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Introduction

Bestselling novelists, beware: time can be cruel to even the most successful of literary careers.

Looking at the long list of novels that Nevil Shute published between his debut, Marazan, in 1926 and Pilotage, which appeared shortly after his death in 1960, it’s hard not to be impressed by just how prolific he was. I must confess that, until recently, I was familiar with only a few of his titles – A Town Like Alice, of course, and On The Beach – both of which were made into highly successful films and both of which I liked very much, so I approached Pied Piper with a great deal of interest. It’s always a pleasure when the work of a once popular but now overlooked author reappears in classic editions, ready for a fresh appraisal by a new generation of readers, and even a quick study of Shute’s life reveals a writer who was enormously popular and widely read during his lifetime, which stretched from the end of the nineteenth century to 1960, when he passed away in his adopted home of Melbourne, Australia.

Why Shute’s novels have fallen into disregard in the intervening years is something of a mystery, for the titles mentioned above remain fresh and interesting today, while Pied Piper is a compassionate, thrilling and life-affirming novel which is just as readable now as it was when it was first published in 1942.

Pied Piper is the very definition of a contemporary novel, in that it is set in the same year that it was published – at a time when the Second World War was raging across Europe. It is a highly dramatic study of the effect of the war on two of the most vulnerable sections of society – the very old and the very young – neither of which are the traditional focus of war fiction. Much of the drama of the novel comes from the fact that, at the time of writing, the Nazis were showing increasing signs of strength and for the first time the possibility of the Allies actually losing the war, and England therefore falling under Hitler’s control, was becoming increasingly likely. Indeed, towards the end of the novel, the German Major Diessen repeatedly comments that it will not be long before their forces take London, a claim made without arrogance but with the simple feeling of reason. It’s an extraordinary thing for Shute to have written at the time and any English readers seeking an escape through literature from the terrors and hardships of their daily lives could scarcely have taken comfort in his less than optimistic pronouncements for Allied success.

Pied Piper tells the story of John Sidney Howard, a retired solicitor from the firm of Fulljames and Howard, who makes the slightly foolhardy decision to take a fishing holiday in France during April 1942 – not the best moment to be an Englishman abroad. Had the story begun there, Shute might have delivered a more traditional suspense-filled narrative, but he takes the more unusual decision to allow the novel to open at its conclusion, when Howard’s adventures are already over. He is back in London where he recounts his story to the narrator, a young man who finds himself alone with Howard in their club during a particularly bad night of German bombing and who listens to his companion’s story with few interjections.

It’s a rather old-fashioned method of storytelling, one which has fallen out of favour in fiction, but works well in Shute’s novel. The narrator in fact only appears a few times throughout the book: introducing the story at the beginning, concluding it at the end, and making a brief re-appearance halfway through, when he and Howard consider the wisdom of remaining in their comfortable armchairs while the possibility of the club being blown to smithereens increases with every minute. (They decide to stay, of course, and have another drink. They are both stiff upper lip to the very end.)

Despite his advancing years, Howard is introduced to us as a rather heroic figure, someone who puts his country first and is determined to play a part in saving his beloved England from the advancing Teutonic hordes. He is nearly seventy years old but has already attempted to enlist with the Special Constabulary, reasoning that his knowledge of the law will serve him well there. Failing at this, he attempts to become an Air Raid Warden, but has no luck there either. So frustrated is he with the refusals of his offers of help that he even considers knitting for the troops, anything that might allow him to be of use. ‘It’s very difficult for old people, for old men particularly, in a war,’ Shute tells us. ‘They cannot grow accustomed to the fact that there is little they can do to help; they suffer from frustration, and the war eats into them.’

It’s an interesting point and one which has been ignored in literature. So many war novels explore the lives of young soldiers whose lives are cut short too early; of sweethearts left behind to take on traditional male roles in order to ‘do their bit’; of children sent to the country, to families who take them in while their homes and families are being shelled by bombers hundreds of miles away. But rarely do we read of the plight of the elderly gentleman who has seen it all before, who has contributed to the continuation of a nation’s way of life in previous struggles, and who is now left out to pasture, stripped of his dignity, while lesser lights barely notice that he might yet have a role to play.

But Howard is not just a stereotypical patriot and warrior. His mind is not solely focussed on taking up arms and defending his country against all those who would seek to damage it. For he is an artistic man, a fellow who enjoys artistic pursuits and demands his right to be free to do so. There are few more contemplative sports than fishing – a man left alone with his rod, his waders and his thoughts for days on end, casting into the water, hoping for a catch, content with the peace and serenity of his surroundings – and this is how Howard chooses to pass his time in France. But he is in no hurry to get to the rivers, for upon his arrival in Paris the first thing he does is to visit the Louvre. ‘All his life he had found great satisfaction in pictures – real pictures, as he called them, to distinguish them from Impressionism. He was particularly fond of the Flemish school.’

He’s highly educated and knows what he wants to see and never veers from his course, spending an entire morning lost in a study of Chardin’s still-lifes and self-portraits. ‘That’s all he saw that morning at the Louvre. Just that chap and his work.’

Shute is careful to allow Howard’s character to develop slowly over the course of the novel. By the time the first chapter has been completed with the heartbreaking revelation that his only son has already been killed in the war, we feel sympathy and warmth for this polite, thoughtful gentleman who seeks little in life other the private pursuit of harmless pleasures. That he should find such resilience and energy within his body to engage in the dramatics that are to follow is one of the unexpected joys of Pied Piper.

There’s a surprising degree of romance in the novel too. As the story progresses we begin to recognise the depth of feeling that existed between Howard’s son and his French girlfriend, Nicole, while at the Swiss hotel where he first meets the children Ronnie and Sheila, it’s interesting to note the romantic love that exists between their parents, Eustace and Felicity Cavanagh. It is the latter couple’s decision to hand their children over to Howard for safe return to England that marks the beginning of his adventures home. An idealist, an official at the League of Nations in Geneva, Cavanagh has scruples about handing his children over to a complete stranger but is loathe to be parted from his wife. ‘We want to be together,’ he explains, (a little pitifully, to Howard’s mind), ‘It may be for years.’

Of course his earlier frustration at being excluded from the war effort is immediately alleviated when he agrees to the Cavanaghs’ proposal. Having felt a little under the weather since his arrival at the hotel, he begins to feel uncommonly well again, ‘because he had a job to do, for the first time in many months.’

One does not expect Howard to form such an attachment to these young children – Ronald is eight while Sheila is only five – but before he even agrees to their parents’ proposition, he displays great kindness to them, showing interest in their drawings and carving a whistle out of some wood for their entertainment. Similarly, on the morning they leave the hotel together, he has made sure to pack ‘a number of little amusements’ in his attaché case for their entertainment. If such generosity of spirit might be viewed with suspicion today, it is entirely innocent in the context of the book and it is no coincidence that Howard is himself the father of a son and daughter, neither of whom are present in his life anymore, the former because of his death, the latter because of her marriage in America. Throughout the novel one’s sympathies with Howard only increase as he we learn that he was most likely not just a good father, but an exemplary one. In difficult circumstances, as Nicole relates to him the story of her relationship with John, she makes it clear that Howard brought up a kind, thoughtful, well-meaning boy; similarly there is no question that his daughter in America will take in and care for the brood that grows as chapter follows chapter. And this, we cannot help but feel, is down to Howard himself, setting a good example to them throughout their lives.

The sense of belonging which runs through the novel, the idea that a person is utterly one with their own homeland, is an important theme of Pied Piper. Howard of course regrets his decision to leave England and wishes to return before she is overrun by the Nazi forces which are, as he watches, making such a clean sweep of France. Time and again he insists that ‘it is better that children should be in their own country’ during times of conflict, whatever the consequences. This is not a sentiment which is unique to Howard. ‘In times of great trouble,’ Nicole remarks later in the story, ‘one must stay with one’s own country and do what one can to help.’ There is even a sense that his German interrogator, Major Diessen, is part of something that he does not fully believe in, but as a loyal son of the Fatherland he has no choice but to play his part. This does not, of course, prevent him from betraying his oath when he decides to send his own niece to America before she can come to any harm, suggesting that he is afraid for what the Nazis might do as they grow in strength. But then how could he do anything else but worry; he loves his niece very much, and the child’s mother was Jewish.

The extraordinary development of the plot, whereby Howard becomes guardian to seven children, is never presented as anything other than a natural chain of events. To plan such a novel might have seemed foolhardy – how on earth could it seem likely that these children would keep appearing in his life, the writer might think, how could it be plausible? – and yet Shute tackles this with great skill so there is never a moment where we doubt the reasons for each child’s appearance. It is particularly noteworthy, especially considering that this is a wartime novel published at the height of hostilities, that Shute recognises no geographic boundaries or ideological differences in assembling his band of lost children. And so as the story progresses, we begin with a boy and girl of Swiss-English descent, Ronnie and Sheila. A French girl, Rose, is added to the mix, followed by her tragic and damaged compatriot Pierre. Willem, a Dutch boy, arrives soon after in one of the novel’s most affecting scenes and then, Marjan, a Polish Jew. And finally, just as we think that he has surely reached his limit, he is presented with the German’s niece, Anna. The catalyst for the story might be Eustace Cavanagh, who works at the League of Nations, but it is Howard who fully subscribes to the principles of that erstwhile organisation by welcoming all into his troop and never turning a single child away.

The differing backgrounds of these children and, most crucially, their ability to get along with each during a stressful and exhausting journey, says much for Nevil Shute’s ideals of human nature. At its most simple level he is asking the question why the adults of the world cannot co-exist peacefully like these young innocents do. Why we fail to show the same degree of compassion for our fellow man as John Sidney Howard does. These are not, of course, questions specific to their time; they apply equally to every period of history, including our own, making Shute not just a terribly prescient novelist but also a great humanist. There is no element of pacificism suggested in the novel – it is clear that Howard believes in the Allied cause and would die for it – but there is no sense of triumphalism either, not even on the part of Major Diessen who, even as he states his belief that England will be overrun within a matter of months, is already planning ahead for the future and how peace among the nations of Europe might be restored. This lack of cliché and stereotype is refreshing and unexpected, particularly at a time when the fiction of the period might be expected to have held a more jingoistic slant. It is one of the reasons why the novel holds up so well almost three quarters of a century later.

And yet for all his sense of fairplay and decency, Shute does not hold back from presenting the harsher sides of war. There is a soundtrack to this novel which rises and falls in vibrancy but is ever present and that is the sound of the planes overhead, the bombers sent to destroy and murder. They grow silent at times and then they return, their absence and re-appearance remarked upon by the characters. They are never far from the reader’s mind either and they provide one of the novel’s most startling images when Howard and his first three charges have left Dijon and are making their way further north and are bombed off the roads. ‘For a moment Howard saw the gunner in the rear cockpit as he fired at them. He was a young man, not more than twenty, with a keen, tanned face. He wore a yellow students’ corps cap, and he was laughing as he fired.’ This image of a young bomber taking pleasure as he rains bullets down on the heads of the innocents is one that remains in the mind and is in direct contrast to the moments of tenderness and sympathy which pervade other parts of the story. Howard is only too aware of what the planes that follow him carry: ‘Looking up, (he) could see the bombs slung in their racks beneath the wing; he watched in agony for them to fall.’

Such proximity to death is terrifying and when the scene has ended and we are presented with the tableau of Pierre’s mutilated parents, we can only feel for the child and his newly-imposed catatonic state. It is to his great advantage that Howard is there for he falls into a pair of safe hands; nevertheless, one can only imagine the traumatic effect that witnessing such barbarism would have on a young mind. It is a heartbreaking scene and yet, in an extraordinary contrast to the drama and carnage that takes place around them, the first boy, Ronnie, is utterly thrilled by the excitement. Flushed and delirious, he cannot help but be energised by what he has seen and he speaks in a series of impulsive remarks, insisting to anyone who will listen that he was not frightened by what he saw. And yet, only a few feet from him, a boy his own age is staring impassively at the bodies of his young parents, ripped apart before his eyes.

As the novel progresses and this small, unusual family makes its way towards the safety of a boat which might take them back to England, the reader recognises in Howard one of the true understated heroes of English fiction. He never lets anyone down, least of all himself. He makes no judgements; he holds no enmity, even for those who have been responsible for the death of his only son. We know from the outset, of course, that he has been successful in his journey – the story, after all, is being narrated by him retrospectively in London – but this does not detract from the tension and suspense that brings him there. Towards the end of Pied Piper, captured by the Germans, recognised as an Englishman, separated from his charges, he maintains his dignity in the face of aggressive questioning and the very real possibility of being tortured. He witnesses the shooting of another prisoner who will not give up his secrets and stays firm, even in the face of a bullet. Having agreed to his freedom at the price of bringing the German major’s niece to safety he makes the most extraordinary comment. ‘I would like you to know one thing,’ he tells Diessen as an aside after the deal has already been struck. ‘I should have been glad to take your little girl with me in any case. It never entered my mind to refuse to take her.’

It’s final proof of his generosity of spirit and, perhaps even more importantly, of the triumph of human decency and compassion for one’s fellow man over hatred and aggression.

John Boyne, 2009

* * *

John Boyne was born in Ireland in 1971. The winner of two Irish Book Awards, he is the author of seven novels, including the international bestseller The Boy In The Striped Pyjamas, which was made into an award-winning Miramax feature film, and The House of Special Purpose. His novels are published in over 40 languages. He lives in Dublin.


Chapter One

HIS NAME IS John Sidney Howard, and he is a member of my club in London. I came in for dinner that night at about eight o’clock, tired after a long day of conferences about my aspect of the war. He was just entering the club ahead of me, a tall and rather emaciated man of about seventy, a little unsteady on his feet. He tripped over the door mat as he went in and stumbled forward; the hall porter jumped out and caught him by the elbow.

He peered down at the mat and poked it with his umbrella. ‘Damned thing caught my toe,’ he said. ‘Thank you, Peters. Getting old, I suppose.’

The man smiled. ‘Several of the gentlemen have caught their foot there recently, sir,’ he said. ‘I was speaking to the Steward about it only the other day.’

The old man said: ‘Well, speak to him again and go on speaking till he has it put right. One of these days you’ll have me falling dead at your feet. You wouldn’t like that to happen—eh?’ He smiled quizzically.

The porter said: ‘No, sir, we shouldn’t like that to happen.’

‘I should think not. Not the sort of thing one wants to see happen in a club. I don’t want to die on a doormat. And I don’t want to die in a lavatory, either. Remember the time that Colonel Macpherson died in the lavatory, Peters?’

‘I do, sir. That was very distressing.’

‘Yes.’ He was silent for a moment. Then he said: ‘Well, I don’t want to die that way, either. See he gets that mat put right. Tell him I said so.’

‘Very good, sir.’

The old man moved away. I had been waiting behind him while all this was going on because the porter had my letters. He gave them to me at the wicket, and I looked them through. ‘Who was that?’ I asked idly.

He said: ‘That was Mr. Howard, sir.’

‘He seemed to be very much concerned about his latter end.’

The porter did not smile. ‘Yes, sir. Many of the gentlemen talk in that way as they get on. Mr. Howard has been a member here for a great many years.’

I said more courteously: ‘Has he? I don’t remember seeing him about.’

The man said: ‘He has been abroad for the last few months, I think, sir. But he seems to have aged a great deal since he came back. Getting rather frail now, I’m afraid.’

I turned away. ‘This bloody war is hard on men of his age,’ I said.

‘Yes, sir. That’s very true.’

I went into the club, slung my gas-mask on to a peg, unbuckled my revolver-belt and hung it up, and crowned the lot with my cap. I strolled over to the tape and studied the latest news. It was neither good nor bad. Our Air Force was still knocking hell out of the Ruhr; Rumania was still desperately bickering with her neighbours. The news was as it had been for three months, since France was overrun.

I went in and had my dinner. Howard was already in the dining-room; apart from us the room was very nearly empty. He had a waiter serving him who was very nearly as old as he was himself, and as he ate his dinner the waiter stood beside his table and chatted to him. I could hardly help overhearing the subject of their conversation. They were talking about cricket, re-living the Test Matches of I925.

Because I was eating alone I finished before Howard, and went up to pay my bill at the desk. I said to the cashier: ‘That waiter over there—what’s his name?’

‘Jackson, sir?’

‘That’s right. How long has he been here?’

‘Oh, he’s been here a long time. All his life, you might say. Eighteen ninety-five or ninety-six he come here, I believe.’

‘That’s a very long time.’

The man smiled as he gave me my change. ‘It is, sir. But Porson—he’s been here longer than that.’

I went upstairs to the smoking-room and stopped before a table littered with periodicals. With idle interest I turned over a printed list of members. Howard, I saw, had joined the club in 1896. Master and man, then, had been rubbing shoulders all their lives.

I took a couple of illustrated weeklies, and ordered coffee. Then I crossed the room to where the two most comfortable chairs in my club stand side by side, and prepared to spend an hour of idleness before returning to my flat. In a few minutes there was a step beside me and Howard lowered his long body into the other chair. A boy, unasked, brought him coffee and brandy.

Presently he spoke. He said quietly: ‘It really is a most extraordinary thing that you can’t get a decent cup of coffee in this country. Even in a club like this they can’t make coffee.’

I laid down my paper. If the old man wanted to talk to me, I had no great objection. All day I had been working with my eyes in my old-fashioned office, reading reports and writing dockets. It would be good to take off my spectacles for a little time and un-focus my eyes. I was very tired.

I felt in my pocket for my spectacle-case. I said: ‘A chap who deals in coffee once told me that ground coffee won’t keep in our climate. It’s the humidity, or something.’

‘Ground coffee goes off in any climate,’ he said dogmatically. ‘You never get a proper cup of coffee if you buy it like that. You have to buy the beans and grind it just before you make it. But that’s what they won’t do.’

He went on talking about coffee and chicory and things like that for a time. Then, by a natural association, we talked about the brandy. He approved of the club brandy. ‘I used to have an interest in a wine business,’ he said. ‘A great many years ago, in Exeter. But I disposed of it soon after the last war.’

I gathered that he was a member of the Wine Committee of the club. I said: ‘It must be rather interesting to run a business like that.’

‘Oh, certainly,’ he said with relish. ‘Good wine is a most interesting study—most interesting, I can assure you.’

We were practically the only people in the long, tall room. We spoke quietly as we lay relaxed beside each other in our chairs, with long pauses between sentences. When you are tired there is pleasure in a conversation taken in sips, like old brandy.

I said: ‘I used to go to Exeter a good deal when I was a boy.’

The old man said: ‘I know Exeter very well indeed. I lived there for forty years.’

‘My uncle had a house at Starcross.’ And I told him the name.

He smiled. ‘I used to act for him. We were great friends. But that’s a long time ago now.’

‘Act for him?’

‘My firm used to act for him. I was a partner in a firm of solicitors, Fulljames and Howard.’ And then, reminiscent, he told me a good deal about my uncle and about the family, about his horses and about his tenants. The talk became more and more a monologue; a word or two from me slipped in now and then kept him going. In his quiet voice he built up for me a picture of the days that now are gone for ever, the days that I remember as a boy.

I lay smoking quietly in my chair, with the fatigue soaking out of me. It was a perfect godsend to find somebody who could talk of other things beside the war. The minds of most men revolve round this war or the last war, and there is a nervous urge in them which brings the conversation round to war again. But war seems to have passed by this lean old man. He turned for his interests to milder topics.

Presently, we were talking about fishing. He was an ardent fisherman, and I have fished a little. Most naval officers take a rod and a gun with them in the ship. I had fished on odd afternoons ashore in many parts of the world, usually with the wrong sort of fly and unsuccessfully, but he was an expert. He had fished from end to end of these islands and over a great part of the Continent. In the old days the life of a country solicitor was not an exacting one.

When he spoke of fishing and of France, it put me in mind of an experience of my own. ‘I saw some chaps in France doing a damn funny sort of fly fishing,’ I said. ‘They had a great bamboo pole about twenty-five feet long with the line tied on the end of it—no reel. They used wet flies, and trailed them about in rough water.’

He smiled. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘That’s how they do it. Where did you see them fishing like that?’

‘Near Gex,’ I said. ‘Practically in Switzerland.’

He smiled reflectively. ‘I know that country very well—very well indeed,’ he said. ‘Saint-Claude. Do you know Saint-Claude?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know the Jura. That’s somewhere over by Morez, isn’t it?’

‘Yes—not very far from Morez.’ He was silent for a few moments; we rested together in that quiet room. Presently he said: ‘I wanted to try that wet fly fishing in those streams this summer. It’s not bad fun, you know. You have to know where the fish go for their food. It’s not just a matter of dabbing the flies about anywhere. You’ve got to place them just as carefully as a dry fly.’

‘Strategy,’ I said.

‘That’s the word. The strategy is really just the same.’

There was another of those comfortable pauses. Presently I said: ‘It’ll be some time before we can go fishing out there again.’ So it was I who turned the conversation to the war. It’s diffcult to keep off the subject.

He said: ‘Yes—it’s a very great pity. I had to come away before the water was fit to fish. It’s not much good out there before the very end of May. Before then the water’s all muddy and the rivers are running very full—the thawing snows, you know. Later than that, in August, there’s apt to be very little water to fish in, and it gets too hot. The middle of June is the best time.’

I turned my head. ‘You went out there this year?’ Because the end of May that he had spoken of so casually was the time when the Germans had been pouring into France through Holland and Belgium, when we had been retreating on Dunkirk and when the French were being driven back to Paris and beyond. It didn’t seem to be a terribly good time for an old man to have gone fishing in the middle of France.

He said: ‘I went out there in April. I meant to stay for the whole of the summer, but I had to come away.’

I stared at him, smiling a little. ‘Have any difficulty in getting home?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Not really.’

‘You had a car, I suppose?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I didn’t have a car. I don’t drive very well, and I had to give it up some years ago. My eyesight isn’t what it used to be.’

‘When did you leave Jura, then?’ I asked.

He thought for a minute. ‘June the eleventh,’ he said at last. ‘That was the day, I think.’

I wrinkled my brows in perplexity. ‘Were the trains all right?’ Because, in the course of my work, I had heard a good deal about conditions in France during those weeks.

He smiled. ‘They weren’t very good,’ he said reflectively.

‘How did you get along, then?’

He said: ‘I walked a good deal of the way.’

As he spoke, there was a measured crump … crump … crump … crump, as a stick of four fell, possibly a mile away. The very solid building swayed a little, and the floors and windows creaked. We waited, tense and still. Then came the undulating wail of the sirens, and the sharp crack of gunfire from the park. The raid was on again.

‘Damn and blast,’ I said. ‘What do we do now?’

The old man smiled patiently: ‘I’m going to stay where I am.’

There was good sense in that. It’s silly to be a hero to evade discomfort, but there were three very solid floors above us. We talked about it, as one does, studying the ceiling and wondering whether it would support the weight of the roof. Our reflections did not stir us from our chairs.

A young waiter came into the room, carrying a torch and with a tin hat in his hand.

He said: ‘The shelter is in the basement, through the buttery door, sir.’

Howard said: ‘Do we have to go there?’

‘Not unless you wish to.’

I said: ‘Are you going down there, Andrews?’

‘No, sir. I’m on duty, in case of incendiary bombs, and that.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘get on and do whatever you’ve got to do. Then, when you’ve got a minute to spare, bring me a glass of Marsala. But go and do your job first.’

Howard said: ‘I think that’s a very good idea. You can bring me a glass of Marsala, too—between the incendiary bombs. You’ll find me sitting here.’

‘Very good, sir.’

He went away, and we relaxed again. It was about half-past ten. The waiter had turned out all the lights except for the one reading-lamp behind our heads, so that we sat there in a little pool of soft yellow light in the great shadowy room. Outside, the traffic noises, little enough in London at that time, were practically stilled. A few police whistles shrilled in the distance and a car went by at a high speed; then silence closed down upon the long length of Pall Mall, but for some gunfire in the distance.

Howard asked me: ‘How long do you suppose we shall have to sit here?’

‘Till it’s over, I suppose. The last one went on for four hours.’ I paused, and then I said: ‘Will anyone be anxious about you?’

He said, rather quickly: ‘Oh, no. I live alone, you see—in chambers.’

I nodded. ‘My wife knows I’m here. I thought of ringing her up, but it’s not a very good thing to clutter up the lines during a raid.’

‘They ask you not to do that,’ he said.

Presently Andrews brought the Marsala. When he had gone away, Howard lifted up his glass and held it to the light. Then he remarked: ‘Well, there are less comfortable ways of passing a raid.’

I smiled. ‘That’s true enough.’ And then I turned my head. ‘You said you were in France when all this started up. Did you come in for many air raids there?’

He put his glass down, seven-eighths full. ‘Not real raids. There was some bombing and machine-gunning of the roads, but nothing very terrible.’

He spoke so quietly about it that it took a little time for me to realise what he had said. But then I ventured,

‘It was a bit optimistic to go to France for a quiet fishing holiday, in April of this year.’

‘Well, I suppose it was,’ he replied thoughtfully. ‘But I wanted to go.’

He said he had been very restless, that he had suffered from an urge, an imperious need to get away and to go and do something different. He was a little hesitant about his reasons for wanting to get away so badly, but then he told me that he hadn’t been able to get a job to do in the war.

They wouldn’t have him in anything, I imagine because he was very nearly seventy years old. When war broke out he tried at once to get into the Special Constabulary; with his knowledge of the Law it seemed to him that police duty would suit him best. The police thought otherwise, having no use for constables of his age. Then he tried to become an Air Raid Warden, and suffered another disappointment. And then he tried all sorts of things.

It’s very difficult for old people, for old men particularly, in a war. They cannot grow accustomed to the fact that there is little they can do to help; they suffer from frustration, and the war eats into them. Howard fell into the habit of ordering his life by the news bulletins upon the wireless. Each day he got up in time to hear the seven o’clock news, had his bath, shaved, and dressed and was down to hear the eight o’clock, and went on so all day till after the midnight news, when he retired to bed. Between the bulletins he worried about the news, and read every paper he could lay his hands upon till it was time to turn the wireless on again.

He lived in the country when the war broke out. He had a house at Market Saffron, not very far from Colchester. He had moved there from Exeter four years previously, after the death of his wife; as a boy he had been brought up in Market Saffron and he still had a few acquaintances in the neighbourhood. He went back there to spend the last years of his life. He bought an old country house, not very large, standing in about three acres of garden and paddock.

His married daughter came back from America and lived with him in 1938, bringing her little boy. She was married to a New York insurance man called Costello, Vice-President of his corporation and very comfortably off. She’d had a spot of bother with him. Howard didn’t know the ins and outs of it and didn’t bother about it much; privately, he was of the opinion that his daughter was to blame for the trouble. He was fond of his son-in-law, Costello. He didn’t understand him in the least, but he liked him very well.

That’s how he was living when the war broke out, with his daughter Enid and her little boy Martin, that his father would insist on calling Junior. That puzzled the old man very much.

Then the war broke out, and Costello began cabling for them to go back home to Long Island. And in the end, they went. Howard backed up Costello and put pressure on his daughter, in the belief that a woman who is separated from her husband is never very happy. They went, and he was left to live alone at Market Saffron, with occasional week-end visits from his son John, a Squadron-Leader in the Royal Air Force.

Costello made a great effort, in cables many hundreds of words long, to get the old man to go too. He wasn’t having any. He said that he was afraid of being in the way, that a third party would have spoilt the chance of reconciliation. But his real reason, he admitted, was that he didn’t like America. He had crossed the Atlantic to stay with them when they had first been married, and he had no desire to repeat the experience. After nearly seventy years in a more equable climate he found New York intolerably hot and desperately cold in turns, and he missed the little courtesies to which he was accustomed in our feudal life. He liked his son-in-law, he loved his daughter, and her boy was one of the great interests in his life. Not all these motives were sufficient to induce him to exchange the comfort and security of England grappling in battle to the death for the strange discomforts of the land that was at peace.

So Enid and her boy sailed in October. He took them to Liverpool and saw them on the boat, and then he went back home. From then onwards he lived very much alone, though his widowed sister came and stayed with him for three weeks before Christmas, and John paid him several visits from Lincolnshire, where he had a squadron of Wellington bombers.

It was lonely for the old man, of course. In the ordinary way he would have been content with the duck-shooting and with his garden. He explained to me that he found his garden really more interesting in the winter than in the summer, because it was then that he could make his alterations. If he wanted to move a tree, or plant a new hedge, or dig out an old one—that was the time to do it. He took great pleasure in his garden, and was always moving things about.

The war spoilt all that. The news bulletins penetrated every moment of his consciousness till he could no longer take pleasure in the simple matters of his country life. He fretted that he could get nothing to do, and almost for the first occasion in his life the time hung heavily upon his hands. He poured his mind out irritably to the vicar one day, and that healer of sick souls suggested that he might take up knitting for the troops.

After that, he took to coming up to London for three days a week. He got himself a little one-room flat in bachelor chambers, and took most of his meals at the club. That made things easier for him. Travelling up to London on Tuesday absorbed the best part of a day, and travelling down again on Friday absorbed another one; in the meantime odd duties had accumulated at Market Saffron so that the week-end was comparatively busy. In this way he created the illusion that he had enough to do, and he grew happier in consequence.

Then, at the beginning of March, something happened that made a great change in his life. He didn’t tell me what it was.

After that, he shut up the house at Market Saffron altogether, and came to London permanently to live mostly at the club. For two or three weeks he was busy enough, but after that time started to lie heavy on his hands again. And still he could get nothing to do in the war.

It was spring by then, and a most lovely spring it was. After the hard winter we had had, it was like opening a door. Each day he went for a walk in Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens, and watched the crocuses as they came out, and the daffodils. The club life suited him. He felt as he walked through the park during that marvellous spring that there was a great deal to be said for living in London, provided that you could get away from it from time to time.

As the sun grew stronger, the urge came on him to get away from England altogether for a while.

And really, there didn’t seem to be any great reason why he should remain in England. The war in Finland was over, and on the western front there seemed to be complete stalemate. Matters in France were quite normal, except that upon certain days of the weeks you could only have certain kinds of food. It was then that he began to think about the Jura.

The high alpine valleys were too high for him; he had been to Pontresina three years previously and had been very short of breath. But the spring flowers in the French Jura were as beautiful as anything in Switzerland, and from the high ground up above Les Rousses you can see Mont Blanc. He wanted passionately to get where he could see mountains. ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills,’ he said, ‘from whence cometh my help.’ That’s how he felt about it.

He thought that if he went out there he would be just in time to see the flowers come thrusting through the snow; if he stayed on for a month or two he would come in for the fishing as the sun got warmer. He looked forward very much to fishing in those mountain streams. Very unspoilt they were, he said, and very fresh and quiet.

He wanted to see the spring, this year—to see as much of it as ever he could. He wanted to see all that new life coming on, replacing what is past. He wanted to soak himself in that. He wanted to see the hawthorn coming out along the river-banks, and the first crocuses in the fields. He wanted to see the new green of the rushes by the water’s edge poking up through the dead stuff. He wanted to feel the new warmth of the sun, and the new freshness of the air. He wanted to savour all the spring there was this year—the whole of it. He wanted that more than anything else in the world, because of what had happened.

That’s why he went to France.

He had much less difficulty in getting out of the country than he had expected. He went to Cook’s, and they told him how to set about it. He had to get an exit permit, and that had to be done personally. The man in the office asked him what he wanted to leave the country for.

Old Howard coughed at him. ‘I can’t stand the spring weather in England,’ he said. ‘I’ve been indoors most of the winter. My doctor says I’ve got to get into a warmer climate.’ A complacent doctor had given him a certificate.

‘I see,’ said the official. ‘You want to go down to the south of France?’

‘Not right down to the south,’ he said. ‘I shall spend a few days in Dijon and go to the Jura as soon as the snow is off the ground.’

The man wrote out a permit for three months, upon the grounds of health. So that wasn’t very difficult.

Then the old man spent a deliriously happy two days with Hardy’s, the fishing tackle makers in Pall Mall. He took it gently, half an hour in the morning and half an hour in the afternoon; in between he fingered and turned over his purchases, dreamed about fishing, and made up his mind what he would buy next….

He left London on the morning of April the 10th, the very morning that the news came through that Germany had invaded Denmark and Norway. He read the news in his paper in the train on the way to Dover, and it left him cold. A month previously he would have been frantic over it, jumping from wireless bulletin to newspaper and back to the wireless again. Now it passed him by as something that hardly concerned him any more. He was much more concerned whether he had brought with him enough gut casts and points. True, he was stopping for a day or two in Paris, but French gut, he said, is rotten stuff. They don’t understand, and they make it so thick that the fish can’t help seeing it, even with a wet fly.

His journey to Paris was not very comfortable. He got on to the steamer in Folkestone harbour at about eleven in the morning, and there they sat till the late afternoon. Trawlers and drifters and paddle-steamers and yachts, all painted grey and manned by naval ratings, came in and out of the harbour, but the cross-Channel steamer stayed at the quay. The vessel was crowded, and there weren’t enough seats for lunch, and not enough food if there had been seats. Nobody could tell them what they were stopping for, although it was a pretty safe guess that it was a submarine.

At about four o’clock there were a number of heavy explosions out at sea, and soon after that they cast off and got away.

It was quite dark when they got to Boulogne, and things were rather disorganised. In the dim light the Douane took an age to pass the luggage, there was no train to meet the boat, and not enough porters to go round. He had to take a taxi to the station and wait for the next train to Paris, at about nine o’clock. It was a stopping train, crowded, and running very late. It was after one o’clock when they finally did get to Paris.

They had taken eighteen hours over a journey that takes six in normal times. Howard was tired, very tired indeed. His heart began to trouble him at Boulogne and he noticed people looking at him queerly; he knew that meant that he had gone a bad colour. However, he had a little bottle with him that he carried for that sort of incident; he took a dose of that when he got into the train and felt a good deal better.

He went to the Hotel Girodet, a little place just off the Champs Elysées near the top, that he had stayed at before. Most of the staff he knew had been called up for military service, but they were very kind to him and made him comfortable. He stayed in bed till lunch-time the first day and rested in his room most of the afternoon, but next morning he was feeling quite himself, and went out to the Louvre.

All his life he had found great satisfaction in pictures—real pictures, as he called them, to distinguish them from impressionism. He was particularly fond of the Flemish school. He spent some time that morning sitting on a bench in front of Chardin’s still life of pipes and drinking-vessels on a stone table. And then, he told me, he went and had a look at the artist’s portrait of himself. He took great pleasure in the strong, kind face of the man who had done such very good work, over two hundred years ago.

That’s all he saw that morning at the Louvre. Just that chap, and his work.

He went on next day towards the Jura. He was still feeling a little shaky after the fatigue of the crossing, so that day he only went as far as Dijon. At the Gare de Lyons he bought a paper casually and looked it over, though he had lost all interest in the war. There was a tremendous amount of bother over Norway and Denmark, which didn’t seem to him to be worth quite so much attention. It was a good long way away.

Normally that journey takes about three hours, but the railways were in a bad state of disorganisation. They told him that it was because of troop movements. The Rapide was an hour late in leaving Paris, and it lost another two hours on the way. It was nearly dinner-time when he reached Dijon, and he was very thankful that he had decided to stop there. He had his bags carried to a little hotel just opposite the station, and they gave him a very good dinner in the restaurant. Then he took a cup of coffee and a cointreau in the café and went up to bed at about half-past nine, not too tired to sleep well.

He was really feeling very well next day, better than he had felt for a long time past. The change of air, added to the change of scene, had done that for him. He had coffee in his room and got up slowly; he went down at about ten o’clock and the sun was shining, and it was warm and fresh out in the street. He walked up through the town to the Hôtel de Ville and found Dijon just as he remembered it from his last visit, about eighteen months before. There was the shop where they had bought their berets, and he smiled again to see the name, AU PAUVRE DIABLE. And there was the shop where John had bought himself a pair of skis, but he didn’t linger there for very long.

He had his lunch at the hotel and took the afternoon train on into the Jura: he found that the local trains were running better than the main line ones. He changed at Andelot and took the branch line up into the hills. All afternoon the little engine puffed along its single track, pulling its two old coaches through a country dripping with thawing snow. The snow slithered and cascaded off the slopes into the little streams that now were rushing torrents for a brief season. The pines were shooting with fresh green, but the meadows were still deep in a grey, slushy mess. In the high spots of the fields where grass was showing, he noticed a few crocuses. He’d come at the right time, and he was very, very glad of it.

The train stopped for half an hour at Morez, and then went on to St. Claude. It got there just at dusk. He had sent a telegram from Dijon to the Hôtel de la Haute Montagne at Cidoton asking them to send a car down for him, because it’s eleven miles and you can’t always get a car in St. Claude. The hotel car was there to meet him, a ten-year-old Chrysler driven by the concierge, who was a diamond-cutter when he wasn’t working at the hotel. But Howard only found that out afterwards; the man had come to the hotel since his last visit.

He took the old man’s bags and put them in the back of the car, and they started off for Cidoton. For the first five miles the road runs up a gorge, turning in hairpin bends up the side of the mountain. Then, on the high ground, it runs straight over the meadows and between the woods. After a winter spent in London, the air was unbelievably sweet. Howard sat beside the driver, but he was too absorbed in the beauty of that drive in the fading light to talk much to him. They spoke once about the war, and the driver told him that almost every able-bodied man in the district had been called up. He himself was exempt, because the diamond dust had got into his lungs.

The Hôtel de la Haute Montagne is an old coaching-house. It has about fifteen bedrooms, and in the season it’s a ski-ing centre. Cidoton is a tiny hamlet—fifteen or twenty cottages, no more. The hotel is the only house of any size in the place; the hills sweep down to it all round, fine slopes of pasture dotted here and there with pinewoods. It’s very quiet and peaceful in Cidoton, even in the winter season when the village is filled with young French people on their skis. That was as it had been when he was there before.

It was dark when they drew up at the hotel. Howard went slowly up the stone steps to the door, the concierge following behind him with the bags. The old man pushed open the heavy oak door and went into the hall. By his side, the door leading into the estaminet flew open, and there was Madame Lucard, buxom and cheerful as she had been the year before, with the children round her and the maids grinning over her shoulder. Lucard himself was away with the Chasseurs Alpins.

They gave him a vociferous French welcome. He had not thought to find himself so well remembered, but it’s not very common for English people to go deep into the Jura. They chattered at him nineteen to the dozen. Was he well? Had he made a good crossing of the Manche? He had stopped in Paris? And in Dijon also? That was good. It was very tiring to travel in this sale war. He had brought a fishing-rod with him this time, instead of skis? That was good. He would take a little glass of Pernod with Madame?

And then, Monsieur votre fils, he was well too?

Well, they had to know. He turned away from her blindly. ‘Madame,’ he said, ‘mon fils est mort. Il est tombé de son avion, au-dessus de Heligoland Bight.’
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