I do, in the intellectual tundra of Essex, condemned
on festive outings to an eating house – the only one within five miles – appositely
named The Nosebag.

I will now cerebrate over the new title [of his novel], while awaiting André
[Schiffrin, his US publisher]'s suggestions for reducing the Americans' toothgrating
impact, and incorporate these with other small changes. Let us hope
that these turn up before my departure on the annual family holiday, which
looms close. I dearly need an excuse for slipping away from those threatening
beaches.

With best wishes,

Sincerely,

Norman

At the time the letter's first line, in which he perfectly recalled the
name of the other person at lunch, seemed just an example of his
extreme courtesy. Yet rapidly, in the space of not more than a few
months, Norman and I became friends. This happened unexpectedly
and in an oddly formal way. I can talk with some precision about the
occasion, another lunch in November of that year, at El Vino's, the
one-time journalists' bar in Fleet Street, because during my twenties I
kept a diary that records many of my meetings with Norman. Before
I do, though, I want to revert to our first meeting (which is not in my
diary). I started this prelude with an account of that occasion not for
the obvious reason, but because 1. I wanted to tell it from memory
and 2. it also seems to offer some perspectives on the practice of biography
that interest me. Forgive this change of gear. If it seems abrupt
or disruptive or undesirable, feel free to move straight to the next
chapter where events will be less mediated.

The first observation, then. Since the account of our meeting above
is from memory, everything you have read, apart from Norman's thank-you
letter, which is in the Hamish Hamilton archive at the Special
Collections of the Arts and Social Sciences Library, Bristol University,
is made up. Made up from an often taken-down-and-examined memory,
perhaps, but still fabricated. Was the Grange, for instance, really decorated
in a Chinese style? Was Norman really silent for "a good twenty
minutes"? Did Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson raise his eyebrows? Were
those particular stories the ones Norman told? All of which is only to
point out at this stage the very obvious matter of memory's subjectivity,
mine and everyone else's. The observer's subjectivity was a question
that was of intense interest to Norman himself, as I want to show:
Akira Kurosawa's Rashomon, released in Britain in 1952 and one of
the great artistic treatments of how markedly individuals' accounts of
events will always differ, was among his favourite films. So however
sure I can be that I haven't retro-injected details into my account of
our meeting to make it more curious and emblematic of Norman than
it was in reality, it is for ever made up. (Just to be clear. Another possibly
strange, subjective way of putting things – that "twenty years before
he died" in the opening lines – is not in fact to do with subjectivity
but perspectivity. How could anybody in 1983 have known that Norman
had another twenty years, no more or less, to live? That hindsight,
however, is an equal part of the biographical problem, one that I want
to talk about later.)

The second observation: in supplying the barest sketch of Norman
Lewis the writer as he was when away from his desk, my description
of meeting him presents, I hope, among other things the picture of one
kind of outsider's temperament. In a radio interview a few years after
the lunch in Covent Garden, Norman was asked if he felt he was an
outsider. "A total one, yes," he said, "I am actually slightly better than
I used to be. Taking a long time to improve, but I am less of an
outsider. That is to say, with extreme effort now I can sort of produce
a sort of creditable small talk, not very much of it, but a few sentences."
1
One aspect of outsiderness was that he disliked personal publicity.

John Hatt, who republished several of Norman's works in his Eland
Books imprint in the 1980s, says, "He was absolutely dead against
publicity," although Hatt succeeded in persuading him to give his first
magazine interview at the age of seventy-five. Even after "improving"
he still armed himself with the isolation of his Essex tundra and a
serene courtesy by which he evaded the personal intrusions of his interviewers.
I once asked him how many times he had been married. "Can
we leave that one out?" he answered. "I like to remain a mystery to
my family."

Which leads on to the third observation, that in the media-ubiquitous
climate of our time, which also embraces two decades' unflagging output
of literary biography, we have become accustomed to believing (at so
deep a level of assumption that we hardly think about it) that "personality"
is an essential and true key to every stratum of revelation about
ourselves. Is it? Perhaps. I suspect nevertheless that if we wonder about
the details of a writer's life (and we do with reasonable curiosity; as
Graham Greene, for instance, writes about Joseph Conrad, "The
domestic background is of interest: to know how a writer with the
peculiar sensitivity we call genius compromises with family life"), we
find it difficult to accept that what is most interesting about a writer
is the one thing that makes him or her different from most people –
that a writer sits or stands at a desk or table or lies in bed for hours
at a time, tapping at a keyboard or scratching on pieces of paper. Or
rather, that the most interesting thing about a writer is the product of
their tapping and scratching: their books. As Jonathan Coe puts it in
his re-creation of the novelist B S Johnson's life, Like a Fiery Elephant,
"If they did not do it, none of the other, superficial, gossipy stuff that
fills up books like this would matter in the slightest."

That activity – those hours when writers do what they do best –
may still be the route by which their work, and name, are published,
but it is no longer the route by which they are known. To be known
as a writer, with some (ironically well-known) persistent exceptions
(Salinger, Pynchon, Süskind) is to be the product of a parallel industry
of epiphenomena, in which it is the writer's "personality" that is
recorded on private and public sofas in hotel rooms and radio
studios, over notebooks and Minidisc recorders, through the medium
of questions chosen by an interviewer and answers organised by him
or her into a story of his or her choosing. Milan Kundera in The
Art of the Novel has collated this submission of the work to the
personality into an interesting comparison between eastern and
western Europe:

Official propaganda in the Communist countries began to pummel elitism and
elitists at that same time [1967]. It used the terms to designate not captains
of industry or famous athletes or politicians but only the cultural elite: philosophers,
writers, professors, historians, figures in film and the theatre.

An amazing synchronism. It seems that in the whole of Europe the cultural
elite is yielding to other elites. Over there, to the elite of the police apparatus.
Here, to the elite of the mass media apparatus. No one will ever accuse these
new elites of elitism.
2

What does this have to do with the practice of modern biography?
One answer can, I think, be found in the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries, when, cultural historians tend to agree,
something of a mutation in human nature took place. Throughout
the falsity, manoeuvring and power play of the sixteenth century,
dissimulation had ruled Europe to an extraordinary degree. The
ensuing reaction, and the rebirth of sincerity, had something to do
with the rise of the Protestant Church and, in England at least, the
conviction that the only requirement for speaking out was the belief
that one had the Word to say. This grasping and championing of
personal sincerity, and the modern-sounding Calvinist doctrine of the
human being's "inner space", amounted to the emergence of what
we now think of as the individual. The change went hand in hand,
both as cause and effect, with the dissolution of feudalism and the
onset of urbanisation. Its literary consequence was a sudden, widespread
flowering of autobiography. The new genre's popularity was
particularly remarkable, Paul Delany writes in his study British
Autobiography in the Seventeenth Century, in the context of new
geographical and social mobility: more than half of the secular autobiographers
he found had travelled to London, and one Lancashire
lad nicely summarised the connection between autobiography and
mobility. "We would often tell what a fine thing it was to travel."
3

Three hundred years later the twentieth-century concept of "personality"
looks to have done something similar for biography. As a citizen
I can see that the polymorphous ubiquity of the term, used today to
account for everything from a socio-psychological notation to a subset
of celebrity, might be due to a subconscious need to give us, as
humans, an escape route from the horizons of conformity implied by
mass culture and the political control that goes with it. If we have
personalities, we cannot be drudges and minions.

Yet in my more specialised role as a reader, it seems to me that
the prevalence of "personality" has been something of a negative
inspiration in the context of biography, sowing the ground for the
luxuriant growth of a curious literary genre of simultaneous elevation
and contempt, of admiration followed, via revelations of fallibility,
by a thorough dismantling. We have been through a long stage of
being less familiar with Larkin's poetry than with his attachment to
pornography, less familiar with Eliot's poetry than with his anti-Semitism,
less familiar with Graham Greene's novels than with his
affairs with the tricky Catherine Walston and others. A cultural historian
might seriously have said in 1967 that "we know how little
we know about human beings, and how little of the evidence we have
would satisfy a psychologist interested in . . . character and motives".
4
The boom in literary biography-writing that began with Richard
Ellman's testamentary Oscar Wilde twenty years later cheerfully asserts
the opposite.

Why should this crisis of over-confidence make me uneasy? One
reason is that what one could call biography's invitation – what it offers
in its glimpses of the otherness of others – seems at best limited. Fiction,
the novel, describes a world of ambiguity and complexity. Its spirit whispers
to the reader, in Kundera's words, that "Things are not as simple
as you think"; its wisdom is the wisdom of uncertainty. Its interest is,
as Greene noted, quoting Browning, "on the dangerous edge of things.
The honest thief, the tender murderer, The superstitious atheist."

Biography on the other hand, with its dedicated clue-gathering, seeks
explanation, certainty, the categorical. An example (which I quote
because it shocks me): the number of accounts of novelists' lives that
are preoccupied with identifying the real-life models for the writer's
created characters. At best this betrays an ignorance of the novelist's
craft: in asserting who, in Graham Greene's "real life", was Querry the
architect ("Querry is Greene"), Bendrix the writer ("basically Greene"),
Morin the recluse ("Morin is Greene"), Greene's biographer is denying
his characters life, denying their author authorship. It is, if you like, a
kind of applied postmodernism. Isn't the truth the contrary, that characters
live because their creator lives their life for them, occasionally
at some cost to his or her own? But in its dedication to scene-of-crime
forensic means, biography wrestles blindfolded with the subjective
internal life.

Where there is "personality" there is always, not very far away, a
belief in the harmonious entity that Hegel categorised as "the honest
soul". (Such belief refuses Hegel's opposing concept of the disintegrated
consciousness, that we must all become if we are to be truly free.) But
even if we are honest souls, we remain restless beings. Why? Possibly
because subconsciously we know that we are failures, that the honest
soul is a mask, a construct, not the real thing. Much current biography
seems to be an expression of our desire to see that no one else, not
even the writer, that once admired figure of the cultural elite, has
succeeded in being that "honest soul" either. Read the biography, and
the thought strikes, consciously or not, that there is now no need to
read the writer. Kundera again:

The novelist destroys the house of his life and uses its stones to build the
house of his novel. A novelist's biographers thus undo what a novelist has
done, and redo what he undid. All their labour cannot illuminate either the
value or the meaning of a novel, can scarcely even identify a few of the
bricks. The moment Kafka attracts more attention than Joseph K, Kafka's
posthumous death begins.
5

How can biography's invitation be improved? There is no reason, outside
Milan Kundera's partisan dislike, why it should not exist. There is no
reason why it should not be an inquiry; but perhaps an inquiry like
the novel: an attempt not to judge or dismantle, but to re-create, understand,
breathe life into. A literary form in search of itself. In one sense
or more, it can perhaps best be the pursuit of fiction by other means.
A novel may be a biography that could take place. Biography may be
a novel that took place in a fully physical world, a novel in which the
biographer, also from that world, imagines themselves in the living
persona of their subject.

What raises these matters more sharply in Norman Lewis's case is
that, as writer and traveller, his life and work are inseparable. The body
of the writer, his live self, is the blade of the knife, putting himself in
the middle of the experience he relates. The writer does not have to
be so self-abnegating, so detached, so purely observational as his readers
imagine. Norman is an ideal subject to illustrate how false, in biography,
is the distinction between life and work. Both need to be described
and imagined.

As for biography – it needs, I think, to resist itself. To resist its
assumptions. The biographing of a writer like Norman Lewis should
not have the purpose of cross-questioning his motives or his fidelity to
truth or his privacy, as a route to proclaiming "here is the real Norman
Lewis". This is surely secondary. The real Norman Lewis is the one
who stood apart from the other children on the Forty Hill Freehold,
who went into business, travelled, wrote and spent summers in Spain,
decided he was a novelist, then that he was not, then that he was again,
organised his Sunday Times journalism to coincide with the coldest
part of the English winter, was terrified of frogs, fond of poaching and
red wine, cooking and spear fishing and fast cars, detested cats and
Christmas and organised religion: the Norman he himself, and only he,
knew. The primary offering here is, instead, one view – mine – of a
writer with an inimitable voice who, resisting the epiphenomena of the
writer's world, achieved an unusually high measure of freedom. It
occurs to me that possibly, just possibly, that is the key to the relationship
between this biographer and his subject: that this is a biography
by someone who dislikes biography about someone who disliked exposure,
a kind of double reluctance.

This reminds me of the occasion of the consecration of our friendship.
It was a cold Tuesday in November 1983. In El Vino's on Fleet
Street Norman was his usual engaging self, a reservoir of stories, a
highly enjoyable ancient mariner (to my diary he seemed like "a reformed
civil servant who has decided to make up for his loss of living"), and
at the same time he was a reticent companion where more reciprocal
conversation was concerned. As a combination this made for a slight
tension, in which every remark, observation or gesture seemed to be
extended on an invisible spring, ready to be jerked back if his listener
was not interested.

As we ate the sandwiches and drank the good-sized glasses of El
Vino's red bordeaux I realised he had extended his careful friendship
to me when, after a moment's silence, he asked me what "my situation"
was. It felt like a question of considerable magnitude, coming
from him. Afterwards, with neither of us either drunk or sober, as we
separated outside the Tube he clasped my forearm tight, in what struck
me as a Sicilian way, to say goodbye. At that moment I understood,
with a concurrent feeling of being immensely flattered, that some kind
of bond existed between us. This was all, I emphasise, Norman's
generosity. It was certainly not my doing. I had no idea how to make
friends with writers of stature in their seventies.

In conclusion: to go back to my first confession. I didn't want to
write Norman's life. I declined the suggestion twice while he was alive.
Why did I eventually agree? To stop someone else from doing it. This
may seem a trivial reason. But given my intense dislike of some of the
ways in which biography is written maybe it will be understood if I
say that the prospect of receiving, as a book reviewer, a biography of
Norman written by another writer was intolerable. This has a good
deal to do with having been Norman's friend for more than fifteen
years.

Having agreed in principle to write the book, and secured his family's
generous agreement, I found myself (of course) rapidly caught in the
snare. I was the reluctant biographer, compelled to be engaged. The
form in search of itself became a personal search for a form. I wanted
the trajectory of the book to begin with Norman's work – why did he
write? – and to finish with it. There is no other reason for me to chronicle
his extraordinarily eventful life. So when readers finish reading this
book, as I hope they will having started it, I also hope they will want
to go immediately (back) to his books. At which point, instead of being
the excuse for not reading a writer's work, the biography can disappear,
its work done. Writing is not so much about what you make as
what you make happen.

In the decision to write Norman's biography I also decided that I
was fortunate in some ways. This imposed, as good fortune should,
responsibilities. Norman Lewis is not just a remarkable and important
subject. Because I knew him, talked to him, listened to him, thought
about many things as a result of knowing him, he existed for me not
as a phantom to be tracked through papers and writings, but as a
reality. I not only know my own way, its progress and frustrations,
rather better for knowing his. I also remember the paths of thought
and pleasure he has taken me down. All this of course is the coincidence
and randomness of friendship; which raises the next question.
How to relate the coincidence and randomness of his life? Because
Norman's path was very far from preordained. He grew up at the
distant edge of north London's apparently endless suburbs, the lower-middle-class
son of a pharmacist. He won a scholarship to the local
grammar school, and left when he was seventeen. He did not go to
university. Few would have predicted in the caste-bound 1920s that he
would establish himself as a significant writer from such an entry level.

Yet as a stylist (apart from any other thing) he succeeded not just at
the highest level but as a revolutionary – a class hero, entirely selftaught.

"Human behaviour is a series of lunges, of which, it is sometimes
sensed, the direction is inevitable," as Patrick White says of Voss. That
was half Norman's case, half not. Which brings us back to the question
of perspective.

I remember reading one of Norman's first notebooks, a tiny, red,
water-stained book, covering his arrival at Salerno as part of the invasion
force of the Italian mainland in September 1943. In it is an episode
in which an Australian officer suggests to a soldier that he murder an
Italian civilian. In the version of the episode recounted in Norman's
memoir, Naples '44, where he describes it as the "most revolting episode
I have seen since joining the forces", the officer is unnamed. In his
notebook the officer is named. The exchange goes: "Horsefall to
Hampshire pvt [private]. 'Would you like to shoot this man?' 'I don't
mind if I do sir' (spitting on his hands)." It could be argued that those
two lines are, in Norman's writing them down, a retelling of something
already gone. But when I handle these small, ancient notebooks,
their pages falling out (good paper) and their ink spreading and lightening,
it isn't just the minuscule nearly illegible notes that fascinate. I
think also of the days before they were written: when the notebooks
were empty, the days unlived, when the world was waiting to happen
on clear pages that we know now (and only know) as history: concluded,
settled.

Should we be interested in what "actually" happened? Those
researches (Salerno, landings, casualties, General Clark's incompetence)
are essential at the time-line level. At the same time they obscure the
level at which life is lived. Worse even than that: by painting life as a
tunnel of chronology, they are useless in what the historian Greg Dening
calls the tease of describing process – how we tell, to ourselves, to
others, the stories that part the tunnel's darkness. Life is not lived from
the future to the past (despite our liking for stories to which we, as
narrators, already know the ending). So I feel compelled not just to
give a subjective, personal perspective of Norman and of his writing,
but also to attempt, in Dening's words, to return to the past the qualities
of the present that it once possessed.

And maybe these two concerns – the vitalness of subjectivity and
the vitalness of attempting to experience the past as we experience the
present, not as if it was over and done with but with its possibilities
intact – rough out an idea of what the poetics of biography might be.

Only an idea, because, whatever it is, biography is (as novels are) a
mongrel form: history, fiction, anthropology, sociology, philosophy,
prosody, criticism etc. etc. And because to focus on a life is also to
focus on what it means to be alive. Although my first and spontaneous
reason for writing Norman's biography was to stop anyone else from
doing the same (at least for a while), that form and that focus deserve
their own poetics.





INTRODUCTION

TURN left at the top of Goat Lane and within twenty seconds you find
yourself breathing in the proximity of London. Forty Hill, unrolling in
front of you, seems to set itself straight at the capital's great, incoherent
skyline, and then, as it runs out of downhill momentum and passes the
last of the old houses (a handsome early Georgian Hermitage, with
white-hooded windows), to buckle and lose its nerve, forking right and
left at the village green in an attempt to ward off the encounter. It is
too late. Re-entry into the world of urbanity, its landmarks and emblems,
is abrupt and complete as you reach the filled-in village pond, the
boarded-up Goat Tavern, the local-authority flats of beige 1960s brick,
the long road of 1930s houses that leads to a later pair of low-rise
blocks going by the inspirational, though possibly misunderstood, names
of Purcell and Bliss House, in whose shadow two Enfield Council
workers in reflective waistcoats are serenely scrubbing the sprayed tags
off the brickwork of the bridge over the New River.

A boy who grew up here during and after the First World War would
recognise none of the modern parts of this description, but the area's
future was already being shaded in. Between 1913 and 1935, the borough
maps show, the first suburban building boom to provide small family
homes for the city's workers began to obliterate the tracts of nurseries
and orchards, replacing them with the leafless regularity of massed bay-windowed
semis. "Do you know the road I live in – Ellesmere Road,
West Bletchley?" George Bowling asks in George Orwell's Coming Up
for Air (1939). "Even if you don't, you know fifty others exactly like
it." The boy himself would have lived in one of the forerunners of
those semis, on a piece of early development land known locally as the
Freehold. Of the Freehold a girl named Gwen Nicholls who grew up
here at the same time says, "The roads were not made up, there was
no lighting, and people who could find a little spot of land built a few
houses. And so we had all these open spaces between . . . we were
always out in the Freehold, playing feverishly."

But now go back to Goat Lane and turn right instead of left, onto
the hill, away from the city, upwards to a different world, a world
whose appearance succeeding waves of the twentieth century have barely
altered. Rising gently, tree-shaded on the left side and lined on the right
by the walls and locked gates, softened by hedges and ivy, of individual
Georgian houses, Forty Hill dismisses the city: a frieze of propertied
wealth that once bespoke the Tory party at home, its half-and-half
town-and-country houses owned by those who, having land interests
to the north and business interests to the south, preferred in their
domestic life to avoid the mundane details of both.

Forty Hill (I'm talking about the hill itself rather than the district
to which it gives its name) was a kind of select early suburb, an exemplar
of the utopian pleasantness of life detached from the odorous chaos
of city and country. Its apotheosis comes at the brow of the hill in the
grandiloquent but oddly heavy shape of Forty Hall, built by Inigo Jones
for Sir Nicholas Raynton, sometime Lord Mayor of London, in the
grounds of what was once Queen Elizabeth's palace of Elsynge. Past
the gates of Forty Hall the road drops away again, leaving the houses
behind and narrowing between the dark trees to turn past the ugly
Victorian front of Jesus Church and Forty Hill primary school and
cross another bridge, rather older than the one crossing the New River.

This is Maidens Bridge. The story of Walter Raleigh spreading his "new
plush coat" on the wet ground so that Queen Elizabeth could walk
over it has little basis in fact, but to it belongs the plausible detail that
it happened at Maidens Bridge. (Elizabeth visited Elsynge frequently
before it fell into neglect and was left to her spymaster Sir Robert
Cecil.) A privately published memoir of Forty Hill describes Maidens
Bridge in the 1920s having "three waterfalls and the brook ran round
to form what was known as Bluebell Island. In the spring it was a
beautiful sight with masses of bluebells and the waterfalls tumbling
down. . . . It was on Bluebell Island that the boys would go to swim
in the brook." The memoir's author does not mention one boy who
had a bicycle and also played there in the early 1920s, but eighty years
later Gwen Merrington, the former Gwen Nicholls, remembers him
well. "He rode over Maidens Bridge on the parapet. The parapet was
about eighteen inches or two foot wide, and flat . . . [it was] a very
brave thing to do, because it would be a fall of fifteen to sixteen feet
into the river."

These were the two halves of Forty Hill and still are: downhill to
the city and the democratic sweep of north London suburbia, uphill
to the grounds of Forty Hall and Maidens Bridge and beyond, to green
places with more than enough wilderness for an adventurous boy, but
all owned by someone else. The boy who balanced his way along the
capstones of Maidens Bridge was also suspended between the opposing
ways at the end of Goat Lane, where the cut-through of tied cottages
inhabited by Forty Hall workers opened out onto the hill: he could
turn left to domesticity, repetition, the attractions of urbanity, or right
to undiscovered places and (class-compromised) pastorality.

Anyone familiar with the books he wrote will know which way he
preferred; but the choice is not quite as simple as that. To explore is
to find and to lose: yourself, boredom, tormentors at home. All of these
were elements of his desire to escape. And growing up, always a matter
of going one way rather than another, is also, for some, a question of
going one way so far that they are obliged to look for the edge. Where
does that impulse come from? It's an impossible question to answer,
there being no control experiment, no double-blind test available for
a life, yet I think one can say, at least, that this boy's life began in
edges and oppositions: the edge of the capital, the edge of a wilderness;
he was the explorer who returned nightly to the protection of his
suburban home, the fugitive adored by his mother, the only son, privileged
and smothered in the wake of family tragedy (he was the only
survivor of four sons). That protective embrace is enough to make a
boy want to wriggle out and run away, and he did. And it was here
at the start of the incline of Forty Hill, a couple of hundred metres
from his front door, that he worked out what a getaway was. Not
swimming idyllically in the brook, but riding the length of the parapet,
disdaining the stony riverbed.





PART ONE

BECOMING

A Youth in Eight Tendencies

Exclusion, madness, mistrust, boredom,
escape, dandyism, hedonism, speed




"Par quels moyens cherchez-vous à plaire?" ("By what means
do you aim to please?")

Joseph Conrad: "By making myself scarce."

Question 2 of a questionnaire in "Album

de Confidences", 1888, printed in Gérard

Jean-Aubry, Vie de Conrad
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ARABIA

"O my house, my dear little house,

hider of my little failings!"

Arabian saying

IN spring 1937 Norman Lewis spent two months in southern Arabia.
He was twenty-eight years old and had travelled to Aden at the suggestion
of the Foreign Office. Until March 1937 Aden had been an
anomalous pocket of British India on the Arabian peninsula, but on
1 April the settlement became a full colony controlled directly from
London. The change was dictated by the urgent refashioning of British
strategy. The Foreign Office was actively looking for ways to protect
Britain's interests in Arabia, particularly the Yemen, after Italy's conquest
of Abyssinia (Ethiopia) in 1936 and was highly nervous of where Italy's
gaze would fall next. The context of this nervousness was the widely
held British belief that most of Arabia, including its emerging oil wealth,
was its personal fief. The writer and traveller Freya Stark beautifully
demonstrates British anxiety in a slightly neurotic but prophetic (in
the sense that it lays out British worries for the next three-quarters of
a century) letter she wrote from Baghdad that spring to her friend
Lord Halifax: "I can't tell you how urgent I think the Arabian problem
has become, now with the discovery of oil: as if the Bank of England
were dumped unguarded in the middle of Chicago! I hope we may
provide a guard . . . and then we can talk afterwards about dividing
raw materials!"
1

Norman's Arabian journey was a spying mission. He had been selected
informally for his photographic ability and tasked with documenting
the Yemen and the comings and goings of its Italian suitors at first
hand. In the event he spent six weeks at Aden, unable to find a way
into the country, though his travelling companion, a Hungarian adventurer
named Farago, did get across the border for a brief reconnaissance
(without telling Norman or his British minders). Norman's greatest
success on the journey was a trip he eventually made by dhow from
Aden along the Indian Ocean and up the Red Sea along the coast of
the Yemen. Back in England he turned the photographs he had taken
into an album with his own commentary, published the following year
under the pedestrian (there's no other word) title Sand and Sea in
Arabia. Later he dismissed this book as a "deadly secret". But his unexpected
Arabian adventure – until then he had been a businessman dealing
in an implausible range of goods, from lost umbrellas to photographic
supplies – lodged deep in his memory. "The fact of the matter was,"
he said nearly sixty years later, "having got there I remember thinking
that what I would really like to do would be to get out there and stay
there, just drop all my responsibilities."
2

Yet this was not the first time Arabia had inspired him. At the age
of fourteen or fifteen Norman had come across the idea of Arabia
somewhere – in his reading perhaps, at a time when books can powerfully
vaccinate their readers against the tedium of reality – and been
so struck by it that he had imported it into the scenery of suburban
Enfield. His first step was to dress like an Arab. At weekends and
during the holidays he "often had a knife in his belt . . . a long camelhaired
coat, a tied scarf, a knife", one of the other Forty Hill children
remembers.
3 "The girls, the children in the village, rather struggled
for notoriety to know Lewis. He became that kind of figurehead."
He also claimed to be of Arab origin through his mother (who was
from Carmarthen). This self-identification was not a passing enthusiasm.
A girl who used to see him on the bus from Forty Hill to
Enfield Chase station in the morning describes him in his early twenties
as "a sight to behold. He was very striking [with a] sallow
complexion, Levantine . . . dark hair, very dark eyes, narrow cheekbones
and aquiline nose. He wore a long belted camel overcoat to
his ankles."
4

The Arab figure evolved into a more diffuse Latin, Spanish,
Mediterranean identity but its association with his childhood self
stayed with him. On the first page of his autobiography Jackdaw
Cake, describing his perplexity at being sent to stay with three severely
eccentric aunts in Wales, he likens his acceptance of this twist in his
life to that of "an Arab child stuffed with the resignation of his religion".
And there is, surprisingly, a further perspective: he may actually
have been right. Despite the deep vein of self-reinvention in this first
impulse to dissociate himself from his Forty Hill and Enfield surroundings,
his "Arab roots" and his Welshness may have been more connected
than they seem. Welsh has similarities with the Celtiberian language
(as does Irish), and Celtiberian culture, about whose origins archaeologists
remain at the several-theories stage, is at least connected, as
Gerald Brenan points out, to the microlith-making of the Saharan
Capsians and the round-bellied pots of the Libyan or Tunisian early
Mediterraneans.
5

Real or mock, whatever the genetic soup in which the fourteen-year-old
Norman cooked and served himself, his future attraction to the
shores of southern Europe and north Africa and the islands of the
Mediterranean, to the Spanish islands of the Caribbean and the totality
of Latin America, and his attraction to Spanish, Italian and Arabic
languages, make him without doubt an honorary Mediterranean or
Levantine, even if "Arabia" in the context of early 1920s Enfield was
only a teenage boy's emblem of romance, the farthest place he could
think of. His first edge.

Norman's feelings of emotional displacement were also not exclusively
his. In an unpublished essay, "Blessing the squire and his relations",
which is really about his father, he describes Richard Lewis too as "a
stranger in a foreign land".

Everything about England and the English mystified him, and he was handicapped
in his contacts by a poor English vocabulary. . . . Father found his
surroundings alien and uncomfortable. [His birthplace of] Carmarthen was set
among the green hills, littered with ruined castles and abandoned chapels. It
was a place of half-forgotten martyrdoms where Christian zealots from overseas
had wrestled with sophisticated pagans, where a great Celtic epic – the
Black Book of Carmarthen – had been composed. Forty Hill, where he lived
in exile, had no past to speak of, and no great vestiges of power or faith.
From my father's bedroom window he saw a flat landscape without surprises,
drawn to a dry, powdery horizon, on which the dome of St Paul's Cathedral
sat like a grey bubble, fourteen miles away.
6

The details of Richard Lewis's exile differ in the telling. In Jackdaw
Cake Norman describes his father as being driven to England by
irreconcilable clashes with his grandfather, in the unpublished essay
by economic circumstances attendant on Carmarthen's decline as a
small port on the Tywi. In a published piece with a similar title, "God
bless the squire", his father is referred to more positively as starting
his working life "promisingly enough in London as an analytical
chemist".
7 But in all his son's accounts Richard Lewis is the same
model of a lonely estranged Welshman, his situation and character
one-part English suburban absurdity to three-parts Welsh tragicomedy.
Instead of becoming, as his son variously suggests he wanted to, an
artist, a preacher, a lawyer or a doctor, Richard Lewis trained as a
pharmacist, stepping up from managing a north London branch of
the Timothy White chemist's chain to opening his own chemist's shop
in Southbury Road in the centre of the prospering, still semi-rural
Enfield Town.

His first Enfield address was 3 Hampton Villas in Sydney Road, now
part of the town's choked one-way system, its villas replaced by a
bombsite car park on one side and a lowering shopping mall on the
other. By the time of Norman's birth in 1908 the Lewises, Richard and
Louisa and their sons David, fifteen, and Montague, nine, had removed
themselves from the expanding town centre and been living in the
village calm of Forty Hill, a couple of miles to the north, for five years.

Richard Lewis was a diminutive man, nothing like his son's future
height, and easily excited. His limited English vocabulary, the result,
according to Norman, of a psychological block instigated by a mild
thrashing for being caught speaking Welsh at Pentrepoeth primary school
in Carmarthen, was the launch pad for a ritual of incomprehension.
"He tried to cover up the frequent gaps where the words were missing
by speaking very rapidly and filling in with a quick meaningless gabble,
and often a word or two of dog-Latin from his pharmaceutical studies.
Usually an intelligent listener got the gist of what he was talking about,
but breakdowns in communication were frequent."
8

Norman's father embarrassed him. The other Forty Hill children
found Richard Lewis a target for laughter. Gwen Nicholls, born the
year after Norman and one of the few Forty Hill children he was close
to, remembers that on 5 November

we would go round to see Norman's firework display. Whereas we had ours
in the street and Norman would come, Norman had to have a special one in
his garden, and his father used to entertain us far more than the fireworks.
He would start talking and he'd get so excited that he'd go off and do a foreign
sort of language which I imagine must have been [Welsh]. And Norman used
to get so embarrassed . . . he was half in our world and then had this incredibly
contrasting world . . . we were the only family who would respond to
him. All the other children rejected him.
9

Later, as the years and the Lewis parents' unhappinesses intensified
Richard Lewis's discomfort, he started drinking, and Norman's embarrassment
gave way to practical action, steering the Beckettian figure of
his father home and keeping him as far as he could from harm and
ridicule.

His mother Louisa was the clown's foil. In the way of spouses, she
matched her husband's excitability with a balancing earnestness, his
capering with an obsidian coolness. She was tall and is remembered as
oppressively mysterious, possibly the least at home of all the family in
the makeshift domesticity of Forty Hill. "While growing up," Gwen
remembers, "there were parties on [Norman's] birthday with a selected
choice of local children – very basic scene and fare – Mrs Lewis was
a poor cook, a sad heavy-laden person. I remember Lewis whispering
to me, 'I've spat in the custard', and having to spare Mrs Lewis and
the children by my silence, and leaving an uneaten trifle."
10

Writing about Richard and Louisa Lewis, whom I didn't know, I
feel divided between the rational task of listing their oddities and an
irrational concern for narrative adequacy. How can their lives, living
through what they lived through, be fairly told, giving reasonable latitude
to Norman's often very funny reactions to them and to the possible
reasons behind their many failings? Why ought we to worry in any
case? Perhaps we should start with the facts, which are simple. When
Norman was born, on 28 June 1908, he had two brothers, David and
Monty. Less than fifteen months later, he had one. Just over six years
after that, before he reached the age of eight, he was alone. David Rae
Douglas Lewis died of tubercular peritonitis and exhaustion, aged
sixteen, in the Lewises' home at Carterhatch Lane in September 1909.
Less than seven years later, in January 1916 Montague Richard Warren
Lewis also died, aged seventeen, at home of chronic nephritis. Monty,
who had talent as a musician, was in poor health, and the winter of
1915–16 was a notably wet one. "I remember seeing him," Gwen
Nicholls says – she would have been five – "I remember my mother
and aunt [saying] with awe in their voices, 'There goes poor Monty.'"

So from before his eighth birthday Norman was an only child. As
if two deaths were not enough, there had also been a third brother
who, "dropped as an infant by a girl who was looking after him, was
carried off by meningitis".
11 One reason, then, that we might worry
about how adequately the Lewis parents' story can be told is that, even
allowing for the unforgiving child mortality rates of a century ago, the
grief of parents is irremediable. Richard and Louisa may have been
eccentric, and increasingly so. They must also be allowed not just their
sorrow, but some long-term derangement at the death of two teenage
sons – the younger of whom Norman too was very attached to, and
stayed so in memory. (In hospital at Saffron Walden ninety years later,
as his lucidity left him, it was Monty he called out for.)

From 1916, the year of Monty's death, oddities small and great
cropped up in Norman's parents' behaviour: the smallest, that after his
brother died Norman was known alternately as "Normie" and "Monty"
by his mother; the greatest that they put up a spiritualist chapel in their
back garden to be able to contact the astral bodies of their dead sons.
(Its successor, the unpoetic redbrick Beacon of Light spiritualist church
on the corner of Carterhatch Lane and Layard Road – motto "Life After
Death Proved" – still welcomes congregations for clairvoyance and spiritual
healing on Mondays and Thursdays.) Despite the alleged
contemporary appeal of spiritualism – a combination of mumbo-jumbo
and coping mechanism in the face of the carnage of the First World War
– it did not enjoy much popularity among the working class who made
up most of Forty Hill's population. There were plenty in Forty Hill whose
sympathy for Mrs Lewis's grief did not extend to her repeated recruitment
drives for her seances, and who failed to find the Lewises' new-found
serenity as rich a well of comedy as Norman did in his later ruthlessly
satirical portrait of home life at Carterhatch Lane in Jackdaw Cake.

The effect on Norman of losing Monty was deep. He had loved his
serious, dutiful older brother. The effect on him of his parents' loss
would have been, one imagines, added oppression at the concentration
on him of all their affection and protectiveness. They were, in addition,
middle-aged: Louisa was forty-three when Norman was born,
Richard forty-one, so in 1916 they would have been fifty and fortyeight.
Norman was their last hope. The silent fear that their youngest
son too would fail to outlive them must have sensitised all three. In
Norman's case it honed his need to flee their dependency, however
benevolent.

In Jackdaw Cake Norman remembers his pleasure as a small boy in
his father's company.

I saw as much as I could of my father at weekends, or on Wednesday afternoons
when he was free from business, and I hurried home from school. He
was an excellent companion for a child, because his personality was childlike,
and he was strikingly immature in his enthusiasms.
12

It was a short-lived idyll. When grief and spiritualism took hold of
mother and father and adolescent self-consciousness took hold of the
son, embarrassment and distance replaced it.

Views are important. The flat landscape all the way to St Paul's seen
from his father's bedroom contrasted with the rise of cow-grazed
meadow land from the back bedrooms of their house in Carterhatch
Lane (now a car-packed access route to the Great Cambridge Road),
and Norman's description of "Clifton", later 343, Carterhatch Lane as
a "quiet, rather dismal little house tucked away behind the orchards"
cannot be entirely trusted. One of a pair of semi-detached houses
standing in large, lush gardens, it was a cut above the terraced houses
in neighbouring Bridgenhall and Layard Roads. But Norman's feelings
about almost everything in Forty Hill were conditioned by his deep
vulnerability to boredom there. When he says that the area "had no
past to speak of, and no great vestiges of power or faith", he is wrong:
it had kings and queens, spymasters and grandees, estates owned by
invisible knights and other capi of church and state, including Field
Marshal French, leader of the British Expeditionary Force in the First
World War, and Sir Dudley Orr-Lewis, maker of the Lewis gun. But
for Norman then and later it was the wrong kind of past, scattered
with the palaces of the monarchy and the latifundias of the nobility,
and the wrong vestiges of power. There were no struggles, no martyrdoms,
no Black Books, no rebellion against the tyranny of facts; only
feudal servitude.

Gwen Nicholls (now Merrington) sees his situation differently. "He
lived just round the corner in a slightly nicer house, but facing a beautiful
cherry orchard which stretched for two miles, so you could either
walk the cherry orchard way to Enfield or cut along Baker Street. It
was rutted, it was puddly, you know, it was natural. He was most
scathing about it."

The area of houses where Norman and the Nicholls children lived,
known as the Freehold, was part of an estate that had been sold in the
1860s for building, but development was sluggish. To Gwen the semi-wilderness
of gravel pits and rutted roads was a child's paradise for
play. "It was just sort of grown up out of the earth. . . . It was not
lighted. The roads were not surfaced. . . . We could see right across to
Epping Forest from behind." Norman, however, lived in the Freehold
"much to his disgust. He didn't want to be attached to anything, I
suppose."
13

Forty Hill, in short, was boring because he found it boring. But there
was another factor to his boredom and disgust. The Lewises' marginal
economic superiority to other Freehold families, and Richard and Louisa's
failings that began as marginal and grew not to be, made the family
stand out. Forty Hill had no middle class; Norman, nowhere near
upper-class and only just outside working-class, had no place. In the
subtle tribalism of the English class system, and its even subtler variant,
the English class system as understood by children, he was immediately
marked.

"He was different from our point of view because he was in a
better position than we were," Gwen says. "We were definitely poor,
working-class kids, and to be a chemist's son was one stratum, two,
three strata above."
14 Norman stayed on the edge of whatever game
or group activity was going on, never joining in. Later he had a
bicycle, which few working-class children had, and a collie and an
air rifle, gifts from his parents: the possession of such obvious status
signs increased his social difference. There was also his Welshness.
"In the case of my own family," he wrote, "class divisions remained
an enigma never fully understood. . . . The social complexities of Forty
Hill were wholly foreign to rural Wales."
15 And there was, increasingly,
the rather public fact of his father's, and later mother's,
idiosyncrasies of behaviour.

Norman – John Frederick Norman on his birth certificate – was
enrolled at Forty Hill Church School on 19 May 1913, a month before
his fifth birthday. His immediate destiny as a junior denizen of Forty
Hill, about to acquire experiences he would later use both as urgent
reasons to escape and rich material to dismantle, comically, the place
where he was forced to spend most of his childhood, was confirmed.
The first few weeks of school passed by, I would think, in a blur of
not entirely unpleasant novelty. On 11 June the School Sports were
held in Town Park, and there was a holiday for all the schools in the
parish. A week later, on the 18th, Enfield Carnival resulted in another
half-day holiday, and ten days later it was Norman's fifth birthday. On
4 July the Forty Hill School children bought a "cross of flowers" to
be placed on the coffin of Elizabeth Hardwick, an ex-pupil who had
just left school at fourteen and had died of unknown causes on 30
June. On 16 July the annual Primrose League Fête was held in Forty
Hall Park, and on the 21st the school closed again, this time for the
Forty Hill Church Choir annual excursion to Eastbourne. On 1 August
the summer holidays started.

School and church were indissolubly linked. This was a fact Norman
later reserved particular sarcasm for. You can see his point. Levels of
Christian oppressiveness were high in English suburban society, and
the parsimonious silhouette of the neo-Gothic Jesus Church with its
mean grey towers and crosses at both ends peering down at the school
across a paddock must have seemed authoritarian, if not baleful, to
the children. Frederick Eastaugh, Forty Hill School's headmaster, was
the church clerk, and the vicar of Jesus Church, Reverend E W Kempe,
was school manager. Organised religion, to the adult Norman, was
generally "diabolical", "a hugely successful political thing, but successful
for those who take the spoils of the world . . . the school I went to
was a Church of England school and we used to start with the creed
in the morning at assembly, 'To do our duty in that sphere of life unto
which it has pleased God to call us', over and over and over."
16 Knowing
your station in life and sticking to it, a theme drummed into the children
early on, was another focus for Norman's scorn. Yet when the
children went to church on Ash Wednesday and Ascension Day, half-holidays
followed; there were also half-holidays for the "Sunday School
annual Treat", the "Coronation Treat", when all the children would
salute the Union Jack before marching to Myddelton House, and for
several other occasions, from Empire Day to the "Enfield Tradesmen's
Cycling Club School Singing Competition". There was a full holiday
for the king's birthday.

And Frederick Eastaugh, for all his trailing clouds of Victorian starch
– he had become head teacher in 1878 and did not retire until 1920
– may have noted with disapproval the slumps in attendance that coincided
with the arrival of Sangers Circus in Enfield or the annual fêtes
in Cherry Orchard Lane and Baker Street, but he never made serious
attempts to counter them. We know about his disapproval from his
entries in the Forty Hill School Log Book that he kept as headmaster
until his retirement.
17 The pages of the log cover fifty-six years in all,
including the years before and after Eastaugh's headship, and Eastaugh
himself comes out as the most informative of its three keepers, more
human – and sometimes unintentionally revealing – than his pre decessor
or successor. Despite Norman's mockery, he is unlikely to have been
worse than most members of the black-winged brotherhood of the late
Victorian teaching profession.

And despite condemning Eastaugh's apparent snobbery (when
Eastaugh's nephew was admitted to the school Mrs Eastaugh instructed
the children to address him not as "Thomas" but "Master Thomas")
and his liking for caning the girls, Norman enjoyed learning. "I learnt
very easily indeed, and I had an excellent memory so that pretty well
if I read a poem I could almost speak it back."
18 It was not the arbitrary
subjugation of school authority that would threaten his happiness
and stability at school, as it later turned out, but his own intelligence
and facility.

Before that happened, the stability of most of Europe was to be
threatened. As war against Germany was declared in the summer holidays
of 1914, the Forty Hill School log records only that on 9 October
Mr Eastaugh "received from the E[nfield] E[ducation] C[ommittee]
another pamphlet for distribution among the teachers on 'Why we
had to go to War'". A few days later, the children sang "naval songs"
on the anniversary of Nelson's death and the older ones wrote an
epitome of his life; but Gwen Merrington remembers that generally
"We young children were by no means borne down by [the war] . . .
it was life slowly unfolding, so while Europe inflicted terrible suffering
on its adult population, we were adjusting to the new ideas it brought
to our games – mock battles for the boys, nursing their wounded for
the girls." Gwen's brother Bill, two years older than Norman, who
later became his friend and political mentor, heard the declaration of
war on a hot summer's day on his way home from Enfield Town
Baths. In his description of the war's early impact on the people of
Forty Hill, in the noise of clinking spurs and young men singing, the
sounds of doomed anachronism and misjudgment are clearly to be
heard.

I was with Len Parker, a neighbour of twelve or thirteen years of age. I was
eight years old. His first reaction was an excited "I bet we'll win, I bet we'll
win". I remember exactly where we were, nearing Ridler Road, not far from
the spot where I'd seen Buffalo Bill about three years previously.

There was great excitement and a feeling of release and escape, I believe.
People felt that they could get off from the deadly grind, the treadmill of ordinary
living, and raise their sights to new horizons.

. . . I can remember hundreds of cavalry-men and their horses bivouacking
in Fish's Field near our school shortly after the outbreak of war. And Aunt
Marge having a taciturn soldier billeted on her at her home. Also regiments
of soldiers marching and training. Spurs were much in evidence, every other
soldier seemed to wear jingling spurs and riding breeches. Some men flocked
to join up in the early days and patriotic songs were sung. Ebullient cheerfulness
was the order of the day.
19

School life continued its metronomic pace. The rhythm of lessons,
illnesses – there was whooping cough, measles and diphtheria in 1915
– church attendance and sports days went on. A girl named Nora
Cracknell, who had won a prize for regular attendance and good conduct
at Christmas, died at the beginning of June. In September the Zeppelin
raids that had started in east Anglia at the beginning of the year affected
school attendance, and Frederick Eastaugh was warned to economise
on fuel and gas. The week before Christmas he was absent from school
in London, finding out what had happened to his wounded son, who
had emigrated to Australia and enlisted in the Australian army. He had
also taken on a new member of staff named Lewis – also from
Carmarthen, and probably a cousin of Norman's – and after the
Christmas holiday a pimple of displeasure at Lewis's repeated absences
from school on various excuses began, even filtered through the disciplined
tone of the school log, to swell into a boil of annoyance. On
16 March 1916 "Mr Lewis has permission from the Clerk E[nfield]
E[ducation] C[ommittee] to go to South Wales on business." Six days
later, on 22 March, "Mr Lewis returned this morning having exceeded
his leave of absence by two days." By November, serious anger management
had taken over as "Mr Lewis received a telegram this afternoon
[the 21st] requesting him to go down to Carmarthen at once. He saw
Mr Hepworth (Clerk to the Enfield Education Committee)" who,
clearly unwisely, "gave him leave of absence till Thursday evening".
On Friday 24 November, through gritted teeth, Eastaugh recorded "Mr
Lewis not at school" and hardly mollified on the 27th noted that "Mr
Lewis returned to school (Monday)". Paris and London were being
bombed by Zeppelins, Verdun and the Somme were reaping their harvest
of dead, but the greatest tragedies and controversies imply no cessation
of the least. Sometimes the opposite is true, and war is a distraction.

On 3 September 1916 there occurred the most potent incursion of
the war into the lives of Forty Hill's civilians, the shooting down of a
Zeppelin at the village of Cuffley five miles away. The high, throbbing
tone of the Zeppelin airships had regularly been heard over the village.
"In a way I enjoyed the Zeppelin raids," Gwen's brother Bill said.

It was different and exciting to be wakened in the middle of the night, bundled
downstairs, the kitchen table dragged to the wall with us children tight underneath,
an eiderdown pinned up to the window against flying glass. . . . Cousin
Jack Tofts from Braintree was staying with us at the time of the Cuffley Zepp.
It seemed to arrive in our vicinity unheralded. We were tumbled out of bed
and downstairs in a silent hurry, teeth chattering . . . with Dad in and out of
the front door reporting progress. We'd hear the droning of the engines. "It's
right overhead now," Dad reported, "God help us if they drop a bomb. Here
comes a bomb." We waited, crouched [there] for ages, it seemed, before we
heard the explosions. The bombs fell a couple of miles away. No doubt the
Zepp, realising it was under attack, released its bombs to gain mobility. We
heard the rattle of machine-gun fire and then saw the brilliant glow as the
gas-filled monster burst into flames and slowly fell out of the sky.
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In an unpublished manuscript that was part of an intended novel,
Norman describes the airship's fall.

When the airship caught fire all the people ran out of their houses and started
to shout. The sound of the shouting was all round us, and went on and on.
The whole sky had gone red, with the airship burning almost overhead and
fire trickling from it all the way down to the earth. In the garden it was hard
to believe [the] leaves and branches of the trees weren't on fire. The light was
as strong as at midday, except that it was red. I saw my mother's eyes wide
open for the first time, with the tight wrinkles all round them lit up by the
flames, and the pink reflections in them, and to my surprise I saw that she
was weeping.

I expected the airship to come plunging down, to fall like a stone. Instead
it tilted as it drifted away from us and a glowing mass began to drip from it
in the way wax drips from a tilted candle. I was surprised that half the airship
still in the sky kept its shape, although it was slowly sinking away from us
towards the horizon, emptying fire into the night. With all the shouting still
going on it was hard to hear each other speak: I asked my mother among all
these shouts of joy why she was crying, and she said, "It's all those poor men
up there being burned to death."
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The flaming airship sailed on to its doom, and people set out on foot
from Forty Hill to the scene. Annie Nicholls, Gwen and Bill's mother,
joined the crowds, "only to be most horrified at seeing twelve very
young Germans laid out in death in the little village church of Cuffley".
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The eight-year-old Norman's state of mind in 1916 cannot be known,
but it would be unusual if Monty's death at the start of the year hadn't
left him feeling stranded and anxious, as children often feel after calamity,
about what bad thing might happen next. He was an only child now,
with parents helplessly different from the other parents they lived among.
An easy target for animosity, he made things worse by being academically
clever. Other children called him names, Gwen remembers, and
apart from the Nicholls children he wasn't close to anyone in the neighbourhood.

A few weeks after the Cuffley Zeppelin was shot down, on
2 November, his name appears in the Forty Hill School corporal punishment
book. Almost all the recorded punishments – mostly a stroke of
the cane on the hand – were for offences that would go unremarked
today, "Calling out unnecessarily", "Inattention", "Impudence", "Silly
answer", "Rudeness", "Swearing in school", and the perennial (till
desks were modernised) "Playing with the inkwells". The most serious
infractions were truanting, stubbornness and cheeking a teacher in
public; these could earn the offender two strokes on the seat. But
Norman's punishment, two strokes on his hand, was for the rare offence
of "Fighting" with a boy named Charles Prior, who got the same.

We don't know what he and Prior were fighting about, but there is
a suggestion of a boy under pressure. Despite his later insistence on
the dismalness of his Enfield background (in which he wasn't alone:
an anonymous writer in the Enfield Tatler in 1905 considered it
"suburban to the core"), it was not that Forty Hill as a place was
entirely gross and unpleasant. It was that Norman didn't fit. The contrast
between Norman's life and that of the Nicholls children, for instance,
was very great. Gwen's father, a builder who had to give up work
because of ill health, brought in just enough to keep his family and,
labouring in conditions of insecurity and overwork familiar to most
working-class men, suffered and died young. The Nicholls' life was far
more straitened than the Lewises' – William Nicholls earned £3 if he
succeeded in working a five-and-a-half-day week – yet their memories
are sweeter. Gwen recalls

fiendish crazes for bowling hoops, whipping tops, skipping and best of all was
our golf craze when, with one golf club between us and a ball each, we boys
and girls would play each other with such concentration and zest, our golf
course stretching from one open green to another, across the road and back
again – there was no traffic then to impede our activities. And there was never
to be forgotten the occasions during the frequently severe winters when we
would skate or slide on the village pond, during one such winter being allowed
free access to Sir Henry Bowles' beautiful lake [at Forty Hall], my brothers
and I taking and cooking our breakfast on the brink of this sparkling frozen
scene and skating as skilfully as we could with skates that had been used by
our parents in their young days. All this before going to school.
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Her brother Bill Nicholls describes a Forty Hill simultaneously thrilling
and opiate, a childhood that glows with remembered light, the sunshine
dripping off its days like paint, its ingredients recognition of the seasons,
disdain for the automobile, an apparently permanent but unintrusive
war, and life out of doors.

The horse was still the motive power, pulling the drays and carts and carriages
along. Motor cars were an expensive joke, mainly for the wealthy to toy with.
In those days the great majority of roads were not surfaced with tarmac. They
were very muddy in winter and dusty in summer. A motor car passing when
it was dry would be followed by a giant cloud of dust and would usually
frighten the horses. On the rare approach of one, we would try to take refuge
in a gateway off the road, out of harm's way, to avoid the shying and bolting
of the frightened horses. Otherwise the roads were not dangerous, we used to
play football on them on the way to school, passing the ball from side to side
as we went along, or play legalong marbles along the gutters. . . .

There were often fighter aircraft practising over the Bowles estate [at Forty
Hall], diving, looping and stunt-flying over the parkland. . . . One hit the top
of a tree and crashed in fragments. The pilot was unhurt. I went to the scene
of the crash and proudly brought home half of the propeller which was a great
prize. The planes of those days, being so much smaller, could be far more
acrobatic, with their tight turns and twists, loops and falling-leaf dives, opening
up and shutting off their engines. . . . It was our intrepid uncle [Harry, stationed
at Chingford aerodrome] who caused such excitement in the Freehold when
he persuaded a pilot to land with him in nearby Cracknell's Field so that he
could dash home and surprise Aunt Marge, while the boys of the village,
Norman Lewis included, looked on at the unusual sight of an aeroplane lightlanding
in our back yard. . . .

For us children the war went on for ever. Four and a half years is a long
time, almost a lifetime, to a child. . . . We carried on as best we could. . . . We
were outdoor children, playing in the street and open spaces. There was always
the rat-tat-tat of machine-gun fire, especially if the wind was easterly from
Enfield Lock, where small arms production and testing was at full stretch. But
we took little notice of it, it was a backdrop to everyday living and we didn't
realise its significance. War scenes invaded our drawing books. I can still draw
a passable Zeppelin, surrounded by shellbursts.
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Others' contentment, of course, didn't better Norman's perspective.
(Perhaps large families – there were six Nicholls children – offer better
insurance against unhappiness than small ones.) There is no direct trace
of what his life was like during the following year; in biographical
terms he was lying low, and may also have been lying low in reality,
a lonely, clever young misfit apprehensive of the future. He shared one
interest with his father: they went birdwatching together or, more accurately,
bird-nesting, which was not the taboo it now is (though taking
certain eggs, like the robin's, was). Orchards that by 1935 had been
obliterated by a dozen of George Bowling's West Bletchley avenues ran
the full two miles to Enfield Town. You could walk the Baker Street
highway, or the twitchel path over a stile that ran between hedges
through cherry orchards as far as Southbury Road, Enfield, where R G
Lewis the chemist's was. The thousands of fruit trees supplied constant
opportunities for watching finches, woodpeckers and robins. A couple
of years later Norman would break his leg in the orchards, going after
robins' eggs. "He was very proud of his collection of eggs, and with
the orchard opposite there was always a temptation," Gwen says.
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Richard Lewis put an aviary in the back garden at Carterhatch Lane
and imported Japanese robins to fill it. Louisa too did her earnest best
to stop Norman from being bored, and possibly from escaping. "Lewis's
mother used to say, 'Could Gwen play with Normie?' and I'd go to
his garden. He had a lot of beautiful toys he never played with, and
he had an aviary, but we didn't play, he just chased me round the
garden and frightened the wits out of me."
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Through the spring of 1917, the novel experience of enemy air raids
provided diversions and affected school attendance. Norman's namesake,
Lewis the teacher, had joined up as a special constable. Frederick
Eastaugh seems to have seen this as an excuse for more malingering.
"3 April: Received notice that Mr Lewis has leave of absence tomorrow
afternoon in order that he may attend to duties as a special constable."
"19 June: Mr Lewis has been called up to Mill Hill today for another
medical examination." On 2 July Eastaugh recorded that the fiancé of
Vida Cooke, his favourite teacher who had worked at the school since
1907, had been killed in France. The summer holidays were early that
year, and the children were back at their desks on 27 August. Ten days
later the head teacher was informed that the children "must be encouraged
to harvest and gather horse chestnuts", and within two weeks he
reported that they were "busy gathering horse chestnuts, which are
said to be useful substitutes for grain which is used in certain industrial
processes which are essential to the prosecution of the war". Night
air raids intensified over the winter, reaching a climax in the last week
of January 1918 and emptying the school, parents keeping their children
at home because of lack of sleep and in some cases, including
Eastaugh's own daughter, panic attacks. It was not all grim: Gwen
Merrington remembers that "for Saturday afternoons and Sundays in
all weathers we would take long, rambling walks into the countryside.
Midwinter would be the time to have a better fire and push back the
kitchen table, make room for us all and in flickering firelight have a
family sing-song." But her family had sorrow to come: William Nicholls,
her father, died from pericarditis caused by rheumatic fever on 8 March.
He was forty-two. Five days later, as the Nicholls children got ready
for their father's funeral, all Enfield schools were given a holiday for
the children to witness a visit to the town by one of the army's new
tanks. This was a flag-waving portent of events later in the year, of the
motorised counter-attack in August by British Mark IV and Mark V
tanks and 120,000 men that was the overture to German defeat. In
April and May, however, the Germans' spring offensive was not near
being halted.

Yet on 31 May the war, I think, did seem a distraction to one pupil
at Forty Hill School. It took him eight decades to talk about the event.
It happened during the visit by the Diocesan Inspector, who came to
the school once a year to examine the children in their knowledge of
scripture.

"There was an inspector [who] called at the school," Norman said,
"and was talking to the headmaster in front of the other children . . .
I realised I was condemned at that moment, [as] the headmaster said
to him, 'Of course we have a boy here who we don't teach at all, he
teaches himself.'"
27 Frederick Eastaugh may have been fond or proud
or both of Norman, but the impact of his foolish compliment on
classmates who already regarded Norman as an outsider can be easily
pictured. For most of his life Norman did not mention the sustained
campaign that now started. In Jackdaw Cake he suppressed his Forty
Hill schooldays entirely, putting his year with his grandfather and
three aunts in Carmarthen down to "my grandfather's ambition to
make a Welshman of me". In 1996, I began an interview with him
for a newspaper feature by trying to draw him out about a period
he hadn't written about. He unexpectedly started talking about this
episode.

Forty Hill, he said, had a semi-rural roughness, "not wholly rustic
because a number of the menfolk there used to go on their bicycles to
a place called Brimsdown [to the Enfield small arms factory or the
Brimsdown Lead Works] which was on the Lee and it was industrialised
and they of course had a worse life than the semi-serfs who
worked for the local landowners there. . . . There were those people,
and the ones that were under the landlords who had a slightly better
time of it, but they too were severely exploited. Therefore they were
brutalised by their environment." Their children had few niceties of
behaviour.

I was driven to go to Wales at the age of [ten] through bullying of such an
intensive kind that it would have been the headlines in the papers today. . . .
For example, they would decide what would be likely to cause the maximum
amount of pain in the minimum time, and I remember being thrown in deep
beds of nettles – that would have been in summer – and I remember in winter
the final example was that I was thrashed with sheets of ice, the cutting edges,
and I was so covered with blood that I remember when these boys then went
off and left me there, a woman was going past with a pram, trying to get me
into the pram and take me home. This was the most awful thing, this was
worse than the pain I had suffered. . . .

They were exceedingly cruel. [There was] nothing the children used to like
better than the times when the frogs came out in spring. They used to tie them
up by their feet, throw stones at them. And the young birds, they would take
them out of their nests and hang them. They were infatuated with cruelty.
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Norman spoke matter-of-factly about this period eighty years later,
but the prospect from the spring of 1918 to the summer of 1919 must
have looked vile. Between dodging the dismal atmosphere at home
and the boys waiting for him in Forty Hill's lanes, all he could do was
develop ingenuity in survival and providing his own entertainment.
1918 was decisive for him (though its decisiveness was obviously not
yet clear to anyone). It confirmed him as an outsider, bearer of
Coleridge's description "Like one that on a lonesome road / Doth walk
in fear and dread", and it gave him something – cruelty – to hate. He
much later acknowledged that his career and temperament had been
affected by the violence of those days, and insisted on the literary
usefulness of a certain quotient of horror. "I always say that the more
horrific things are for you, the more chance you've got of writing
about them."
29 But violence is not the only key: Norman maintained
an ironic fondness for the tedium of his upbringing too. "It filled me
with a desire to seek out pastures new as soon as possible, to make
for somewhere else that was as else as could be. You see, I had an
exceedingly boring childhood."
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A curious side-story to this horrible turn in his life is that at the
age of ten he was confronted by a fact that he later made a capital
theme of his writing: the gulf between urban and rural poverty. The
seeds of his later pastoralism, his hippy pursuit of the simple life, and
his liking for indigenous peoples, were sown in Forty Hill, whose
working class "were completely unlike people living at a very low
financial level or a low level of possessions, say, in the Amazonian
forests, who were very very kind". This hybrid village, neither suburb
nor country, neither industrial nor rural, settled by a desensitised and
deculturated proletariat, could not be belonged to, in his opinion. He
may have been right: even the Nicholls children eventually moved
away, although Gwen blamed Forty Hill's development for her departure.
"We didn't leave Forty Hill. It left us. The cherry orchards, the
twitchel path (where he and I so often walked), the open spaces, the
village pond – all gone."
31 It is not that complicated to imagine now
that it was out of Norman's complete failure to belong as a child that
he turned belonging into the underlying object of all his adult quests.
In a couple of unusually personal sentences he explained to his Indian
guide in Orissa in 1990 his compulsion to travel. "I'm looking for the
people who have always been there, and belong to the places where
they live. The others I do not wish to see."
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Perhaps the predominant fact about Norman's childhood, with hindsight,
is that his life was a mess – of considerable dimensions – and for
most of his pre-adult years it would stay that way. As readers of his
books, as students of his life we should remember how easy it is to see
now that his career had a push from the past. As the lives of many
people do. There is, so often, a turning point that makes all the difference
to a life. But – but – we should remember too that it's almost
never possible to know this at the moment it happens. Though we are
very often partial to look back and rationalise, choose, a point at which
we, or some other agency, "made" our life happen, and that then is
fixed as the decisive moment, that self-chosen moment is almost always
only true for the purpose of our own self-narration to the world. The
self-chosen moment is also nearly always later than the unconscious
turning point that preceded it. Norman fixed many turning points in
his life. Most of them were to do with journeys and escape: Arabia
("what I would really like to do would be to get out there and stay
there") was an important early one. But I'm inclined to think that 1918
was his real turning point, the year when he was cast out from the
tribe with violence. I don't expect he knew it: in those days of his (at
best) equivocal childhood, mostly what could have been going through
his head was a feeling of twisting and turning, painful, fearful, bored,
in the suburban-village straitjacket of Forty Hill, desperate to be released.
And the other element he possessed – which children possess before
they understand that there is any alternative to their rotten lives – was
simple resignation.

The war had ended. Forty Hill School had reopened on the morning
of 11 November after being closed since mid-October because of the
influenza pandemic. (Most of the teachers had been ill. Inevitably
Eastaugh's bête noire, Mr Lewis, was the last to come back to school,
not returning until the following term.) Bill Nicholls, who attended the
other Forty Hill school at Lavender Road, remembered that "We were
let out of school without explanation during the morning of the 11th
of November, and we heard the good news almost immediately. We
built a huge bonfire in the middle of Bridgenhall Road. Fireworks
appeared as if from nowhere, and high jinks went on for days and
nights afterwards. Mr Fish [a Gypsy who grazed his horses at Forty
Hill] magnanimously opened up the green, which he had earlier pinched
from us, for our later-organised peace party. Thus ended the monumental
outpouring of blood and treasure, the watershed from which
there was no return."
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On the morning of 20 December Norman sat the General Knowledge
exam, a precursor to entry to one of the secondary schools (he sat it
with Frances Everett, who later became well known as a gardener under
her married name of Frances Perry). He was thriving within the safety
of academic halls, but outside school he was not allowed to forget children's
capacity to mobilise overwhelmingly against someone they pick
out as different. The winter was mild until January, when heavy snow
fell and kept falling intermittently until the end of April. In many places
in London there were 30 centimetres of level snow. Gwen and her
brothers and sisters skated on the lake at Forty Hall, and Norman was
abducted by a group of boys and attacked with sheets of ice.

In the Forty Hill School log there is an ironic confirmation of the
fondness felt by Frederick Eastaugh – the architect of Norman's ordeal
by ice – for his star pupil. On 13 March he records that he has
"Received notice that Norman has passed the two preliminary examinations
for the Free Scholarships to the Secondary Schools". The
surname "Lewis" has been added later; nowhere else in the log book
is any child referred to by his or her first name. On 6 May, as the
snow thawed, the head teacher heard that Norman would be examined
for a free place in a secondary school. Norman took the exam
the following Monday afternoon at Enfield Grammar School. On 19
June Eastaugh writes triumphantly that "Norman Lewis has been
awarded a Free Scholarship to the Enfield Grammar School". The last
day of June, a Saturday, had been announced as Peace Day, and the
children sang "O God our help in ages past" and the national anthem,
and after a short address were dismissed. A further celebration, a
Victory Fête held in Forty Hall park, took place a couple of days later,
and Eastaugh notes that very few children are present at school that
day either.

For Norman, Peace Day and the temporary carnival atmosphere
can't have meant very much. His scholarship to Enfield Grammar was
not going to be an instrument of his peace, or an end to the hostilities
he faced; it was very likely the opposite. He had taken the scholarship
exam as early as possible, to give him a chance to retake it if he failed
first time. He now faced a year's wait before he would be admitted.
His parents were, if anything, more panic-stricken than he was. They
decided that their last son's best life expectancy lay well away from
Forty Hill School. The decision to send Norman to live at his grandfather's
house in Carmarthen may have seemed to them the best choice
they could make. It may have seemed to Norman too, in prospect,
exactly the escape he was looking for, despite the separation from his
parents. In some ways it was an escape, from bullying, from Carterhatch
Lane. In other ways he was about to understand that his capacity for
resignation, and the experience of family failings that he had already
gained, would both be useful.




He was always there. He was not with us, the Freehold children who
went out and played every game under the sun, and some of our
own imagination. He used to just be on the fringe, not deriding but
always sort of analytical and looking on with amazement, rather than
joining in. I don't know if you've grown up with brothers and sisters
and cousins, but it was as natural as breathing, knowing Lewis was
as natural as knowing yourself – he was there.

Gwen Merrington

Thereafter, almost immediately, at a certain moment when my parents
thought I really would not survive, I was sent to Wales, where my
family originally came from, to stay with my grandfather and three
aunts, all three of whom were not really spectacularly mad, but they
were fairly mad.

Norman Lewis

In the Wales of my childhood legend twined like a splendidly flowering
weed through the prosaic fields of reality. . . . People spoke seriously of
local events which they believed to have taken place in the days of
their great-grandfathers, quite unconsciously repeating folk tales of the
dawn of Celtic history and still current in parts of Asia.

Unpublished typescript

The fact of the matter is that the people living in Wales are mentally,
temperamentally, generally speaking very different from those living
in England, you might say almost [as] different as the Chinese.

Norman Lewis
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"I was wise once. When I was born I cried"

Welsh proverb

NORMAN'S removal to the safe haven of south Wales was comparatively
successful. Safety came at a price. His world was safer, but there was
little improvement in its legibility. After the shock of arrival and his
mother's departure, he resigned himself to the situation. "I was nine years
of age [in fact just eleven]," he writes in Jackdaw Cake, "and the adults
peopling my world seemed on the whole irrational, but it was an irrationality
I had come to accept as the norm." He had been dropped into
a place as foreign as China, and a household his parents must have
known to be eccentric – or perhaps not, given Norman's description of
the great temperamental divide between the English and the Welsh (and
the household Richard and Louisa Lewis came from in Enfield). If it was
completely normal for a Welshman at very slight cause to weep in public,
as Norman claimed, then possibly the house in Wellfield Road, Carmarthen
where his grandfather and three aunts lived was not much more than
very Welsh, with the additions of some chronic sibling rivalry and mediumlevel
neurological disorder. From the point of view of a ten-year-old boy,
however, required to live there for an unspecified length of time and
separated from his parents, such a description would be something like
describing the sinking of the Titanic as just a ship hitting just an iceberg.

Norman had been tipped from theatre of cruelty into theatre of the
absurd. The combination of people and circumstances produced a
Pinteresque domestic situation that was never stable for long and turned
out daily dark, histrionic climaxes. The household's structure didn't help
its instability: a strong hint of sexual starvation, reinforced by lack of
useful employment, informs Norman's portrait of his spinster aunts and
alternates with the prowling sexuality of his widowed grandfather, whose
tastes veered towards the conventionally libertine. If the bourgeoisie of
Carmarthen actively encouraged public expressions of feeling, they were
equally intolerant of any sign of sexual incontinence, in fact any reference
at all to the sexual life.

Even allowing for the prevailing emotionality and piety of Welsh life
at the time, then, it's difficult to picture the whole of Carmarthen as
made up of establishments as eccentric as the one at Wellfield Road.
When Norman arrived in July 1919, three of his five aunts – Polly, Annie
and Li – still lived as unmarried sisters with their father, David Lewis.
There were good reasons: the eldest aunt, Polly, was epileptic and according
to her nephew "had suffered at least one fit per day since the age of
fourteen, in the course of which she had fallen once from a window,
once into a river and twice into the fire".
1 Annie, the second aunt, had
decided to improve her life by spending her days dressed up as a variety
of more glamorous figures, the kind of superior historical characters that
believers in reincarnation often like to associate themselves with: a courtier
of Queen Mary, a female Cossack, a flamenco dancer. Aunt Li, the
youngest, was timid and tearful and very rarely addressed any words to
anybody, though she raved quietly to herself. She and Polly apparently
had not spoken to one another for years when Norman arrived, and
they lived as far apart as possible in the house, using Annie as a go-between
on the occasion when communication could not be avoided.

What united Norman's aunts more than their disorders was that
daily reality was deeply problematic. To lay the whole blame for this
at their father's feet might be unjust, but it is hard to avoid the conclusion
that their alternately cowed and escapist worlds were shaped and
influenced by David Lewis's overbearing, patriarchal manner. Norman
only saw his grandfather at weekends because David Lewis stayed late
at his business in King Street on weekdays, but he still succeeded, in
Norman's memory, in filling "every corner of the house with his deep,
competitive voice, and the cigar-smoke aroma of his personality". He
had been a widower for twenty-five years and was by this time one of
the leading citizens of the town, "a man with the face of his day, a
prow of a nose, bulging eyes, and an Assyrian beard, who saw himself
close to God, with whom he sometimes conversed in a loud and familiar
voice largely on financial matters".
2 If one were looking for an analysis
of the chief psychological trend in Lewis family life, it could easily be
found in the impulse of almost every family member to escape David
Lewis's presence. His wife, Charlotte Griffiths, the daughter of a wealthy
farmer, may have died of natural causes, but she lost no time in doing
so. Lewis's three daughters left at home, lost in their private worlds,
ignored or occasionally attacked the one he had created. His only son
Richard, Norman's father, had fled first to Scotland, then to Enfield,
and of the last two of his five daughters one had settled for an arranged
marriage in Canada after getting herself "into trouble" and the other
had taken her first chance of marriage, to a schoolteacher, and rapidly
swapped Carmarthen for Cardiff. One circumstantial indicator of just
how fearful Norman's Wellfield Road aunts were is that of the five
houses in the road canvassed for the 1901 census, number 3 was
marked as "uninhabited" and also "in occupation" which, translated,
meant that there were people living there but no one answered when
the census-taker knocked. (The 1901 census was taken in the evening,
when the aunts should have been home, but grandfather Lewis was
working, and his daughters were too scared to answer the door.)

Norman had a different relationship with each of his aunts. Polly,
in addition to the epilepsy that had left her badly scarred and hoarse
from her burns, "extended a tyranny in small ways to all who had
dealings with her", but by scrupulously following her hissed or whispered
instructions on politeness, punctuality and personal hygiene
Norman got on reasonably well with her. His memory for learning
gave him added credit, as he recited to her the tedious collects he had
to memorise at Sunday school. "When I showed myself as word perfect
in one of these it was easy to believe that she was doing her best to
smile, as she probably did when I accompanied her in my thin and
wheedling treble in one of her harmonium recitals of such favourite
hymns as 'Through the Night of Doubt and Sorrow'." Aunt Annie he
remembered as hardly noticing him, she was so wrapped up in the
demands and pleasures of her dressing-up complex – though it is Annie
who provokes the first of Norman's oblique admissions in Jackdaw
Cake of the state of fear he was in after the bullying he had suffered
at Forty Hill. "Once, when later I went to school, and became very
sensitive to the opinions of my schoolfriends, [Annie] waylaid me on
my way home got up as a Spanish dancer in a frilled blouse and skirt,
and a high comb stuck into her untidy grey hair." He was sent to the
same Carmarthen primary school where his father had been punished
forty years before for speaking Welsh, and his paramount ambition
was not to shine but, foreshadowing his later adult strategy of self-effacement,
do the opposite, deliberately putting himself in the
background. "I was accepted on sufferance by the boys of the Pentrepoeth
School who at best regarded me as harmless although not overbright,
and above all I was anxious not to be associated in any way with
eccentric behaviour" (my emphasis).

Unable to dissociate himself from his Wellfield Road connections,
he found himself walking on eggshells. As the summer went on, it was
Aunt Li he developed an alliance of sympathy and timid confidence
with. They first joined forces in self-defence against the attacks of
Norman's grandfather's fighting cocks. These Old English game fowl,
bred for aggression, had a habit of getting out of their pens in the back
garden, and Norman and Li were targeted as the smallest members of
the household: "any king [cockerel] that had managed to break out
had the habit of laying in wait well out of sight until either of us came
on the scene, when he would rush to the attack, leaping high into the
air to strike at our faces with his spurs". Because of David Lewis's
pride in his birds they had to retaliate indirectly, deploying subterfuge
to keep the menace under control. Li's tactic was worthy of a secret
agent: she would take several eggs from a sitting hen, parboil them for
a few seconds, and replace them. She also bought a wild cat, which
she starved for three days and then let loose in the garden. This was
less successful: the next morning three escaped game cocks still ruled
the flowerbeds, and the cat had vanished. Later, when this bond of
trust had been forged, Norman and his auntie often escaped the house,
and town, and roamed the fields in a sad but safe pastoral, without
witnesses, unthreatened by attack from cocks or bullies.

She would wet me with her tears, and I would listen to her sad ravings and
sometimes stroke her hand. One day she must have come to the grand decision
to tell me what lay at the root of her sorrow. We climbed a stile and
went into a field and, fixing her glistening eyes upon me, she said, "What I
am going to tell you now you will remember every single day of your life."
But whatever she revealed must have been so startling that memory rejected
it, for not a word of what was said remains in my mind.
3

The silent war against the cocks reflected more than Li's fear of her
father's hobby, because it was her elder sister who looked after the
brooding hens and chicks. Every parboiled egg was a blow by Li against
Polly, one of the many surreptitious shots both aimed at each other. Polly,
unfairly, was her father's favourite, while Li was his scapegoat. The only
moment of harmony between the three sisters that Norman records was
in their ritual, every Saturday morning, of baking the jackdaw cake.

Carmarthen was glutted with jackdaws, and the garden at Wellfield
Road, in its marginally damper location at the foot of Pen-lan hill, saw
even more of them because of its cornucopia of snails which were their
main diet. The jackdaws, for mercenary avian reasons, were friendly.
"They would tap on the windows to be let into the house and go hopping
from room to room in search of scraps." For years the aunts had responded
in kind, and for once they collaborated peacefully:

the ingredients had to be decided upon and bought: eggs, raisins, candied peel
and sultanas required to produce a cake of exceptional richness. Li did the
shopping, because Polly was not supposed to leave the house and Annie was
too confused to be able to buy what was necessary, put down her money, and
pick up the change.

Each aunt took it in turn to bake and ice the cake and to decorate the icing.
While they were kept busy doing this they seemed to me quite changed. Annie
wore an ordinary dress and stopped laughing, Li ceased to cry, and Polly's fits
were quieter than on any other day. While the one whose turn it was did the
baking, the others stood about in the kitchen and watched, and they were as
easy to talk to as at other times they were not.

. . . For some hours after this weekly event the atmosphere was one of calm
and contentment, and then the laughter and weeping would start again.
4

The sudden truce that broke out for as long as this communal activity
lasted hints at another root of the Carmarthen Lewises' problems.

Although they lived in clocks-and-mirrors opulence and their reception
rooms had teak doors, their years of wealth were short. They were
eventually compromised by a strain of shadiness that David Lewis never
completely left behind. He had begun, respectably, as a maker of the
clocks he later filled his house with. In his youth he was suspected of
the mildly deplorable pastime of entering his game fowl in illegal cock
fights, but in acquiring his fortune in a "single magnificent coup",
buying up a cargo of ruined tea from a ship sunk in Swansea harbour
and retailing it at "several thousand per cent" profit, something disreputable
clung to him. He was one kind of model of a Victorian
entrepreneur – the man who seeks social reinvention as well as money
– at the gentler end of a spectrum whose other extremity would have
included Trollope's Melmotte or his inspirations, George Hudson and
John Sadleir. David Lewis was no railway speculator or seller of false
prospectuses, but he was not content with reselling his tea as it was
and repackaged it with a fraudulent royal crest. He then repackaged
himself as David Warren Lewis, with a house in Wellfield Road and a
device on his letterhead. He continued to labour at his tea-dealing business,
but his concentration on commerce emerges as a form of neglect:
his daughters' idleness must have contributed, you feel, to their respective
disorders, and his preoccupation with his invented status – his false
self – would be the eventual instrument of his downfall. The Warren
Lewises were destined to decline from fortune to fin de race in ultraquick
time, within two generations.

Norman's summer was spent around Carmarthen and on the Tywi
(Towy) river that leads to the sea at Llanstephan six and a half miles
away. He was happy(ish) when he went for walks with Aunt Li, following
the river as it threw "great, shining loops through the fields, doubling
back on itself sometimes in a kind of afterthought to encircle some
riverside shack or a patch of sedge in which cows stood knee-deep to
graze". On Sundays there were formal, less enjoyable, trips to the
seaside, where more Lewis relations lurked in Llanstephan's gingerbread
cottages, overlooking the estuary and sandbanks of the Tywi. At
the edge of this handsome breeze-swept wilderness of grass, sand and
water, under the extravagant silhouette of the thirteenth-century castle,
the inhabitants existed in a kind of frozen disapproval of anything that
disturbed their peace: the worst offenders were the miners' families
who descended by train throughout the summer from their dark valleys
to Ferryside across the estuary, and then crossed over to occupy the
sands and infuriate the villagers by rolling up their trousers, drinking
beer and unforgivably enjoying themselves. Placards were put up,
Norman remembers, saying "Remember the Sabbath Day, to keep it
Holy". When the miners invited him to join their picnic, his aunt
Williams screeched at him to come away. At the appearance of the
miners' wind-up gramophone, apples and then stones were thrown.
Inevitably these confrontations plunged Aunt Li into nameless sorrow
once more, and she would leave before the bus, imposing on Norman
an hour and a half's walk back to Carmarthen. His liking for the wild
beauty of Llanstephan stayed with him. Living at Wellfield Road, his
favourite relative was his aunt Margaret, who as an apprentice baker
"had had the misfortune to marry into the Lewises, and thereafter
waste her sweetness on the desert air"; warm, generous and dignified,
she was occasionally allowed to invite him for tea, though she was
never welcome at his grandfather's. When Margaret was widowed she
moved to Llanstephan, and in the late 1920s Norman visited her and
the village when he came to Wales to race motorcycles on Pendine
Sands – but what he called his "fundamentalist Welsh Baptist
upbringing", in which his Llanstephan cousins played their extremist
part, was to be escaped at all costs and prejudiced him in adult life to
"almost any form of fundamentalism".
5

When the new school term started, he was sent to the local Pentrepoeth
day school. He did not shine, on purpose, and was helped by being
unable to follow lessons in Welsh (the pendulum having swung back
since his father's time). The future Enfield Grammar scholarship boy was
censured in front of his peers by the master – "'What is the name for
him?' All the children would shout with delight, 'Dickie Dwl, sir' (stupid
Dick). 'That's right, boys, and that's what his name shall be'"
6 – and
sent down to the infants' school to force some Welsh into him, unsuccessfully.

The severe early winter, its first sign a freak snowstorm on the
night of 19 September, satisfactorily disrupted school life and produced
distraction for him – as it did for his suddenly energised Aunt Polly. By
November, with the hill farms snowed in and the town's electricity cut
off, she was busy organising food and fuel supplies, the challenges to
survival thrown down by the weather releasing her from the severity of
the fits she suffered when life was calm. In Jackdaw Cake Norman writes
sympathetically about his aunt's epilepsy, obliquely noting the pressure
it placed on him, his grandfather and his two other aunts, only indirectly
associating the good times at Wellfield Road with her periods of
remission. The reality was that he, as most eleven-year-olds would,

went in mortal fear of seeing Aunt Polly's face when she was having a fit.
Before entering any room I would push open the door, inch by inch, until I
could see what was going on, and it always happened that if Polly was there
and in trouble, I soon spotted her feet which were small and neat sticking out
from behind the sofa or an armchair, whereupon I silently closed the door and
slipped away.

With the thaw, and water, electricity and food supplies flowing again,
Polly's fits revived and the good times were finished. They were also
finished for David Lewis, though he might have thought they were just
beginning, having, according to Norman, recently started a liaison with
a French milliner thirty-five years his junior. He set her up in King Street,
steps away from his own business, and possibly anticipated that his senior
years would be sweetened by her favours. It was not to be. The town's
chapels were electrified, and his daughters were outraged. Norman writes
that he saw the unlucky young woman twice, once when Aunt Li rushed
at a woman in King Street and tore the hat off her head, and on another
occasion when she called at Wellfield Road, perhaps to attempt peace
negotiations. From his place of concealment in the large hall of the house,
he saw the diminutive Polly, still unsteady from a recent fit, walk up to
the visitor and slap her face. Disgrace for David Lewis was progressive
but total: talk ceased of his becoming mayor, his chapel functions shrank,
and finally allegations were broadcast that an outbreak of gonorrhoea
in the town had been traced to the Frenchwoman's presence. (Norman
adds dolour to this episode by invoking the simultaneous downfall of
his grandfather's friend and protector Lord Kylsant, chairman of the
giant Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, "the greatest merchant sovereign
of the seven seas", Time magazine called him.
7 After rumours spread
about the City of unreliable dealings, Baron Kylsant of Carmarthen was
eventually charged under the Larceny Act, found guilty of extensively
misrepresenting the company's assets, and jailed. There is a problem,
though, with rolling the Kylsant affair up with the slump in David Lewis's
fortunes: it was not simultaneous but took place in 1931, more than a
decade after Norman's visit. A curious fact about Jackdaw Cake is that
when Norman wrote it, in his mid-seventies, he was anxious to understate
his age both to his children and his critics. It suited his personal
as well as his literary purpose to put the two episodes together; Kylsant's
appearance is one of the numerous sleights of hand in the account of
his first three decades that obscure the fact that he was ten years older
than he claimed.)

If an artless young French milliner was Lewis's nemesis – one pauses
to wonder, the tone of the story is a bit showy – was Carmarthen in any
case the kind of town where an honest entrepreneur might succeed? It
was Maridunum to the Romans, the two lines of the Julian Way met at
it, it had been the capital of Wales until 877, and for the next thousand
years ships of up to 300 tons had been able to navigate the Tywi as far
as its quay. "The town has a head post office, a railway station with telegraph,
two banking offices, and three chief inns; publishes two weekly
newspapers; and is the capital of the county, the seat of assizes at both
circuits, and of quarter sessions in April and Oct. Markets are held on
Wednesday and Saturday. . . . Some manufacture is carried on in flannel,
malt, ropes, and leather; much business is done in connexion with numerous
copper and tin works, and coal and lead mines, in the neighbourhood,"
as the 1872 Imperial Gazetteer of England and Wales says. This is the
last time its prosperity was posted. A sandbar at the Tywi's mouth had
been recorded as early as the sixteenth century. In 1886, after the storms
of a single extreme winter, the barrier of sand rose up from the sea –
celebrated at first for its dramatic appearance and nicknamed "Cefn Sidan"
("Silk Back") – and blocked the river to shipping. The one industry that
did not suffer was the salmon fishery, jealously guarded by local coracle
men. They had fished for salmon and sewin (sea trout) since before the
Romans. They now migrated downriver. When Norman arrived, there
would still have been these mistrustful-featured men in beaten hats, with
the stocky musculature of the oarsman, trudging the streets and the banks
of the river, their half-walnut-shaped vessels strapped to their shoulders
before they slipped bobbing into the stream. "The appearance in the
streets of coracle men, carrying their prehistoric boats on their backs,
confirmed that ruin was irreversible. These men never made their long
communally-owned nets to spread across a river for sewin without the
assurance of the special instincts of their trade that navigation was at an
end."
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There were probably very few legitimate ways left to make large
fortunes in this one-time seat of government. The world was elsewhere,
in Tenby and Llanelli and Swansea. The "grey . . . milk-swilling, psalmsinging"
prospect was made greyer, in the Lewis household, by the
worsening of Polly's condition. Her fits intensified, the relationship
between her and Li deteriorated, and when spring warmed to summer
and Norman escaped with Li to go "fishing in the ponds and chasing
butterflies on the top of Pen-lan" (today crowned with relay stations
and mobile communication masts), the police arrived.

A rash of anonymous letter-writing had flared up in the town. After
an apparent confrontation between David Lewis and the plainclothes
officer about the possibility of Polly Lewis being a suspect – apparent
because it is hard to imagine Norman, at eleven, being witness to his
grandfather's account of the meeting to Annie and Li – the officer
departed. The rest of this episode we can, I think, trust Norman on
more easily. The following day or day after, Polly took her nephew
shopping in town, an unheard-of kindness, and showered a football,
a mouth organ – late birthday presents – and a gramophone record on
him. She bought Jockey Club perfume for herself. At shop counters
she chatted with the sales assistants. At the butcher's, a cousin's business
which she had deserted in acrimony months before, she bought
meat and made up the quarrel. She bought cakes for tea. Norman
remembered that the afternoon "was an exceptionally pleasant one".
He kicked his football in the garden, listened to his record and ate
cakes. "It may have been the most relaxed day I spent at Wellfield
Road."
9 That night in the bathroom his aunt tried to hang herself.

She failed – if it was a serious attempt. The doctor came with a
straitjacket. But somehow inevitably, when the decision came to be
made it was Li, the family scapegoat, whom it was decided to institutionalise.
David Lewis could not bear to be parted from his favourite
eldest daughter.

Two days later, Norman's mother came to fetch him. When he saw
her, he felt let down.

During our separation she had changed slowly in my memory, becoming saintlike,
calm, aloof and sedate. Now suddenly confronted with her in the flesh, she
was a stranger, earthy and vigorous, but almost unrecognizable, and I was disappointed
to find that I was less excited and pleased to see her again than I had
expected to be, and unhappy with the self-sufficiency that I had developed.
10

He went for his last sad walk on Pen-lan with Aunt Li. They held
hands, he remembered, and she told him that she was being sent away
"on holiday". "She clenched her lips until they disappeared," he writes,
"and this, although she had ceased to cry while we were together,
showed me that she was unhappy. . . . I didn't want either aunt to be
sent away, but it seemed unfair that it had to be her, and not Polly."
11

It was the end of what he later called, in an unpublished piece, "the
cloud cuckoo-land of my youth".
12

Eight decades later, almost all that we can know about Norman's year
in Carmarthen comes from Norman himself. To a biographer these are
not the best periods to write about. This is not necessarily because the
subject is unreliable, although it's true that Norman is unreliable: he was
a writer after all, and a writer of the Romantic or at least subjective
stamp that realises meaning and truth are a scattered dissemination of
signifiers, and that the writer's job is to take advantage of that. It is
because biographers like to have witnesses through whom they can
compare, refute and confirm accounts on the way to documenting their
own portrait. (If biographers have any rights, they surely have the right
to scatter their own choice of signifiers.) A further reason I'm not drawn
to write at great length about Norman's Carmarthen year is because he
has written about it himself so sharply, so mercilessly, so shrewdly. The
first twenty-five pages of Jackdaw Cake are, to paraphrase Scott Fitzgerald's
phrase about youth's "eternal carnival by the sea", a marvellous carnival
by the Tywi, though in a different register from Fitzgerald's dreams. The
collage he creates of so many improbable parts – his grandfather's fighting
cocks and scandalous affair, the miners stoned at Llanstephan, Li's devastating
and immediately forgotten secret, the aunts' momentary truce as
the jackdaw cake is baked, the episode of the poison-pen letters and the
failed suicide attempt with its frozen instant of nocturnal human chaos
and final detail, "the smell of Jockey Club and urine", before the writer
turns away – is a small masterpiece of family dysfunction observed. No
incident is without its ironic coda, no character without their luggage of
ridicule or unwanted pathos waiting to pop its locks.

A last reason, perhaps, why Carmarthen doesn't really call for further
interpretation than Norman's own is that it was not, in truth, much of
a formative experience. Possibly the only thing Norman added to his
character during this time was a honing of his talent for self-concealment.

To his picture of Wales we could add that it strongly affected his idea
of himself: he saw himself afterwards as Welsh, not English. He often
came back to the area around Carmarthen to race motorcycles, to see
his aunt Margaret, to birdwatch, after he left the army to seek, three
years in a row, that cloud cuckoo-land of youth. He also developed a
habit later in his writing of giving the name Llanstephan Castle to
almost every ship he travelled on.

But all that happened to him in south-west Wales had already
happened in Enfield: however teetering on the insane, it was a consolidating
experience, an antechamber, a waiting room for his further
youth in Enfield. It may, later on, have reminded him in distilled form
of the great lesson of his childhood and adolescence: that almost
nothing any adult did for him when he was young did him any good,
which certainly contributed to his absolute insistence – as soon as he
was old enough to insist – on managing his own life in every possible
way.




And then he went on to the grammar school in Enfield, and when it
got to the stage that they were to matriculate we all thought Lewis
would shine. But he didn't, as so often with people I've noticed,
people who get right, wherever they get in the end.

Gwen Merrington

I recall how he would relish certain phrases as if savouring them, roll
them around his tongue. He once put me on the spot by asking, "Are
you speaking, literally, metaphorically or figuratively?"

Gwen Merrington

When he came back from Wales he broke his leg, it was said, getting
robins' eggs . . . in our village, you never touched a robin's egg or
nest. But Lewis dared and broke his leg because he went too far.

Eric Nicholls

He was on his bicycle and he hooked himself onto a lorry to pull
himself along and got dragged under the lorry and had a big chunk
out of his heel.

Lesley Lewis

When Norman used to ride home, he'd come down Bridgenhall Road,
which was an unmade road, choosing the grass verge which would
take him right near the front gates of the houses, and of course that
did annoy the grown-ups. You'd hear a terrific roar from the motorcycle.

Eric Nicholls

We hadn't walked more than ten minutes when the witch doctor
stops us and he pulls out a Luger, and I think, This is it, we're
finished. And Norman says to me, "Oh, he's very surprised I'm not
carrying a gun because we're going into dangerous territory." So I
think, This is really, I need this, you know. . . . The witch doctor gives
Norman the gun and he points to a tree, and Norman says, "He
wants to see if I'm a good shot", and Norman pegs this target and
hits it. I mean, Norman didn't look like he could handle anything
more than a ballpoint pen, you know, and he gets the gun and he
shoots the thing.

David Montgomery
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