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Introduction

At the end of an interview with a leading figure in the New Labour administration of 1997, a journalist asked finally what book had made the greatest impact on the cabinet minister’s political life. Without missing a beat, she replied, ‘Robert Tressell’s The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists.’

Why, some hundred years after it was written, did a nominally socialist politician still feel the instinctive, unerring need to pay homage to Tressell’s work? Why does this book, above all other working-class novels, retain such a powerful grip on the reading public and, more especially, the progressive imagination? For one century on, the rambling story of a group of painters and decorators on the south coast of England remains at the fulcrum of British politico-literary culture.

‘Robert Tressell’: The Man and his Times

The story of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists is in large part the story of ‘Robert Tressell’. Born in Dublin in 1870, Robert Noonan or Croker (we remain unsure) was the illegitimate son of Samuel Croker, an Inspector in the Royal Irish Constabulary, and Mary Noonan. After the death of Croker, Mary Noonan found security in marriage, taking Robert and his three siblings to a new home. But, still mourning the loss of his own father, Robert quarrelled bitterly with his step-father and left home having neither finished his education nor gained any professional apprenticeship.

The following years are hazy, but by the early 1890s Noonan (as I will follow common usage in calling him) had successfully emigrated to South Africa, where he earned a marginal living as a signwriter and jobbing hack for assorted popular newspapers. In 1891 he married Elizabeth Hartel in Cape Town, with whom he had one daughter, Kathleen. However, the marriage was not a happy one and a messy divorce was followed by the death of Elizabeth in 1895. Robert, together with Kathleen, then moved to Johannesburg, where he began to make a reputation for himself as a skilled artisan and political radical. As confrontation between the Boers and the British loomed, Noonan became involved with the Cape’s pro-Boer Irish nationalist brigades as well as with the socialist politics which encircled the nascent trade union movement. He was an active member of Johannesburg’s Trades and Labour Council and a regular at meetings of the international branch of the Independent Labour Party.

Typically, his actual role in the Boer War is unclear (some reports have him as an active combatant; others claim he left South Africa for the duration of the conflict). Either way, by 1901 he was in England with Kathleen, suffering from tuberculosis and staying at the house of his sister in the genteel coastal resort of Hastings. Pursuing his old profession of signwriting and house-painting, Noonan embarked on a series of relatively well paid jobs for the town’s numerous building concerns. However, his career was chequered by a spate of rows as he stood up to the bullying foremen and exploitative owners of the major firms. With the depression of the early 1900s biting and trade low, father and daughter found themselves in a sparse, rented flat living hand to mouth on casual jobs, all of which exacerbated his already failing health. It was these miserable, grinding days – combined with his time as a decorator in Johannesburg – which provided the richly detailed material for The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists.

For even though Noonan was by economic circumstance working class, his writing always benefited from the outsider’s eye. He worked and fraternized with unskilled labourers on a daily basis, but he had been born middle class and remained conscious of the difference. It was a sense of separation further enhanced by his intellectualism. Despite interruptions to his formal schooling, Noonan was a highly educated man: fluent in French while displaying all the autodidact’s passion for reading. Contemporaries remembered him as an active conversationalist and purchaser of books who frequently quoted in conversation the words of Dickens, Swift, Fielding, Shakespeare, Shelley, Byron, Whittier, William Morris and, of course, John Ruskin.1

Perhaps more importantly, Noonan regarded himself not as a labourer but as a skilled artisan in the pre-industrial tradition. His widely admired technical proficiency and artistic flair secured him high rates of pay as well as the workshop nicknames ‘Raphael’ and ‘the professor’. Just as importantly, his vision of the craftsman honouring his skill by carrying out work to the best of his ability powerfully informed his social and political views. One fellow painter described him as,

a brilliant scenic painter and signwriter… He loved Art for Art’s sake. He shared with William Morris and Walter Crane a desire to give to the world the best that was in him, so that the beauty of his work should be an inspiration to all in striving for that which is most beautiful… Nothing distressed him more than the scamping of his work. He, like the rest of us, was not permitted to do his best. Everything was sacrificed to the god of profit.2

Increasingly, Noonan related his own beliefs in craftsmanship and fellowship to the broader political struggle around him. For his socialist sentiments, which first emerged in Johannesburg, enjoyed a ready welcome in 1900s England. After decades of disinterest, the late nineteenth century had witnessed a remarkable revival in socialist thinking. The works of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels started to be translated from the German and French into English; municipal socialism was being preached in the town halls of Glasgow and Birmingham; Robert Blatchford’s brand of utopian socialism was commanding a readership of tens of thousands through the pages of Clarion; trade unions were becoming politicized under the banner of ‘New Unionism’; radical land reform was back on the agenda; while a nebulous sense of middle-class guilt nurtured the progressive politics of the Fabian Society. At the same time, the more ethical socialism of the later John Ruskin and the designer William Morris found a voice in the numerous guilds, churches and fellowships of the 1890s.

What marked out this period of socialism was both the ecumenical multiplicity of its thinking, but also its steady transition into practical party politics. From this intellectual and cultural ferment emerged the Social Democratic Federation (SDF), led by the Marxist Henry Hyndman; the breakaway Socialist League of William Morris; and the more mainstream Independent Labour Party, which went on to spawn the Labour Representation Committee and, ultimately, the Labour Party. As an educated, politically engaged artisan, Robert Noonan was highly familiar with these differing ideological currents, but as an activist he chose to align himself with Hyndman’s Social Democratic Federation and its successor, the Social Democratic Party (SDP). He became closely involved with the Hastings branch, painting placards and designing manifestos as well as taking part in unemployed marches and political education campaigns.

It was this commitment to explaining the nature and promise of socialism, combined with an ever greater need for new sources of income, that drove Noonan to write The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists. His polemical intent is apparent in the Preface, where he laments that ‘not only are the majority of people opposed to Socialism, but a very brief conversation with an average anti-socialist is sufficient to show that he does not know what Socialism means.’ At the same time, Noonan was determined not to produce the kind of stale propagandizing which was (and remains) such a common feature of socialist literature. Instead, his work was to be a novel. ‘My main object was to write a readable story full of human interest and based on the happenings of everyday life, the subject of Socialism being treated incidentally.’ In honour of the tools of his decorating trade, he adopted the pseudonym ‘Tressell’.

Characters, Themes and Setting

The chronicle of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists is told through the character of Frank Owen: an easily recognizable Robert Noonan figure whose name invokes Britain’s first modern socialist, Robert Owen. Like Noonan, Frank Owen is a politically conscious, well-read and highly skilled artisan who from the outset is introduced as distinct from his workmates. ‘He was generally regarded as a bit of a crank: for it was felt that there must be something wrong about a man who took no interest in racing or football and was always talking a lot of rot about religion and politics.’ Owen even speaks differently from his peers, employing the standard English of literature rather than his colleagues’ and employers’ free-flowing slang.

The novel follows a year in the life of Owen and the painters and decorators of Rushton & Co. as they labour on various houses in and around Mugsborough (an undisguised Hastings). At the narrative core of the book is work and with it the relations between the classes. Yet what is immediately striking about this ‘working-class classic’ is the total absence of class solidarity amongst its leading protagonists. Its backdrop is not a mill town or mining valley with lock-outs and class struggle looming. Its daily setting does not present a conscious working class employed in a single industry bitterly at odds with a distant bourgeoisie – the traditional setting for ‘condition of England’ novels such as Dickens’ Hard Times. Rather, Tressel gives us the kind of gradated social hierarchy and non-industrial setting which was in fact the more typical experience of the Edwardian working class. The reality for millions was that of a fragmented, localized pattern of employment which actively mediated against the development of any broader class loyalty. The vast majority of British workers were in small-scale, non-unionized jobs, where relations between employer and employee were either direct or mediated by a series of sub-employers all helping to undermine a collective sense of grievance. What Tressell provided in The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists was a more truthful, far less romantic picture of the proletariat: individuals disorganized, brutally disciplined and at the same time hopelessly isolated.3

The Mugsborough building trade does not foster a politically engaged working class, but instead presents a daily struggle amongst labouring men for work and pay. Influenced by the contemporary vogue for social Darwinism, Tressell described the struggle as the ‘Battle of Life’ and regarded such debilitating competition, turning man against man, as the essential, savage ingredient of capitalism. But even as the workplace descends into a den of informants, thieves and liars, Tressell finds it difficult to blame them:

They [the workmen] all cursed Crass [the charge-hand], but most of them would have been very glad to change places with him: and if any one of them had been in his place they would have been compelled to do the same things, or lose the job… If you, reader, had been one of the hands, would you have slogged? Or would you have preferred to starve and see your family starve? If you had been in Crass’s place, would you have resigned rather than do such dirty work?

The social consequence of an employment structure based on the survival of the fittest was the ubiquitous, dehumanizing poverty that is such an evocative feature of the novel. As Tressell describes the cold, the hunger, and frequent indignity of the labourers’ lives there is a tangible sense of his bitter, personal knowledge of precisely such circumstances. With equal fury, Tressell also highlights the destruction of craftsmanship, and with it the self-respect of the individual workman, which such a profit-oriented system demanded. Scamping, sloshing and botching are all the employees of Rushton & Co. are allowed to perform. Those foolish enough to take time over their work or show a degree of pride in the product are swiftly dismissed. Only Owen’s superior technical skills allow him to hold fast to the values of craftsmanship he had been taught as an apprentice. When he is given the task of designing and decorating a more elegant section of the house, he approaches the work with almost Ruskinian ardour. For a brief while, Owen experiences the deep satisfaction of worthwhile labour. ‘From one till five seemed a very long time to most of the hands, but to Owen and his mate, who were doing something in which they were able to feel some interest and pleasure, the time passed so rapidly that they both regretted the approach of evening.’

Yet this is an exception. It is the shoddy strictures of capitalism which typically dictate the working day and foster the pervasive unnaturalness of the outwardly wealthy, contented Mugsborough. Tressell depicts a corrupted society where individualism is all-consuming, the natural union of marriage is rent asunder, and convicts are treated better than working men. What is more, this insidious upending of social norms affects rich and poor alike. Though the working class suffer most, no one (not even the foreman Hunter or Rushton the boss) is left untouched by the brutal dictates of what Tressell calls ‘The System’. To hammer home the point, that most unnatural act of all, suicide, stalks the novel’s pages. ‘If he [Owen] could not give them [his wife and child] happiness, he could at least put them out of reach of further suffering. If he could not stay with them, they would have to come with him. It would be kinder and more merciful.’

Ideology, Marx and Morris

Despite Owen’s command of the book’s drama, the novel’s most forceful character is not a person but a house. ‘The Cave’, the sprawling, Edwardian residence which the labourers spend their days doing up, provides an overarching metaphor for the novel’s critique of the capitalist system.

Suppose some people were living in a house… and suppose they were always ill, and suppose that the house was badly built, the walls so constructed that they drew and retained moisture, the roof broken and leaky… If you were asked to name, in a word, the cause of the ill-health of the people who lived there you would say – the house. All the tinkering in the world would not make that house fit to live in; the only thing to do with it would be to pull it down and build another.

But the terrible irony is that, rather than pulling down the rotten edifice, the working class spend their days underpinning and repairing it. As they carry out their albeit botched jobs on ‘The Cave’ so they are securing the house’s foundations and by implication the shoddy capitalist system. Hence their moniker. ‘All through the summer the crowd of ragged-trousered philanthropists continued to toil and sweat at their noble and unselfish task of making money for Mr Rushton.’ It is this unthinking, unceasing process of self-harm, with workers actively buttressing an openly exploitative system, which drives the hard fury of the book. For Mugsborough’s philanthropists seem to have no interest in challenging the system. ‘“Wot the ’ell’s the use of the likes of us troublin’ our ’eads about politics?”’ Moreover, they are even devoid of aspiration for the next generation. ‘It seemed as if they regarded their own children with a kind of contempt, as being only fit to grow up to be servants of the children of such people as Rushton and Sweater [a garment maker].’

Robert Noonan’s daughter, Kathleen, once recalled how this culture of resignation both saddened and infuriated her father. ‘He would get exasperated when he could make no impression on the workmen when trying to get them to better their conditions. He would say they deserved to suffer, but that it was their children who would suffer, which was so terribly frustrating to him.’4 That bubbling anger is clearly apparent in the violent hostility which Frank Owen regularly displays towards his colleagues. ‘As Owen thought of his child’s future there sprung up within him a feeling of hatred and fury against the majority of his fellow workmen. They were the enemy. Those who not only quietly submitted like so many cattle to the existing state of things, but defended it, and opposed and ridiculed any suggestion to it.’ Indeed, these numerous outbursts of contempt towards the dull, stupid, bestial working class does make The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists a rather masochistic ‘working-class classic’.

In a forlorn attempt to enlighten his workmates, Owen embarks on a series of lunchtime lectures (where, like Noonan, he is referred to as ‘the professor’), which provide the ideological backbone of the book. And here at work can be seen the intellectual maelstrom of the socialist revival as Owen draws on a catholic range of thinking to bolster his denunciation of capitalism. He begins his critique with a traditional, radical cry against 1066 and the ‘Norman Yoke’, which transferred public property into private hands. Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries only further entrenched the inequalities of ‘landlordism’, before the Industrial Revolution ushered in the modern proletariat. Following a historical approach developed first by Friedrich Engels (in The Condition of the Working Class in England) and then popularized by Arnold Toynbee in his Lectures on the Industrial Revolution, Owen recounts how industrialization killed off skilled artisan communities who were replaced with ‘a class of mere wage earners, having no property in the machines they used, and no property in the things they made. They sold their labour for so much per hour, and when they could not find any employer to buy it from them, they were reduced to destitution.’

It was this degradation, as John Ruskin put it, ‘of the operative into a machine’, this alienation of the individual from his labour thanks partly to his separation from the means of production, which destroyed work as a creative enterprise. Craftsmen were transformed into ‘hands’ suitable only for what William Morris termed ‘slave’s work – mere toiling to live, that we may live to toil’. Nowhere was this more the case, according to Morris, than in the realm of ‘Popular Art’ which ‘no longer exists now, having been killed by commercialism’. Traditionally, the craftsman had naturally fashioned his work so much so that it was ‘often difficult to distinguish where the mere utilitarian part of his work ended and the ornamental began’.5 But the eclipsing of a pre-industrial system of guilds and apprenticeships for the modern labour market snuffed out individual creativity as surely as Hunter clamped down on any hint of professionalism. This emphasis on the hypocrisy of modern liberty for the English workman (what Thomas Carlyle once called ‘the liberty to die by starvation’) is a recurring theme through the book.

They were for the most part tame, broken-spirited, poor wretches who contentedly resigned themselves to a life of miserable toil and poverty, and with callous indifference abandoned their offspring to the same fate. Compared with such as these, the savages of New Guinea or the Red Indians are immensely higher in the scale of manhood. They are free! They call no man master; and if they do not enjoy the benefits of science and civilization, neither do they toil to create those things for the benefit of others.

What kept these inequalities in place was ‘The Great Money Trick’. In essence, a bastardized form of Marx’s theory of surplus value (‘Therefore what remains in the possession of their masters represents the difference between the value of the work done and the wages paid for doing it’), Owen’s analysis also appealed to the traditional radical belief in a workman’s right to the ‘whole produce’ of his labour. Capitalism robbed the worker of the full fruits of his labour and then, backed up by the force of the state, demanded he pay for what was rightfully his. The comprehensiveness of the money trick, combined with the state’s monopoly of violence, meant all that was left to the dispossessed worker was the kind of futile act of resistance – drinking and smoking on the job – which Joe Philpot surreptitiously practises. ‘This is where we get some of our own back.’ Equally futile, Tressell implied, are the traditional forms of party politics. Among the more witty passages in the book are his accounts of the ‘Forty Thieves’ who run Mugsborough Municipal Council, amongst whom sit Messrs Didlum, Grinder, Sweater and Rushton himself. Liberal or Tory, the conventional political process offered nothing for the working man – and this at a time when municipal politics was regarded as one of the more promising avenues for socialism. Meanwhile, national party politics was little more than a smokescreen for the exploitation of the working class, as Parliament battled it out between free trade and Imperial tariffs. Neither of which, Owen believes, would address the fundamental causes of social inequality.

In conventional Marxist style, Tressell suggested that little could change until the working class realized the true nature of their position and developed an understanding of class consciousness. It was the philanthropists’ wilful failure to realize their historic mandate which drives Owen to so much greater fury against his workmates (‘He hated and despised them because they calmly saw their children condemned to hard labour and poverty for life’) than his bourgeois bosses. Only Owen is able to appreciate the temporality of the existing state of class relations, rather than the almost divinely sanctioned legitimacy with which his colleagues seem to regard it. Partly he blames this on their stupidity but, as many historians have done since, the supremely ascetic Owen also implicates working-class culture. The Edwardian politician C. F. G. Masterman once described how the English working man is ‘much more allied in temperament and disposition to some of the occupants of the Conservative back-benches, whose life, in its bodily exercises, enjoyment of eating and drinking, and excitement of “sport”, he would undoubtedly pursue with extreme relish if similar opportunities were offered him.’6 Frank Owen feels the same. The depoliticized world of the pub, organized sport, horror novels and the yellow press (Daily Obscurer, Weekly Ananias, Daily Chloroform) was slowly, surreptitiously deadening any nascent class sentiments. In fact, there appeared only one hope. ‘It was possible that the monopolists, encouraged by the extraordinary stupidity and apathy of the people, would proceed to lay upon them ever greater burdens, until at last, goaded by suffering, and not having sufficient intelligence to understand any other remedy, these miserable wretches would turn upon their oppressors and drown both them and their System in a sea of blood.’

The Cooperative Commonwealth

And what would happen when the sea of blood subsided? Leaving aside the strong undercurrent of violence which suffuses the politics of this novel, what would the revolutionary aftermath resemble? Here, again, Owen draws on competing traditions within the socialist canon to fuse both ethical and economic schools of thought. Echoing many on the more Puritan wing of the socialist movement, Owen draws attention to the needless, egregious waste generated by capitalism. The commercial system created an unnatural demand market for futile, luxury goods while millions went without the basic necessities. ‘“If you go down town, you will see half a dozen draper’s shops within a stone’s-throw of each other – often even next door to each other – all selling the same things. You can’t possibly think that all those shops are really necessary?”’

This unedifying diversion of labour and energy would be instantly curtailed in a cooperative commonwealth where full employment and abundance could be secured for all. The solution was, as the Social Democratic Federation had it on its membership card, ‘The Socialization of Production, Distribution and Exchange’. The nationalization of the means of production, the forcible return to public ownership of the wealth and property of the people illegally seized over the centuries, would necessarily result in an equitable distribution of all the necessaries of life. Here is the raw equality of the socialist dream. Yet Owen’s vision of a socialist society is not the kind of rural, Arcadian throw-back which Robert Blatchford in his utopian bestseller, Merrie England, had outlined. While Blatchford wondered whether ‘any carpet [is] so beautiful or so pleasant as a carpet of grass or daisies’, and lamented the ugliness of ‘Widnes and Sheffield’, Owen accepts that the Industrial Revolution, the modern era of science and machinery, are an established fact.7 The question is who controls the technology and to what uses it is put, rather than industrial progress per se. Indeed, with the help of ‘science and machinery’, Owen foresees a contented future where abundance could be generated for all ‘as was never known or deemed possible before’.

However, Owen is also drawn to the ethical socialism of William Morris, who was deeply contemptuous of some of the mechanistic, economic socialism of his fellow ideologues. He once dismissed the utopian work of the American socialist Edward Bellamy as ‘State Communism, worked by the very extreme of national centralisation’ which promised nothing but ‘a machine-life’. Owen follows suit and outlines a socialist vision which is not simply a question of steady labour, state machinery and increased wages. What socialists want, Owen suggests, is not more work, ‘but more grub, more clothes, more leisure, more pleasure and better homes. They wanted to be able to go for country walks or bicycle rides, to go out fishing or to go to the seaside and bathe and lie on the beach and so forth.’ Unfortunately, the lumpen majority ‘often said that such things as leisure, culture, pleasure and the benefits of civilization were never intended for “the likes of us.”’ The cooperative commonwealth of the future would show that they were by generating a deeper sense of spiritual development and human fulfilment. What that relied upon above all was the return of a sense of attachment to the labour process and with it the reconstitution of the hand and the brain. The operative would be transformed back into a craftsman who struggled intellectually as well as manually.

This conception of a new civilization, premised upon economic cooperation and abundant prosperity, has always been instrumental to the utopian socialist tradition – from Saint-Simon and Fourier to Bellamy and Blatchford – and Owen embraces it fully, if rather provincially. Indeed, the institutional architecture which Owen outlines seems remarkably similar to some of the garden city plans which were being developed at Letchworth and Welwyn at the time. ‘In the centre of every district a large Institute or pleasure house could be erected, containing a magnificently appointed and decorated theatre; Concert Hall, Lecture Hall, Gymnasium, Billiard Rooms, Reading Rooms… A detachment of the Industrial Army would be employed as actors, artistes, musicians, singers and entertainers. In fact everyone that could be spared from the most important work of all – that of producing the necessaries of life – would be employed in creating pleasure, culture and education.’ This was the ethical socialist dream of equality, craftsmanship and creativity. There would be no precarious struggle for the daily necessities of life as all were given the opportunity, after their willing contribution to the common weal, to pursue their individual creative talents. ‘There is no Wealth but Life’, declared Ruskin, and the cooperative commonwealth of Owen’s imagining promised to be wealthy beyond any riches Edwardian England had to offer.

The Religion of Humanity

If such a society seemed to resemble heaven on earth, it was meant to. For although one of the recurring themes of the novel is the nefarious influence of the Christian church and its markedly unchristian ministers, the socialism which Frank Owen preaches displays a profound religiosity. As such it was a representative reflection of much late nineteenth-century socialist thinking. From its first emergence in the credal vacuum of the French Revolution, socialism had proffered itself as a new religion, a new Christianity to fill the void left by the Roman Catholic Church. The utopian socialists – Charles Fourier, Henri de Saint-Simon, Robert Owen – as well as the Young Hegelians (amongst whom Marx and Engels once counted themselves) – turned socialism into a religion of humanity: an ethical philosophy determined to implement harmony and fellowship on earth.

While Marx and Engels later regrouped under the banner of ‘scientific socialism’, the spiritual tradition within socialism continued through the nineteenth century. And when socialist politics came alive again in 1880s Britain it did so as an almost religious revival. Many were drawn to socialism from Nonconformity and the currents of moral Protestantism, which were powerfully at work in Britain’s urban centres. The historian Raphael Samuel once noted the extraordinary affinity between the Salvation Army and the socialist missions of the 1890s. It was impossible to overestimate, he suggested, both the closeness of socialism’s relation to Christianity and also the way in which socialists conceptualized themselves very much, as late Victorians did, as making war against an evil, contaminating world.8

Others were drawn to the religion of socialism from the currents of secularism, spiritualism and even mesmerism that were at work in late Victorian society. Having lost their faith in organized religion as well as their belief in the equity of existing social relations, numerous middle-class intellectuals converted to socialism (with all the sense of grace which that entailed) as a solution to their political and psychological difficulties. But it was more a case of joining a sect than a church, complete with the circulation of sacred texts, witness to truth, a fellowship of ideologues, a sense of persecution, and an unashamed contempt for the ignorant unknowing.

It is this religious context which goes some way to explain the unrelenting zeal of Frank Owen. For not only is he, in sharp contrast to the official ministers of the church, a true Christian in his charity, forgiveness and ascetic holiness, he is also best understood as a missionary operating in the darkest, most heathen terrains. Owen is placed amongst the sensuous, childish working class to bring enlightenment, to promise them the wonders of a socialist ‘civilization’. There is no sense of this configuration of socialism arising organically from the working class. Rather, it is the product of leadership, middle-class leadership, which is able to bring the philanthropists out of the darkness and into the light, a situation which becomes all the more apparent with the emergence of the supremely middle-class Barrington as a fellow socialist apostle in the second half of the book. For a ‘working-class classic’, the proletariat is cast as condescendingly inert and only able to be aroused politically when the middle-class vanguard descends upon them.

Needless to say, the work of conversion is a lonely, thankless business – a veritable Pilgrim’s Progress – but Owen regards it as his calling. It also seems a fairly Old Testament style of induction, for when the sheep stray from the path Owen’s fury becomes as consuming as his own accelerating illness. And it is the sense of weakness within the working class, their moral laxity and failure to appreciate the truth of socialism, which accounts for the pessimism which pervades the work. Like most men of the cloth, Owen is deeply troubled by the fallen state of the world around him.

Reading the Novel

None of these themes – the labour theory of value, utopian socialism, class consciousness – naturally lend themselves to the stylistic demands of popular fiction. But the lasting achievement of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists is that such complex themes are developed through a narrative structure that manages to hold the reader’s interest. This is primarily the product of Tressell’s superb command of dialogue. The banter, the ceaseless repartee between the workmen brings us straight into cold mornings in drafty houses as the ‘hands’ ready themselves for the day’s sloshing and scamping. ‘There is no finer representation, anywhere in English writing,’ Raymond Williams rightly declared, ‘of a certain rough-edged, mocking, give-and-take conversation between workmen and mates. This humour, this edge, is one of the most remarkable achievements.’9 It is the pace and ease of the group scenes which allows for the exploration of socialist philosophy within a surprisingly amenable format.

The humour of the book is another vital element of its success. Tressell uses the speech of Mugsborough’s commerical elite to satirize their vulgar, self-satisfied stupidity with almost Dickensian aplomb – ‘“And then they say Hawstralia is on the other side of the globe, underneath our feet. In my opinion it’s ridiculous, because if it was true, wot’s to prevent the people droppin’ orf?” ’ Indeed, much of the book’s bawdy humour, characterization and crashing puns (the borough MP is called Sir Graball D’Enclosedland; competing decorating firms have titles such as Pushem & Sloggem, Bluffum & Doemdown) is highly reminiscent of the Dickens of Nicholas Nickleby or The Pickwick Papers. Meanwhile, the novel’s dark humour at the expense of the ministry displays a literary lineage going back to Chaucer’s anti-clericalism.

More significantly, Tressell’s achievement was to bring to literary life the full humanity of the working man. Unlike Victorian predecessors such as Elizabeth Gaskell or Benjamin Disraeli, or many of his Edwardian peers including George Gissing, Tressell provided a more nuanced picture of the working class as neither a dumb, insurgent mob nor a class destined to a hopeless abyss. Tressell portrayed individual characters with their own motives, backgrounds, weaknesses and strengths. True, the philanthropists, as well as the bosses, do not significantly develop as characters during the course of the novel, and much of what we do learn of them as individuals is off-putting, but there is none the less a rich sense of life to the working class which is almost unique for novels of the period. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for the female characters. Since so much of the book is concentrated around work and class relationships oriented by work, the novel’s women appear as passive bystanders. This is more so the case as Tressell takes little account of domestic or familial chores as something to be understood in the same context as waged work. Placed outside the official workplace, women figure as subjects all too easily exploited by ‘The System’ or more nefarious events closer to home. Waiting for the next awful turn of the wheel, rarely do the women of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists instigate plot developments. Only Frank Owen’s wife, Nora, strikes a more combative figure with her similarly stringent socialist commitment. But even she is a marginal figure: ill, home-bound, and utterly dependent upon her husband.

Despite these drawbacks, as well as the novel’s occasional tendency for repetition which results from its great length, what sustains the work and accounts for its success is the haunting sense of injustice which underpins the passion of Tressell’s cause. Any limitations in character and plot can be overlooked as Tressell’s overriding conviction that the exploited working classes should have the means to live a fuller, richer life shines through his words. The cold fury, the call to arms is what draws in reader after reader down the generations.

Most of Tressell’s earliest readers shared this socialist vision. Yet how they came to read the novel is as interesting a story as the world of Musgborough. Indeed, part of the draw of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists is bound up with its publishing history and the very nature of its reading. Robert Noonan finished the novel in late 1909 as his health began to deteriorate sharply. Widely regarded with suspicion as a socialist agitator and physically unable to keep up jobs, his relations with Hastings’ various builders and decorators were increasingly fraught. The book seemed his only hope of financial salvation – but time and again the manuscript was rejected by London publishers, not least as it was written in long hand. Seeing no future in Hastings, Noonan decided to emigrate with Kathleen to Canada. He headed off alone to Liverpool to make arrangements for travel and seek some casual work to fund the crossing. There is evidence of him undertaking odd jobs around the city while living a fairly bleak existence in rented lodgings. But in November 1910 his tuberculosis became more aggressive and he was confined to the Liverpool Royal Infirmary. There, in February 1911, Robert Noonan died alone: his body suffering the final indignity of a pauper’s burial in an unmarked grave.

With her father dead, Kathleen left Hastings for London to seek work as a nanny-cum-servant. She carried with her the manuscript of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, and when a literary friend of her employer, Ms Jessie Pope, came to hear of the work she agreed to read it before then passing it on to a London publisher. After a savage range of cuts to the novel, which unnecessarily distorted the novel’s socialist argument, The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists was finally published in April 1914 to generally favourable reviews. The coming of World War I blunted the book’s immediate impact, but during the 1920s and 30s it began to assume the status of an underground classic, revered all the more in plebeian and radical circles for the fact that it was written by a house-painter and signwriter. In The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, Jonathan Rose describes how in the sweatshops of the Jewish East End it became part of a canon of radical texts popular among socialist autodidacts. Meanwhile, in the mining village of Markham, Tressell’s book was the most frequently borrowed item from the local library between 1937 and 1940.10

As new but still incomplete editions began to be issued, with a particularly successful print run in the wake of the 1926 General Strike, the ‘Painter’s Bible’ (as it started to be known in another intriguing echo of the book’s religiosity) became a firm favourite with a working-class and, especially, socialist readership. The novel had an almost mystical, subaltern quality as it was passed from believer to believer. Eric Blair (George Orwell) was alerted to it by a conspiratorially friendly Leeds branch-librarian. And the anecdotes are legion of working men brought into the labour movement after a reading of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists. ‘Go into any meeting room of the working-class movement in Britain,’ wrote a contributor to the Marxist Quarterly in 1955, ‘and you will probably find at least one man present, who could say: “That book brought me into the movement. That book made me a convinced socialist. That book altered the whole course and direction of my life.”’11

One such witness to the truth was the future Trade Union baron and socialist combatant in the Spanish civil war, Jack Jones, who came across the book as ‘a young apprentice in Liverpool, the city in which Robert Noonan died… it had a profound impression on me. It also had a profound impression on many, many workmen in my time when I was an apprentice and since.’12 John Nettleton, a shop steward for the Transport and General Workers Union in 1980s Liverpool, was similarly overawed when he initially encountered Tressell’s prose. ‘I first heard it when I was on a ship. These few pages [the chapter explaining the Great Money Trick] are still done at branch meetings and they still are done in what they call the “hut” at building sites whenever they’re rained off, because it is as relevant today as the day he wrote it. I know lads who have got that off by heart. And every new apprentice who ever comes on the building site on the Liverpool Cathedral, that’s his first lesson. And he learns that before he learns about the trade; he learns that and that’s the way it should be.’13

What Nettleton also points to is the way in which the book was read: it was not a novel by the likes of E. M. Forster or Virginia Woolf, to be individually experienced in the privacy of one’s drawing room. As Frank Owen reads aloud from socialist tracts, as he himself lends books and pamphlets to draw people towards socialism, so The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists was designed as a consciously public text. Nettleton described how amongst the painters of Merseyside it was universally read and ‘used extensively on on-site meetings and in study groups’. There is in this scene a reflexive sense of the fictional Mugsborough meetings to discuss Owen’s own ideas. Indeed, it has been suggested that the book promotes the activity of persuasion itself, presents it as a feasible activity in which the reader can engage and in which it may be redeployed by that active reader.14 And this accounts for the anecdotally high levels of lending and borrowing which the novel enjoyed. Copies were not to be hidden away in personal libraries, but actively pressed upon colleagues and circulated among friends to help to bring them into the light. In A Very British Coup, Chris Mullin’s bitter satire on the Establishment’s reaction to a red Labour government, the Sheffield socialist and future Prime Minister Harold Perkins gives his young girlfriend Molly a copy of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists. ‘In the front he had written with a red felt pen, “To a slightly Tory lady in the hope that she will see the light.”’ Molly was not overwhelmed by the gift. ‘She struggled through the first 50 pages and then gave up.’15 Others more committed to the ragged-trousered gospel found new audiences through the Workers’ Theatre Movement, so beginning a strong tradition of dramatization which continued right through the twentieth century – and eventually transferred to television.

By the late 1930s, the underground success of Tressell’s novel inspired Penguin to bring out a more accessible edition which proved highly popular amongst troops and civilians during World War II. Readers were encouraged to leave it in the Post Office after finishing it, while in the jungles of Burma British troops were said to pass it dog-eared from regiment to regiment. The young Allan Sillitoe received his copy while serving with the Air Force in Malaya just after the war. ‘It was given to me by a wireless operator from Glasgow, who said: “You ought to read this. Among other things it is the book that won the ’45 election for Labour”… it has haunted me ever since.’ And in the nationalizations embarked upon by the Attlee administration, and in their fight against the indignity of poverty with the introduction of the National Health Service and the founding of the welfare state, one can clearly see an attempt to challenge the injustices condemned by Tressell. The socialists of the ’45 generation understood themselves, like Tressell, as involved in an almost Manichean struggle to build a New Jerusalem free as much from the heartless capitalism of Edwardian and inter-war England as the depredations of war.

But why today does our Labour cabinet minister still feel the need to invoke this sacred text? Arguably, there are some elements of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists which could appeal to the modernized social democracy of New Labour. In Tressell’s work there exists a sense of the multifariousness of socialism: a different lineage of socialist thinking which was prevalent before the emergence of a reductive statism and the passing of the Labour Party’s Clause IV in 1918. The recent retreat from a belief in the sanctity of the state by Labour modernizers has encouraged a revival of such alternative traditions of radicalism and mutualism within the Labour movement. Similarly, the novel’s emphasis on the civilization of socialism, its commitment to a higher quality of life beyond the old trade union mantra of wages and jobs, has a very modern tinge. In an electorally pleasing fashion, Tressell also stresses the universality of the socialist message: its principles and programme were just as applicable to the casual labourers and petit-bourgeoise of affluent coastal towns as the industrial proletariat of the northern cities. Above all, the book portrays socialism as an aspirational political philosophy; an attempt to improve (in the modern politician’s mantra) the lives of your family and ‘to help bring about a better state of things’ for the next generation.

Yet the novel’s audience has never been limited to the Left. Its sustained popularity amongst a general readership must partly be linked to the theme of a Pilgrim’s Progress and with it our continuing cultural attraction to narratives of personal struggle and redemption. And then there is the sheer English bloody-mindedness of the ragged-trousered world. The work manages to touch upon a deeply pessimistic strain in the English people’s opinion of each other while at the same time providing a welcome form of literary solace.

But ultimately it is the passion of the book which still commands a reception from builder’s apprentice to cabinet minister. For while the political landscape has changed, the polemical energy of The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists has not dimmed: a rumbling, volcanic anger at the embedded structures of inequality along with their willing collaborators. One hundred years on, the novel continues to speak to ever-prescient political issues: the nature of work and its capacity for personal fulfilment; class relations and the abuse of authority; the historic, inequitable allocation of wealth and power; the capacity for political action; worker solidarity and trade unionism; working-class aspiration and its political configurement. At the heart of it all remains the question of social injustice and an inexplicable fury at those who connive in its political retention.
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Author’s Preface

In writing this book my intention was to present, in the form of an interesting story, a faithful picture of working-class life – more especially of those engaged in the Building trades – in a small town in the south of England.

I wished to describe the relations existing between the workmen and their employers, the attitude and feelings of these two classes towards each other; the condition of the workers during the different seasons of the year, their circumstances when at work and when out of employment: their pleasures, their intellectual outlook, their religious and political opinions and ideals.

The action of the story covers a period of only a little over twelve months, but in order that the picture might be complete it was necessary to describe how the workers are circumstanced at all periods of their lives, from the cradle to the grave. Therefore the characters include women and children, a young boy – the apprentice – some improvers, journeymen in the prime of life, and worn-out old men.

I designed to show the conditions resulting from poverty and unemployment: to expose the futility of the measures taken to deal with them and to indicate what I believe to be the only real remedy, namely – Socialism. I intended to explain what Socialists understand by the word ‘Poverty’: to define the Socialist theory of the causes of poverty, and to explain how Socialists propose to abolish poverty.

It may be objected that, considering the number of books dealing with these subjects already existing, such a work as this was uncalled for. The answer is that not only are the majority of people opposed to Socialism, but a very brief conversation with an average anti-socialist is sufficient to show that he does not know what Socialism means. The same is true of all the anti-socialist writers and the ‘great statesmen’ who make anti-socialist speeches: unless we believe that they are all deliberate liars and imposters, who to serve their own interests labour to mislead other people, we must conclude that they do not understand Socialism. There is no other possible explanation of the extraordinary things they write and say. The thing they cry out against is not Socialism but a phantom of their own imagining.

Another answer is that ‘The Philanthropists’ is not a treatise or essay, but a novel. My main object was to write a readable story full of human interest and based on the happenings of everyday life, the subject of Socialism being treated incidentally.

This was the task I set myself. To what extent I have succeeded is for others to say; but whatever their verdict, the work possesses at least one merit – that of being true. I have invented nothing. There are no scenes or incidents in the story that I have not either witnessed myself or had conclusive evidence of. As far as I dared I let the characters express themselves in their own sort of language and consequently some passages may be considered objectionable. At the same time I believe that – because it is true – the book is not without its humorous side.

The scenes and characters are typical of every town in the South of England and they will be readily recognized by those concerned. If the book is published I think it will appeal to a very large number of readers. Because it is true it will probably be denounced as a libel on the working classes and their employers, and upon the religious-professing section of the community. But I believe it will be acknowledged as true by most of those who are compelled to spend their lives amid the surroundings it describes, and it will be evident that no attack is made upon sincere religion.


1

An Imperial Banquet. A Philosophical Discussion. The Mysterious Stranger. Britons Never shall be Slaves

The house was named ‘The Cave’. It was a large old-fashioned three-storied building standing in about an acre of ground, and situated about a mile outside the town of Mugsborough. It stood back nearly two hundred yards from the main road and was reached by means of a by-road or lane, on each side of which was a hedge formed of hawthorn trees and blackberry bushes. This house had been unoccupied for many years and it was now being altered and renovated for its new owner by the firm of Rushton & Co., Builders and Decorators.

There were, altogether, about twenty-five men working there, carpenters, plumbers, plasterers, bricklayers and painters, besides several unskilled labourers. New floors were being put in where the old ones were decayed, and upstairs two of the rooms were being made into one by demolishing the parting wall and substituting an iron girder. Some of the window frames and sashes were so rotten that they were being replaced. Some of the ceilings and walls were so cracked and broken that they had to be replastered. Openings were being cut through walls and doors were being put where no doors had ever been before. Old broken chimney pots were being taken down and new ones were being taken up and fixed in their places. All the old whitewash had to be washed off the ceilings and all the old paper had to be scraped off the walls preparatory to the house being repainted and decorated. The air was full of the sounds of hammering and sawing, the ringing of trowels, the rattle of pails, the splashing of water brushes, and the scraping of the stripping knives used by those who were removing the old wallpaper. Besides being full of these sounds the air was heavily laden with dust and disease germs, powdered mortar, lime, plaster, and the dirt that had been accumulating within the old house for years. In brief, those employed there might be said to be living in a Tariff Reform Paradise – they had Plenty of Work.

At twelve o’clock Bob Crass – the painters’ foreman – blew a prolonged blast upon a whistle and all hands assembled in the kitchen, where Bert the apprentice had already prepared the tea, which was ready in the large galvanized iron pail that he had placed in the middle of the floor. By the side of the pail were a number of old jam-jars, mugs, dilapidated tea-cups and one or two empty condensed milk tins. Each man on the ‘job’ paid Bert threepence a week for the tea and sugar – they did not have milk – and although they had tea at breakfast-time as well as at dinner, the lad was generally considered to be making a fortune.

Two pairs of steps, laid parallel on their sides at a distance of about eight feet from each other, with a plank laid across, in front of the fire, several upturned pails, and the drawers belonging to the dresser, formed the seating accommodation. The floor of the room was covered with all manner of debris, dust, dirt, fragments of old mortar and plaster. A sack containing cement was leaning against one of the walls, and a bucket containing some stale whitewash stood in one corner.

As each man came in he filled his cup, jam-jar or condensed milk tin with tea from the steaming pail, before sitting down. Most of them brought their food in little wicker baskets which they held on their laps or placed on the floor beside them.

At first there was no attempt at conversation and nothing was heard but the sounds of eating and drinking and the frizzling of the bloater which Easton, one of the painters, was toasting on the end of a pointed stick at the fire.

‘I don’t think much of this bloody tea,’ suddenly remarked Sawkins, one of the labourers.

‘Well it oughter be all right,’ retorted Bert; ‘it’s been bilin’ ever since ’arf past eleven.’

Bert White was a frail-looking, weedy, pale-faced boy, fifteen years of age and about four feet nine inches in height. His trousers were part of a suit that he had once worn for best, but that was so long ago that they had become too small for him, fitting rather tightly and scarcely reaching the top of his patched and broken hob-nailed boots. The knees and the bottoms of the legs of his trousers had been patched with square pieces of cloth, several shades darker than the original fabric, and these patches were now all in rags. His coat was several sizes too large for him and hung about him like a dirty ragged sack. He was a pitiable spectacle of neglect and wretchedness as he sat there on an upturned pail, eating his bread and cheese with fingers that, like his clothing, were grimed with paint and dirt.

‘Well then, you can’t have put enough tea in, or else you’ve bin usin’ up wot was left yesterday,’ continued Sawkins.

‘Why the bloody ’ell don’t you leave the boy alone?’ said Harlow, another painter. ‘If you don’t like the tea you needn’t drink it. For my part, I’m sick of listening to you about it every damn day.’

‘It’s all very well for you to say I needn’t drink it,’ answered Sawkins, ‘but I’ve paid my share an’ I’ve got a right to express an opinion. It’s my belief that ’arf the money we gives ’im is spent on penny ’orribles: ’e’s always got one in ’is hand, an’ to make wot tea ’e does buy last, ’e collects all the slops wot’s left and biles it up day after day.’

‘No, I don’t!’ said Bert, who was on the verge of tears. ‘It’s not me wot buys the things at all. I gives all the money I gets to Crass, and ’e buys them ’imself, so there!’

At this revelation, some of the men furtively exchanged significant glances, and Crass, the foreman, became very red.

‘You’d better keep your bloody thruppence and make your own tea after this week,’ he said, addressing Sawkins, ‘and then p’raps we’ll ’ave a little peace at meal-times.’

‘An’ you needn’t ask me to cook no bloaters or bacon for you no more,’ added Bert, tearfully, ’cos I won’t do it.’

Sawkins was not popular with any of the others. When, about twelve months previously, he first came to work for Rushton & Co., he was a simple labourer, but since then he had ‘picked up’ a slight knowledge of the trade, and having armed himself with a putty-knife and put on a white jacket, regarded himself as a fully qualified painter. The others did not perhaps object to him trying to better his condition, but his wages – fivepence an hour – were twopence an hour less than the standard rate, and the result was that in slack times often a better workman was ‘stood off’ when Sawkins was kept on. Moreover, he was generally regarded as a sneak who carried tales to the foreman and the ‘Bloke’. Every new hand who was taken on was usually warned by his new mates ‘not to let the b—r Sawkins see anything.’

The unpleasant silence which now ensued was at length broken by one of the men, who told a dirty story, and in the laughter and applause that followed, the incident of the tea was forgotten.

‘How did you get on yesterday?’ asked Crass, addressing Bundy, the plasterer, who was intently studying the sporting columns of the Daily Obscurer.

‘No luck,’ replied Bundy, gloomily. ‘I had a bob each way on Stockwell, in the first race, but it was scratched before the start.’

This gave rise to a conversation between Crass, Bundy, and one or two others concerning the chances of different horses in the morrow’s races. It was Friday, and no one had much money, so at the suggestion of Bundy, a Syndicate was formed, each member contributing threepence, for the purpose of backing a dead certainty given by the renowned Captain Kiddem of the Obscurer. One of those who did not join the syndicate was Frank Owen, who was as usual absorbed in a newspaper. He was generally regarded as a bit of a crank: for it was felt that there must be something wrong about a man who took no interest in racing or football and was always talking a lot of rot about religion and politics. If it had not been for the fact that he was generally admitted to be an exceptionally good workman, they would have had but little hesitation about thinking that he was mad. This man was about thirty-two years of age, and of medium height, but so slightly built that he appeared taller. There was a suggestion of refinement in his clean-shaven face, but his complexion was ominously clear, and an unnatural colour flushed the thin cheeks.

There was a certain amount of justification for the attitude of his fellow workmen, for Owen held the most unusual and unorthodox opinions on the subjects mentioned.

The affairs of the world are ordered in accordance with orthodox opinions. If anyone [did not think in accordance with these he soon discovered this fact for himself. Owen saw that in the world a small class of people were] possessed of a great abundance and superfluity of the things that are produced by work. He saw also that a very great number – in fact, the majority of the people – lived on the verge of want; and that a smaller but still very large number lived lives of semi-starvation from the cradle to the grave; while a yet smaller but still very great number actually died of hunger, or, maddened by privation, killed themselves and their children in order to put a period to their misery. And strangest of all – in his opinion – he saw that people who enjoyed abundance of the things that are made by work, were the people who did Nothing: and that the others, who lived in want or died of hunger, were the people who worked. And seeing all this he thought that it was wrong, that the system that produced such results was rotten and should be altered. And he had sought out and eagerly read the writings of those who thought they knew how it might be done.

It was because he was in the habit of speaking of these subjects that his fellow workmen came to the conclusion that there was probably something wrong with his mind.

When all the members [of the syndicate] had handed over their contributions, Bundy went out to arrange matters with the bookie, and when he had gone Easton annexed the copy of the Obscurer that Bundy had thrown away, and proceeded to laboriously work through some carefully cooked statistics relating to Free Trade and Protection. Bert, his eyes starting out of his head and his mouth wide open, was devouring the contents of a paper called The Chronicles of Crime. Ned Dawson, a poor devil who was paid fourpence an hour for acting as mate or labourer to Bundy, or the bricklayers, or anyone else who wanted him, lay down on the dirty floor in a corner of the room and with his coat rolled up as a pillow, went to sleep. Sawkins, with the same intention, stretched himself at full length on the dresser. Another who took no part in the syndicate was Barrington, a labourer, who, having finished his dinner, placed the cup he brought for his tea back into his dinner basket and having closed and placed it on the mantelshelf above, took out an old briar pipe which he slowly filled, and proceeded to smoke in silence.

Some time previously the firm had done some work for a wealthy gentleman who lived in the country, some distance outside Mugsborough. This gentleman also owned some property in the town and it was commonly reported that he had used his influence with Rushton to induce the latter to give Barrington employment. It was whispered amongst the hands that the young man was a distant relative of the gentleman’s, and that he had disgraced himself in some way and been disowned by his people. Rushton was supposed to have given him a job in the hope of currying favour with his wealthy client, from whom he hoped to obtain more work. Whatever the explanation of the mystery may have been, the fact remained that Barrington, who knew nothing of the work except what he had learned since he had been taken on, was employed as a painter’s labourer at the usual wages – fivepence per hour.

He was about twenty-five years of age and a good deal taller than the majority of the others, being about five feet ten inches in height and slenderly though well and strongly built. He seemed very anxious to learn all that he could about the trade, and although rather reserved in his manner, he had contrived to make himself fairly popular with his workmates. He seldom spoke unless to answer when addressed, and it was difficult to draw him into conversation. At meal-times, as on the present occasion, he generally smoked, apparently lost in thought and unconscious of his surroundings.

Most of the others also lit their pipes and a desultory conversation ensued.

‘Is the gent what’s bought this ’ouse any relation to Sweater the draper?’ asked Payne, the carpenter’s foreman.

‘It’s the same bloke,’ replied Crass.

‘Didn’t he used to be on the Town Council or something?’

‘’E’s bin on the Council for years,’ returned Crass. ‘’E’s on it now. ’E’s mayor this year. ’E’s bin mayor several times before.’

‘Let’s see,’ said Payne, reflectively, ‘’e married old Grinder’s sister, didn’t ’e? You know who I mean, Grinder the greengrocer.’

‘Yes, I believe he did,’ said Crass.

‘It wasn’t Grinder’s sister,’ chimed in old Jack Linden. ‘It was ’is niece. I know, because I remember working in their ’ouse just after they was married, about ten year ago.’

‘Oh yes, I remember now,’ said Payne. ‘She used to manage one of Grinder’s branch shops, didn’t she?’

‘Yes,’ replied Linden. ‘I remember it very well because there was a lot of talk about it at the time. By all accounts, ole Sweater used to be a regler ’ot un: no one never thought as he’d ever git married at all: there was some funny yarns about several young women what used to work for him.’

This important matter being disposed of, there followed a brief silence, which was presently broken by Harlow.

‘Funny name to call a ’ouse, ain’t it?’ he said. ‘“The Cave.” I wonder what made ’em give it a name like that.’

‘They calls ’em all sorts of outlandish names nowadays,’ said old Jack Linden.

‘There’s generally some sort of meaning to it, though,’ observed Payne. ‘For instance, if a bloke backed a winner and made a pile, ’e might call ’is ’ouse, “Epsom Lodge” or “Newmarket Villa”.’

‘Or sometimes there’s a hoak tree or a cherry tree in the garding,’ said another man; ‘then they calls it “Hoak Lodge” or “Cherry Cottage”.’

‘Well, there’s a cave up at the end of this garden,’ said Harlow with a grin, ‘you know, the cesspool, what the drains of the ’ouse runs into; praps they called it after that.’

‘Talking about the drains,’ said old Jack Linden when the laughter produced by this elegant joke had ceased. ‘Talking about the drains, I wonder what they’re going to do about them; the ’ouse ain’t fit to live in as they are now, and as for that bloody cesspool it ought to be done away with.’

‘So it is going to be,’ replied Crass. ‘There’s going to be a new set of drains altogether, carried right out to the road and connected with the main.’

Crass really knew no more about what was going to be done in this matter than did Linden, but he felt certain that this course would be adopted. He never missed an opportunity of enhancing his own prestige with the men by insinuating that he was in the confidence of the firm.

‘That’s goin’ to cost a good bit,’ said Linden.

‘Yes, I suppose it will,’ replied Crass, ‘but money ain’t no object to old Sweater. ’E’s got tons of it; you know ’e’s got a large wholesale business in London and shops all over the bloody country, besides the one ’e’s got ’ere.’

Easton was still reading the Obscurer: he was not about to understand exactly what the compiler of the figures was driving at – probably the latter never intended that anyone should understand – but he was conscious of a growing feeling of indignation and hatred against foreigners of every description, who were ruining this country, and he began to think that it was about time we did something to protect ourselves. Still, it was a very difficult question: to tell the truth, he himself could not make head or tail of it. At length he said aloud, addressing himself to Crass:

‘Wot do you think of this ’ere fissical policy, Bob?’

‘Ain’t thought much about it,’ replied Crass. ‘I don’t never worry my ’ed about politics.’

‘Much better left alone,’ chimed in old Jack Linden sagely, ‘argyfying about politics generally ends up with a bloody row an’ does no good to nobody.’

At this there was a murmur of approval from several of the others. Most of them were averse from arguing or disputing about politics. If two or three men of similar opinions happened to be together they might discuss such things in a friendly and superficial way, but in a mixed company it was better left alone. The ‘Fissical Policy’ emanated from the Tory party. That was the reason why some of them were strongly in favour of it, and for the same reason others were opposed to it. Some of them were under the delusion that they were Conservatives: similarly, others imagined themselves to be Liberals. As a matter of fact, most of them were nothing. They knew as much about the public affairs of their own country as they did of the condition of affairs in the planet of Jupiter.

Easton began to regret that he had broached so objectionable a subject, when, looking up from his paper, Owen said:

‘Does the fact that you never “trouble your heads about politics” prevent you from voting at election times?’

No one answered, and there ensued a brief silence. Easton however, in spite of the snub he had received, could not refrain from talking.

‘Well, I don’t go in for politics much, either, but if what’s in this ’ere paper is true, it seems to me as we oughter take some interest in it, when the country is being ruined by foreigners.’

‘If you’re goin’ to believe all that’s in that bloody rag you’ll want some salt,’ said Harlow.

The Obscurer was a Tory paper and Harlow was a member of the local Liberal club. Harlow’s remark roused Crass.

‘Wot’s the use of talkin’ like that?’ he said; ‘you know very well that the country is being ruined by foreigners. Just go to a shop to buy something; look round the place an’ you’ll see that more than ’arf the damn stuff comes from abroad. They’re able to sell their goods ’ere because they don’t ’ave to pay no dooty, but they takes care to put ’eavy dooties on our goods to keep ’em out of their countries; and I say it’s about time it was stopped.’

‘’Ear, ’ear,’ said Linden, who always agreed with Crass, because the latter, being in charge of the job, had it in his power to put in a good – or a bad – word for a man to the boss. ‘’Ear, ’ear! Now that’s wot I call common sense.’

Several other men, for the same reason as Linden, echoed Crass’s sentiments, but Owen laughed contemptuously.

‘Yes, it’s quite true that we gets a lot of stuff from foreign countries,’ said Harlow, ‘but they buys more from us than we do from them.’

‘Now you think you know a ’ell of a lot,’ said Crass. ‘’Ow much more did they buy from us last year, than we did from them?’

Harlow looked foolish: as a matter of fact his knowledge of the subject was not much wider than Crass’s. He mumbled something about not having no ’ed for figures, and offered to bring full particulars next day.

‘You’re wot I call a bloody windbag,’ continued Crass; ‘you’ve got a ’ell of a lot to say, but wen it comes to the point you don’t know nothin’.’

‘Wy, even ’ere in Mugsborough,’ chimed in Sawkins – who though still lying on the dresser had been awakened by the shouting – ‘we’re overrun with ’em! Nearly all the waiters and the cook at the Grand Hotel where we was working last month is foreigners.’

‘Yes,’ said old Joe Philpot, tragically, ‘and then thers all them Hitalian horgin grinders, an’ the blokes wot sells ’ot chestnuts: an’ wen I was goin’ ’ome last night I see a lot of them Frenchies sellin’ hunions, an’ a little wile afterwards I met two more of ’em comin’ up the street with a bear.’

Notwithstanding the disquieting nature of this intelligence, Owen again laughed, much to the indignation of the others, who thought it was a very serious state of affairs. It was a dam’ shame that these people were allowed to take the bread out of English people’s mouths: they ought to be driven into the bloody sea.

And so the talk continued, principally carried on by Crass and those who agreed with him. None of them really understood the subject: not one of them had ever devoted fifteen consecutive minutes to the earnest investigation of it. The papers they read were filled with vague and alarming accounts of the quantities of foreign merchandise imported into this country, the enormous number of aliens constantly arriving, and their destitute conditions, how they lived, the crimes they committed, and the injury they did to British trade. These were the seeds which, cunningly sown in their minds, caused to grow up within them a bitter undiscriminating hatred of foreigners. To them the mysterious thing they variously called the ‘Friscal Policy’, the ‘Fistical Policy’, or the ‘Fissical Question’ was a great Anti-Foreign Crusade. The country was in a hell of a state, poverty, hunger and misery in a hundred forms had already invaded thousands of homes and stood upon the thresholds of thousands more. How came these things to be? It was the bloody foreigner! Therefore, down with the foreigners and all their works. Out with them. Drive them b—s into the bloody sea! The country would be ruined if not protected in some way. This Friscal, Fistical, Fissical or whatever the hell policy it was called, was Protection, therefore no one but a bloody fool could hesitate to support it. It was all quite plain – quite simple. One did not need to think twice about it. It was scarcely necessary to think about it at all.

This was the conclusion reached by Crass and such of his mates who thought they were Conservatives – the majority of them could not have read a dozen sentences aloud without stumbling – it was not necessary to think or study or investigate anything. It was all as clear as daylight. The foreigner was the enemy, and the cause of poverty and bad trade.

When the storm had in some degree subsided,

‘Some of you seem to think,’ said Owen, sneeringly, ‘that it was a great mistake on God’s part to make so many foreigners. You ought to hold a mass meeting about it: pass a resolution something like this: “This meeting of British Christians hereby indignantly protests against the action of the Supreme Being in having created so many foreigners, and calls upon him to forthwith rain down fire, brimstone and mighty rocks upon the heads of all those Philistines, so that they may be utterly exterminated from the face of the earth, which rightly belongs to the British people”.’

Crass looked very indignant, but could think of nothing to say in answer to Owen, who continued:

‘A little while ago you made the remark that you never trouble yourself about what you call politics, and some of the rest agreed with you that to do so is not worth while. Well, since you never “worry” yourself about these things, it follows that you know nothing about them; yet you do not hesitate to express the most decided opinions concerning matters of which you admittedly know nothing. Presently, when there is an election, you will go and vote in favour of a policy of which you know nothing. I say that since you never take the trouble to find out which side is right or wrong you have no right to express any opinion. You are not fit to vote. You should not be allowed to vote.’

Crass was by this time very angry.

‘I pays my rates and taxes,’ he shouted, ‘an’ I’ve got as much right to express an opinion as you ’ave. I votes for who the bloody ’ell I likes. I shan’t arst your leave nor nobody else’s! Wot the ’ell’s it got to do with you who I votes for?’

‘It has a great deal to do with me. If you vote for Protection you will be helping to bring it about, and if you succeed, and if Protection is the evil that some people say it is, I shall be one of those who will suffer. I say you have no right to vote for a policy which may bring suffering upon other people, without taking the trouble to find out whether you are helping to make things better or worse.’

Owen had risen from his seat and was walking up and down the room emphasizing his words with excited gestures.

‘As for not trying to find out wot side is right,’ said Crass, somewhat overawed by Owen’s manner and by what he thought was the glare of madness in the latter’s eyes, ‘I reads the Ananias every week, and I generally takes the Daily Chloroform, or the Hobscurer, so I ought to know summat about it.’

‘Just listen to this,’ interrupted Easton, wishing to create a diversion and beginning to read from the copy of the Obscurer which he still held in his hand:

‘GREAT DISTRESS IN MUGSBOROUGH.
HUNDREDS OUT OF EMPLOYMENT.
WORK OF THE CHARITY SOCIETY.
789 CASES ON THE BOOKS.

‘Great as was the distress among the working classes last year, unfortunately there seems every prospect that before the winter which has just commenced is over the distress will be even more acute.

Already the Charity Society and kindred associations are relieving more cases than they did at the corresponding time last year. Applications to the Board of Guardians have also been much more numerous, and the Soup Kitchen has had to open its doors on Nov. 7th a fortnight earlier than usual. The number of men, women and children provided with meals is three or four times greater than last year.’

Easton stopped: reading was hard work to him.

‘There’s a lot more,’ he said, ‘about starting relief works: two shillings a day for married men and one shilling for single and something about there’s been 1,572 quarts of soup given to poor families wot was not even able to pay a penny, and a lot more. And ’ere’s another thing, an advertisement.

‘THE SUFFERING POOR

Sir: Distress among the poor is so acute that I earnestly ask you for aid for The Salvation Army’s great Social work on their behalf. Some 6000 are being sheltered nightly. Hundreds are found work daily. Soup and bread are distributed in the midnight hours to homeless wanderers in London. Additional workshops for the unemployed have been established. Our Social Work for men, women and children, for the characterless and the outcast, is the largest and oldest organized effort of its kind in the country, and greatly needs help. £10,000 is required before Christmas day. Gifts may be made to any specific section or home, if desired. Can you please send us something to keep the work going? Please address cheques, crossed Bank of England (Law Courts Branch), to me at 101, Queen Victoria Street, EC. Balance Sheets and Reports upon application.

‘BRAMWELL BOOTH.’

‘Oh, that’s part of the great ’appiness an’ prosperity wot Owen makes out Free Trade brings,’ said Crass with a jeering laugh.

‘I never said Free Trade brought happiness or prosperity,’ said Owen.

‘Well, praps you didn’t say exactly them words, but that’s wot it amounts to.’

‘I never said anything of the kind. We’ve had Free Trade for the last fifty years and today most people are living in a condition of more or less abject poverty, and thousands are literally starving. When we had Protection things were worse still. Other countries have Protection and yet many of their people are glad to come here and work for starvation wages. The only difference between Free Trade and Protection is that under certain circumstances one might be a little worse than the other, but as remedies for Poverty, neither of them are of any real use whatever, for the simple reason that they do not deal with the real causes of Poverty.’

‘The greatest cause of poverty is hover-population,’ remarked Harlow.

‘Yes,’ said old Joe Philpot. ‘If a boss wants two men, twenty goes after the job: ther’s too many people and not enough work.’

‘Over-population!’ cried Owen, ‘when there’s thousands of acres of uncultivated land in England without a house or human being to be seen. Is over-population the cause of poverty in France? Is over-population the cause of poverty in Ireland? Within the last fifty years the population of Ireland has been reduced by more than half. Four millions of people have been exterminated by famine or got rid of by emigration, but they haven’t got rid of poverty. P’raps you think that half the people in this country ought to be exterminated as well.’

Here Owen was seized with a violent fit of coughing, and resumed his seat. When the cough had ceased he sat wiping his mouth with his handkerchief and listening to the talk that ensued.

‘Drink is the cause of most of the poverty,’ said Slyme.

This young man had been through some strange process that he called ‘conversion’. He had had a ‘change of ’art’ and looked down with pious pity upon those he called ‘worldly’ people. He was not ‘worldly’, he did not smoke or drink and never went to the theatre. He had an extraordinary notion that total abstinence was one of the fundamental principles of the Christian religion. It never occurred to what he called his mind, that this doctrine is an insult to the Founder of Christianity.

‘Yes,’ said Crass, agreeing with Slyme, ‘an’ thers plenty of ’em wot’s too lazy to work when they can get it. Some of the b—s who go about pleading poverty ’ave never done a fair day’s work in all their bloody lives. Then thers all this new fangled machinery,’ continued Crass. ‘That’s wot’s ruinin’ everything. Even in our trade ther’s them machines for trimmin’ wallpaper, an’ now they’ve brought out a paintin’ machine. Ther’s a pump an’ a ’ose pipe, an’ they reckon two men can do as much with this ’ere machine as twenty could without it.’

‘Another thing is women,’ said Harlow, ‘there’s thousands of ’em nowadays doin’ work wot oughter be done by men.’

‘In my opinion ther’s too much of this ’ere eddication, nowadays,’ remarked old Linden. ‘Wot the ’ell’s the good of eddication to the likes of us?’

‘None whatever,’ said Crass, ‘it just puts foolish idears into people’s ’eds and makes ’em too lazy to work.’

Barrington, who took no part in the conversation, still sat silently smoking. Owen was listening to this pitiable farrago with feelings of contempt and wonder. Were they all hopelessly stupid? Had their intelligence never developed beyond the childhood stage? Or was he mad himself?

‘Early marriages is another thing,’ said Slyme: ‘no man oughtn’t to be allowed to get married unless he’s in a position to keep a family.’

‘How can marriage be a cause of poverty?’ said Owen, contemptuously. ‘A man who is not married is living an unnatural life. Why don’t you continue your argument a little further and say that the practice of eating and drinking is the cause of poverty or that if people were to go barefoot and naked there would be no poverty? The man who is so poor that he cannot marry is in a condition of poverty already.’

‘Wot I mean,’ said Slyme, ‘is that no man oughtn’t to marry till he’s saved up enough so as to ’ave some money in the bank; an’ another thing, I reckon a man oughtn’t to get married till ’e’s got a ’ouse of ’is own. It’s easy enough to buy one in a building society if you’re in reg’lar work.’

At this there was a general laugh.

‘Why, you bloody fool,’ said Harlow, scornfully, ‘most of us is walkin’ about ’arf our time. It’s all very well for you to talk; you’ve got almost a constant job on this firm. If they’re doin’ anything at all you’re one of the few wot gets a show in. And another thing,’ he added with a sneer, ‘we don’t all go to the same chapel as old Misery.’

‘Old Misery’ was Rushton & Co.’s manager or walking foreman. ‘Misery’ was only one of the nicknames bestowed upon him by the hands: he was also known as ‘Nimrod’ and ‘Pontius Pilate’.

‘And even if it’s not possible,’ Harlow continued, winking at the others, ‘what’s a man to do during the years he’s savin’ up?’

‘Well, he must conquer hisself,’ said Slyme, getting red.

‘Conquer hisself is right!’ said Harlow and the others laughed again.

‘Of course if a man tried to conquer hisself by his own strength,’ replied Slyme, ‘’e would be sure to fail, but when you’ve got the Grace of God in you it’s different.’

‘Chuck it, fer Christ’s sake!’ said Harlow in a tone of disgust. ‘We’ve only just ’ad our dinner!’

‘And wot about drink?’ demanded old Joe Philpot, suddenly.

‘’Ear, ’ear,’ cried Harlow. ‘That’s the bleedin’ talk. I wouldn’t mind ’avin ’arf a pint now, if somebody else will pay for it.’

Joe Philpot – or as he was usually called, ‘Old Joe’ – was in the habit of indulging freely in the cup that inebriates. He was not very old, being only a little over fifty, but he looked much older. He had lost his wife some five years ago and was now alone in the world, for his three children had died in their infancy. Slyme’s reference to drink had roused Philpot’s indignation; he felt that it was directed against himself. The muddled condition of his brain did not permit him to take up the cudgels in his own behalf, but he knew that although Owen was a teetotaller himself, he disliked Slyme.

‘There’s no need for us to talk about drink or laziness,’ returned Owen, impatiently, ‘because they have nothing to do with the matter. The question is, what is the cause of the lifelong poverty of the majority of those who are not drunkards and who do work? Why, if all the drunkards and won’t-works and unskilled or inefficient workers could be by some miracle transformed into sober, industrious and skilled workers tomorrow, it would, under the present conditions, be so much the worse for us, because there isn’t enough work for all now and those people by increasing the competition for what work there is, would inevitably cause a reduction of wages and a greater scarcity of employment. The theories that drunkenness, laziness or inefficiency are the causes of poverty are so many devices invented and fostered by those who are selfishly interested in maintaining the present states of affairs, for the purpose of preventing us from discovering the real causes of our present condition.’

‘Well, if we’re all wrong,’ said Crass, with a sneer, ‘praps you can tell us what the real cause is?’

‘An’ praps you think you know how it’s to be altered,’ remarked Harlow, winking at the others.

‘Yes; I do think I know the cause,’ declared Owen, ‘and I do think I know how it could be altered –’

‘It can’t never be haltered,’ interrupted old Linden. ‘I don’t see no sense in all this ’ere talk. There’s always been rich and poor in the world, and there always will be.’

‘Wot I always say is this ’ere,’ remarked Philpot, whose principal characteristic – apart from thirst – was a desire to see everyone comfortable, and who hated rows of any kind. ‘There ain’t no use in the likes of us trubblin our ’eds or quarrelin about politics. It don’t make a dam bit of difference who you votes for or who gets in. They’re hall the same; workin the horicle for their own benefit. You can talk till you’re black in the face, but you won’t never be able to alter it. It’s no use worrying. The sensible thing is to try and make the best of things as we find ’em: enjoy ourselves, and do the best we can for each other. Life’s too short to quarrel and we’ll hall soon be dead!’

At the end of this lengthy speech, the philosophic Philpot abstractedly grasped a jam-jar and raised it to his lips; but suddenly remembering that it contained stewed tea and not beer, set it down again without drinking.

‘Let us begin at the beginning,’ continued Owen, taking no notice of these interruptions. ‘First of all, what do you mean by Poverty?’

‘Why, if you’ve got no money, of course,’ said Crass impatiently.

The others laughed disdainfully. It seemed to them such a foolish question.

‘Well, that’s true enough as far as it goes,’ returned Owen, ‘that is, as things are arranged in the world at present. But money itself is not wealth: it’s of no use whatever.’

At this there was another outburst of jeering laughter.

‘Supposing for example that you and Harlow were shipwrecked on a desolate island, and you had saved nothing from the wreck but a bag containing a thousand sovereigns, and he had a tin of biscuits and a bottle of water.’

‘Make it beer!’ cried Harlow appealingly.

‘Who would be the richer man, you or Harlow?’

‘But then you see we ain’t shipwrecked on no dissolute island at all,’ sneered Crass. ‘That’s the worst of your arguments. You can’t never get very far without supposing some bloody ridiclus thing or other. Never mind about supposing things wot ain’t true; let’s ’ave facts and common sense.’

‘’Ear, ’ear,’ said old Linden. ‘That’s wot we want – a little common sense.’

‘What do you mean by poverty, then?’ asked Easton.

‘What I call poverty is when people are not able to secure for themselves all the benefits of civilization; the necessaries, comforts, pleasures and refinements of life, leisure, books, theatres, pictures, music, holidays, travel, good and beautiful homes, good clothes, good and pleasant food.’

Everybody laughed. It was so ridiculous. The idea of the likes of them wanting or having such things! Any doubts that any of them had entertained as to Owen’s sanity disappeared. The man was as mad as a March hare.

‘If a man is only able to provide himself and his family with the bare necessaries of existence, that man’s family is living in poverty. Since he cannot enjoy the advantages of civilization he might just as well be a savage: better, in fact, for a savage knows nothing of what he is deprived. What we call civilization – the accumulation of knowledge which has come down to us from our forefathers – is the fruit of thousands of years of human thought and toil. It is not the result of the labour of the ancestors of any separate class of people who exist today, and therefore it is by right the common heritage of all. Every little child that is born into the world, no matter whether he is clever or dull, whether he is physically perfect or lame, or blind; no matter how much he may excel or fall short of his fellows in other respects, in one thing at least he is their equal – he is one of the heirs of all the ages that have gone before.’

Some of them began to wonder whether Owen was not sane after all. He certainly must be a clever sort of chap to be able to talk like this. It sounded almost like something out of a book, and most of them could not understand one half of it.

‘Why is it,’ continued Owen, ‘that we are not only deprived of our inheritance – we are not only deprived of nearly all the benefits of civilization, but we and our children are also often unable to obtain even the bare necessaries of existence?’

No one answered.

‘All these things,’ Owen proceeded, ‘are produced by those who work. We do our full share of the work, therefore we should have a full share of the things that are made by work.’

The others continued silent. Harlow thought of the overpopulation theory, but decided not to mention it. Crass, who could not have given an intelligent answer to save his life, for once had sufficient sense to remain silent. He did think of calling out the patent paint-pumping machine and bringing the hosepipe to bear on the subject, but abandoned the idea; after all, he thought, what was the use of arguing with such a fool as Owen?

Sawkins pretended to be asleep.

Philpot, however, had suddenly grown very serious.

‘As things are now,’ went on Owen, ‘instead of enjoying the advantages of civilization we are really worse off than slaves, for if we were slaves our owners in their own interest would see to it that we always had food and –’

‘Oh, I don’t see that,’ roughly interrupted old Linden, who had been listening with evident anger and impatience. ‘You can speak for yourself, but I can tell yer I don’t put myself down as a slave.’

‘Nor me neither,’ said Crass sturdily. ‘Let them call their selves slaves as wants to.’

At this moment a footstep was heard in the passage leading to the kitchen. Old Misery! or perhaps the Bloke himself! Crass hurriedly pulled out his watch.

‘Jesus Christ!’ he gasped. ‘It’s four minutes past one!’

Linden frantically seized hold of a pair of steps and began wandering about the room with them.

Sawkins scrambled hastily to his feet and, snatching a piece of sandpaper from the pocket of his apron, began furiously rubbing down the scullery door.

Easton threw down the copy of the Obscurer and scrambled hastily to his feet.

The boy crammed the Chronicles of Crime into his trousers pocket.

Crass rushed over to the bucket and began stirring up the stale whitewash it contained, and the stench which it gave forth was simply appalling.

Consternation reigned.

They looked like a gang of malefactors suddenly interrupted in the commission of a crime.

The door opened. It was only Bundy returning from his mission to the Bookie.
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Nimrod: a Mighty Hunter before the Lord

Mr Hunter, as he was called to his face and as he was known to his brethren at the Shining Light Chapel, where he was superintendent of the Sunday School, or ‘Misery’ or ‘Nimrod’, as he was named behind his back by the workmen over whom he tyrannized, was the general or walking foreman or ‘manager’ of the firm whose card is herewith presented to the reader:

[image: Image]

There were a number of sub-foremen or ‘coddies’, but Hunter was the foreman.

He was a tall, thin man whose clothes hung loosely on the angles of his round-shouldered, bony form. His long, thin legs, about which the baggy trousers draped in ungraceful folds, were slightly knock-kneed and terminated in large, flat feet. His arms were very long even for such a tall man, and the huge, bony hands were gnarled and knotted. When he removed his bowler hat, as he frequently did to wipe away with a red handkerchief the sweat occasioned by furious bicycle riding, it was seen that his forehead was high, flat and narrow. His nose was a large, fleshy, hawklike beak, and from the side of each nostril a deep indentation extended downwards until it disappeared in the drooping moustache that concealed his mouth, the vast extent of which was perceived only when he opened it to bellow at the workmen his exhortations to greater exertions. His chin was large and extraordinarily long. The eyes were pale blue, very small and close together, surmounted by spare, light-coloured, almost invisible eyebrows, with a deep vertical cleft between them over the nose. His head, covered with thick, coarse brown hair, was very large at the back; the ears were small and laid close to the head. If one were to make a full-face drawing of his cadaverous visage it would be found that the outline resembled that of the lid of a coffin.

This man had been with Rushton – no one had ever seen the ‘Co.’ – for fifteen years, in fact almost from the time when the latter commenced business. Rushton had at that period realized the necessity of having a deputy who could be used to do all the drudgery and running about so that he himself might be free to attend to the more pleasant or more profitable matters. Hunter was then a journeyman, but was on the point of starting on his own account, when Rushton offered him a constant job as foreman, two pounds a week, and two and a half per cent of the profits of all work done. On the face of it this appeared a generous offer. Hunter closed with it, gave up the idea of starting for himself, and threw himself heart and mind into the business. When an estimate was to be prepared it was Hunter who measured up the work and laboriously figured out the probable cost. When their tenders were accepted it was he who superintended the work and schemed how to scamp it, where possible, using mud where mortar was specified, mortar where there ought to have been cement, sheet zinc where they were supposed to put sheet lead, boiled oil instead of varnish, and three coats of paint where five were paid for. In fact, scamping the work was with this man a kind of mania. It grieved him to see anything done properly. Even when it was more economical to do a thing well, he insisted from force of habit on having it scamped. Then he was almost happy, because he felt that he was doing someone down. If there were an architect superintending the work, Misery would square him or bluff him. If it were not possible to do either, at least he had a try; and in the intervals of watching, driving and bullying the hands, his vulture eye was ever on the look-out for fresh jobs. His long red nose was thrust into every estate agent’s office in the town in the endeavour to smell out what properties had recently changed hands or been let, in order that he might interview the new owners and secure the order for whatever alterations or repairs might be required. He it was who entered into unholy compacts with numerous charwomen and nurses of the sick, who in return for a small commission would let him know when some poor sufferer was passing away and would recommend Rushton & Co. to the bereaved and distracted relatives. By these means often – after first carefully inquiring into the financial position of the stricken family – Misery would contrive to wriggle his unsavoury carcase into the house of sorrow, seeking, even in the chamber of death, to further the interests of Rushton & Co. and to earn his miserable two and a half per cent.

It was to make possible the attainment of this object that Misery slaved and drove and schemed and cheated. It was for this that the workers’ wages were cut down to the lowest possible point and their offspring went ill clad, ill shod and ill fed, and were driven forth to labour while they were yet children, because their fathers were unable to earn enough to support their homes.

Fifteen years!

Hunter realized now that Rushton had had considerably the best of the bargain. In the first place, it will be seen that the latter had bought over one who might have proved a dangerous competitor, and now, after fifteen years, the business that had been so laboriously built up, mainly by Hunter’s energy, industry and unscrupulous cunning, belonged to Rushton & Co. Hunter was but an employee, liable to dismissal like any other workman, the only difference being that he was entitled to a week’s notice instead of an hour’s notice, and was but little better off financially than when he started for the firm.

Fifteen years!

Hunter knew now that he had been used, but he also knew that it was too late to turn back. He had not saved enough to make a successful start on his own account even if he had felt mentally and physically capable of beginning all over again, and if Rushton were to discharge him now he was too old to get a job as a journeyman. Further, in his zeal for Rushton & Co. and his anxiety to earn his commission, he had often done things that had roused the animosity of rival firms to such an extent that it was highly improbable that any of them would employ him, and even if they would, Misery’s heart failed him at the thought of having to meet on an equal footing those workmen whom he had tyrannized over and oppressed. It was for these reasons that Hunter was as terrified of Rushton as the hands were of himself.

Over the men stood Misery, ever threatening them with dismissal and their wives and children with hunger. Behind Misery was Rushton, ever bullying and goading him on to greater excesses and efforts for the furtherance of the good cause – which was to enable the head of the firm to accumulate money.

Mr Hunter, at the moment when the reader first makes his acquaintance on the afternoon of the day when the incidents recorded in the first chapter took place, was executing a kind of strategical movement in the direction of the house where Crass and his mates were working. He kept to one side of the road because by so doing he could not be perceived by those within the house until the instant of his arrival. When he was within about a hundred yards of the gate he dismounted from his bicycle, there being a sharp rise in the road just there, and as he toiled up, pushing the bicycle in front, his breath showing in white clouds in the frosty air, he observed a number of men hanging about. Some of them he knew; they had worked for him at various times, but were now out of a job. There were five men altogether; three of them were standing in a group, the other two stood each by himself, being apparently strangers to each other and the first three. The three men who stood together were nearest to Hunter and as the latter approached, one of them advanced to meet him.

‘Good afternoon, sir.’

Hunter replied by an inarticulate grunt, without stopping; the man followed.

‘Any chance of a job, sir?’

‘Full up,’ replied Hunter, still without stopping. The man still followed, like a beggar soliciting charity.

‘Be any use calling in a day or so, sir?’

‘Don’t think so,’ Hunter replied. ‘Can if you like; but we’re full up.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ said the man, and turned back to his friends.

By this time Hunter was within a few yards of one of the other two men, who also came to speak to him. This man felt there was no hope of getting a job; still, there was no harm in asking. Besides, he was getting desperate. It was over a month now since he had finished up for his last employer. It had been a very slow summer altogether. Sometimes a fortnight for one firm; then perhaps a week doing nothing; then three weeks or a month for another firm, then out again, and so on. And now it was November. Last winter they had got into debt; that was nothing unusual, but owing to the bad summer they had not been able, as in other years, to pay off the debts accumulated in winter. It was doubtful, too, whether they would be able to get credit again this winter. In fact this morning when his wife sent their little girl to the grocer’s for some butter the latter had refused to let the child have it without the money. So although he felt it to be hopeless he accosted Hunter.

This time Hunter stopped: he was winded by his climb up the hill.

‘Good afternoon, sir.’

Hunter did not return the salutation; he had not the breath to spare, but the man was not hurt; he was used to being treated like that.

‘Any chance of a job, sir?’

Hunter did not reply at once. He was short of breath and he was thinking of a plan that was ever recurring to his mind, and which he had lately been hankering to put into execution. It seemed to him that the long waited for opportunity had come. Just now Rushton & Co. were almost the only firm in Mugsborough who had any work. There were dozens of good workmen out. Yes, this was the time. If this man agreed he would give him a start. Hunter knew the man was a good workman, he had worked for Rushton & Co. before. To make room for him old Linden and some other full-price man could be got rid of; it would not be difficult to find some excuse.

‘Well,’ Hunter said at last in a doubtful, hesitating kind of way, ‘I’m afraid not, Newman. We’re about full up.’

He ceased speaking and remained waiting for the other to say something more. He did not look at the man, but stooped down, fidgeting with the mechanism of the bicycle as if adjusting it.

‘Things have been so bad this summer,’ Newman went on. ‘I’ve had rather a rough time of it. I would be very glad of a job even if it was only for a week or so.’

There was a pause. After a while, Hunter raised his eyes to the other’s face, but immediately let them fall again.

‘Well,’ said he, ‘I might – perhaps – be able to let you have a day or two. You can come here to this job,’ and he nodded his head in the direction of the house where the men were working. ‘Tomorrow at seven. Of course you know the figure?’ he added as Newman was about to thank him. ‘Six and a half.’

Hunter spoke as if the reduction were already an accomplished fact. The man was more likely to agree, if he thought that others were already working at the reduced rate.

Newman was taken by surprise and hesitated. He had never worked under price; indeed, he had sometimes gone hungry rather than do so; but now it seemed that others were doing it. And then he was so awfully hard up. If he refused this job he was not likely to get another in a hurry. He thought of his home and his family. Already they owed five weeks’ rent, and last Monday the collector had hinted pretty plainly that the landlord would not wait much longer. Not only that, but if he did not get a job how were they to live? This morning he himself had had no breakfast to speak of, only a cup of tea and some dry bread. These thoughts crowded upon each other in his mind, but still he hesitated. Hunter began to move off.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘if you like to start you can come here at seven in the morning.’ Then as Newman still hesitated he added impatiently, ‘Are you coming or not?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Newman.

‘All right,’ said Hunter, affably. ‘I’ll tell Crass to have a kit ready for you.’

He nodded in a friendly way to the man, who went off feeling like a criminal.

As Hunter resumed his march, well satisfied with himself, the fifth man, who had been waiting all this time, came to meet him. As he approached, Hunter recognized him as one who had started work for Rushton & Co. early in the summer, but who had left suddenly of his own accord, having taken offence at some bullying remark of Hunter’s.

Hunter was glad to see this man. He guessed that the fellow must be very hard pressed to come again and ask for work after what had happened.

‘Any chance of a job, sir?’

Hunter appeared to reflect.

‘I believe I have room for one,’ he said at length. ‘But you’re such an uncertain kind of chap. You don’t seem to care much whether you work or not. You’re too independent, you know; one can’t say two words to you but you must needs clear off.’

The man made no answer.

‘We can’t tolerate that kind of thing, you know,’ Hunter added. ‘If we were to encourage men of your stamp we should never know where we are.’

So saying, Hunter moved away and again proceeded on his journey.

When he arrived within about three yards of the gate he noiselessly laid his machine against the garden fence. The high evergreens that grew inside still concealed him from the observation of anyone who might be looking out of the windows of the house. Then he carefully crept along till he came to the gate post, and bending down, he cautiously peeped round to see if he could detect anyone idling, or talking, or smoking. There was no one in sight except old Jack Linden, who was rubbing down the lobby doors with pumice-stone and water. Hunter noiselessly opened the gate and crept quietly along the grass border of the garden path. His idea was to reach the front door without being seen, so that Linden could not give notice of his approach to those within. In this he succeeded and passed silently into the house. He did not speak to Linden; to do so would have proclaimed his presence to the rest. He crawled stealthily over the house but was disappointed in his quest, for everyone he saw was hard at work. Upstairs he noticed that the door of one of the rooms was closed.

Old Joe Philpot had been working in this room all day, washing off the old whitewash from the ceiling and removing the old papers from the walls with a broad bladed, square topped knife called a stripper. Although it was only a small room, Joe had had to tear into the work pretty hard all the time, for the ceiling seemed to have had two or three coats of whitewash without ever having been washed off, and there were several thicknesses of paper on the walls. The difficulty of removing these papers was increased by the fact that there was a dado which had been varnished. In order to get this off it had been necessary to soak it several times with strong soda water, and although Joe was as careful as possible he had not been able to avoid getting some of this stuff on his fingers. The result was that his nails were all burnt and discoloured and the flesh round them cracked and bleeding. However, he had got it all off at last, and he was not sorry, for his right arm and shoulder were aching from the prolonged strain and in the palm of the right hand there was a blister as large as a shilling, caused by the handle of the stripping knife.

All the old paper being off, Joe washed down the walls with water, and having swept the paper into a heap in the middle of the floor, he mixed with a small trowel some cement on a small board and proceeded to stop up the cracks and holes in the walls and ceiling. After a while, feeling very tired, it occurred to him that he deserved a spell and a smoke for five minutes. He closed the door and placed a pair of steps against it. There were two windows in the room almost opposite each other; these he opened wide in order that the smoke and smell of his pipe might be carried away. Having taken these precautions against surprise, he ascended to the top of the step ladder that he had laid against the door and sat down at ease. Within easy reach was the top of a cupboard where he had concealed a pint of beer in a bottle. To this he now applied himself. Having taken a long pull at the bottle, he tenderly replaced it on the top of the cupboard and proceeded to ‘hinjoy’ a quiet smoke, remarking to himself:

‘This is where we get some of our own back.’

He held, however, his trowel in one hand, ready for immediate action in case of interruption.

Philpot was about fifty-five years old. He wore no white jacket, only an old patched apron; his trousers were old, very soiled with paint and ragged at the bottoms of the legs where they fell over the much-patched, broken and down-at-heel boots. The part of his waistcoat not protected by his apron was covered with spots of dried paint. He wore a coloured shirt and a ‘dickey’ which was very soiled and covered with splashes of paint, and one side of it was projecting from the opening of the waistcoat. His head was covered with an old cap, heavy and shining with paint. He was very thin and stooped slightly. Although he was really only fifty-five, he looked much older, for he was prematurely aged.

He had not been getting his own back for quite five minutes when Hunter softly turned the handle of the lock. Philpot immediately put out his pipe and descending from his perch opened the door. When Hunter entered Philpot closed it again and, mounting the steps, went on stopping the wall just above. Nimrod looked at him suspiciously, wondering why the door had been closed. He looked all round the room but could see nothing to complain of. He snuffed the air to try if he could detect the odour of tobacco, and if he had not been suffering from a cold in the head there is no doubt that he would have perceived it. However, as it was he could smell nothing, but all the same he was not quite satisfied, although he remembered that Crass always gave Philpot a good character.

‘I don’t like to have men working on a job like this with the door shut,’ he said at length. ‘It always gives me the idear that the man’s ’avin a mike. You can do what you’re doin’ just as well with the door open.’

Philpot, muttering something about it being all the same to him – shut or open – got down from the steps and opened the door. Hunter went out again without making any further remark and once more began crawling over the house.

Owen was working by himself in a room on the same floor as Philpot. He was at the window, burning off with a paraffin torch-lamp those parts of the old paintwork that were blistered and cracked.

In this work the flame of the lamp is directed against the old paint, which becomes soft and is removed with a chisel knife, or a scraper called a shavehook. The door was ajar and he had opened the top sash of the window for the purpose of letting in some fresh air, because the atmosphere of the room was foul with the fumes of the lamp and the smell of the burning paint, besides being heavy with moisture. The ceiling had only just been water washed and the walls had just been stripped. The old paper, saturated with water, was piled up in a heap in the middle of the floor.

Presently, as he was working he began to feel conscious of some other presence in the room; he looked round. The door was open about six inches and in the opening appeared a long, pale face with a huge chin, surmounted by a bowler hat and ornamented with a large red nose, a drooping moustache and two small, glittering eyes set very close together. For some seconds this apparition regarded Owen intently, then it was silently withdrawn, and he was again alone. He had been so surprised and startled that he had nearly dropped the lamp, and now that the ghastly countenance was gone, Owen felt the blood surge into his own cheeks. He trembled with suppressed fury and longed to be able to go out there on the landing and hurl the lamp into Hunter’s face.

Meanwhile, on the landing outside Owen’s door, Hunter stood thinking. Someone must be got rid of to make room for the cheap man tomorrow. He had hoped to catch somebody doing something that would have served as an excuse for instant dismissal, but there was now no hope of that happening. What was to be done? He would like to get rid of Linden, who was now really too old to be of much use, but as the old man had worked for Rushton on and off for many years, Hunter felt that he could scarcely sack him off-hand without some reasonable pretext. Still, the fellow was really not worth the money he was getting. Sevenpence an hour was an absurdly large wage for an old man like him. It was preposterous: he would have to go, excuse or no excuse.

Hunter crawled downstairs again.

Jack Linden was about sixty-seven years old, but like Philpot, and as is usual with working men, he appeared older, because he had had to work very hard all his life, frequently without proper food and clothing. His life had been passed in the midst of a civilization which he had never been permitted to enjoy the benefits of. But of course he knew nothing about all this. He had never expected or wished to be allowed to enjoy such things; he had always been of opinion that they were never intended for the likes of him. He called himself a Conservative and was very patriotic.

At the time when the Boer War commenced, Linden was an enthusiastic jingo: his enthusiasm had been somewhat damped when his youngest son, a reservist, had to go to the front, where he died of fever and exposure. When this soldier son went away, he left his wife and two children, aged respectively four and five years at that time, in his father’s care. After he died they stayed on with the old people. The young woman earned a little occasionally by doing needlework, but was really dependent on her father-in-law. Notwithstanding his poverty, he was glad to have them in the house, because of late years his wife had been getting very feeble, and, since the shock occasioned by the news of the death of her son, needed someone constantly with her.

Linden was still working at the vestibule doors when the manager came downstairs. Misery stood watching him for some minutes without speaking. At last he said loudly:

‘How much longer are you going to be messing about those doors? Why don’t you get them under colour? You were fooling about there when I was here this morning. Do you think it’ll pay to have you playing about there hour after hour with a bit of pumice stone? Get the work done! Or if you don’t want to, I’ll very soon find someone else who does! I’ve been noticing your style of doing things for some time past and I want you to understand that you can’t play the fool with me. There’s plenty of better men than you walking about. If you can’t do more than you’ve been doing lately you can clear out; we can do without you even when we’re busy.’

Old Jack trembled. He tried to answer, but was unable to speak. If he had been a slave and had failed to satisfy his master, the latter might have tied him up somewhere and thrashed him. Hunter could not do that; he could only take his food away. Old Jack was frightened – it was not only his food that might be taken away. At last, with a great effort, for the words seemed to stick in his throat, he said:

‘I must clean the work down, sir, before I go on painting.’

‘I’m not talking about what you’re doing, but the time it takes you to do it!’ shouted Hunter. ‘And I don’t want any back answers or argument about it. You must move yourself a bit quicker or leave it alone altogether.’

Linden did not answer: he went on with his work, his hand trembling to such an extent that he was scarcely able to hold the pumice stone.

Hunter shouted so loud that his voice filled all the house. Everyone heard and was afraid. Who would be the next? they thought.

Finding that Linden made no further answer, Misery again began walking about the house.

As he looked at them the men did their work in a nervous, clumsy, hasty sort of way. They made all sorts of mistakes and messes. Payne, the foreman carpenter, was putting some new boards on a part of the drawing-room floor: he was in such a state of panic that, while driving a nail, he accidentally struck the thumb of his left hand a severe blow with his hammer. Bundy was also working in the drawing-room putting some white-glazed tiles in the fireplace. Whilst cutting one of these in half in order to fit it into its place, he inflicted a deep gash on one of his fingers. He was afraid to leave off to bind it up while Hunter was there, and consequently as he worked the white tiles became all smeared and spattered with blood. Easton, who was working with Harlow on a plank, washing off the old distemper from the hall ceiling, was so upset that he was scarcely able to stand on the plank, and presently the brush fell from his trembling hand with a crash upon the floor.

Everyone was afraid. They knew that it was almost impossible to get a job for any other firm. They knew that this man had the power to deprive them of the means of earning a living; that he possessed the power to deprive their children of bread.

Owen, listening to Hunter over the banisters upstairs, felt that he would like to take him by the throat with one hand and smash his face in with the other.

And then?

Why then he would be sent to gaol, or at the best he would lose his employment: his food and that of his family would be taken away. That was why he only ground his teeth and cursed and beat the wall with his clenched fist. So! and so! and so!

If it were not for them!

Owen’s imagination ran riot.

First he would seize him by the collar with his left hand, dig his knuckles into his throat, force him up against the wall and then, with his right fist, smash! smash! smash! until Hunter’s face was all cut and covered with blood.

But then, what about those at home? Was it not braver and more manly to endure in silence?

Owen leaned against the wall, white-faced, panting and exhausted.

Downstairs, Misery was still going to and fro in the house and walking up and down in it. Presently he stopped to look at Sawkins’ work. This man was painting the woodwork of the back staircase. Although the old paintwork here was very dirty and greasy, Misery had given orders that it was not to be [cleaned before being painted.]

[‘Just dust it down and slobber the colour on,’] he had said. Consequently, when Crass made the paint, he had put into it an extra large quantity of dryers. To a certain extent this destroyed the ‘body’ of the colour: it did not cover well; it would require two coats. When Hunter perceived this he was furious. He was sure it could be made to do with one coat with a little care; he believed Sawkins was doing it like this on purpose. Really, these men seemed to have no conscience.

Two coats! and he had estimated for only three.

‘Crass!’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Come here!’

‘Yes, sir.’

Crass came hurrying along.

‘What’s the meaning of this? Didn’t I tell you to make this do with one coat? Look at it!’

‘It’s like this, sir,’ said Crass. ‘If it had been washed down –’

‘Washed down be damned,’ shouted Hunter. ‘The reason is that the colour ain’t thick enough. Take the paint and put a little more body in it and we’ll soon see whether it can be done or not. I can make it cover if you can’t.’

Crass took the paint, and, superintended by Hunter, made it thicker. Misery then seized the brush and prepared to demonstrate the possibility of finishing the work with one coat. Crass and Sawkins looked on in silence.

Just as Misery was about to commence he fancied he heard someone whispering somewhere. He laid down the brush and crawled stealthily upstairs to see who it was. Directly his back was turned Crass seized a bottle of oil that was standing near and, tipping about half a pint of it into the paint, stirred it up quickly. Misery returned almost immediately: he had not caught anyone; it must have been fancy. He took up the brush and began to paint. The result was worse than Sawkins!

He messed and fooled about for some time, but could not make it come right. At last he gave it up.

‘I suppose it’ll have to have two coats after all,’ he said, mournfully. ‘But it’s a thousand pities.’

He almost wept.

The firm would be ruined if things went on like this.

‘You’d better go on with it,’ he said as he laid down the brush.

He began to walk about the house again. He wanted to go away now, but he did not want them to know that he was gone, so he sneaked out of the back door, crept round the house and out of the gate, mounted his bicycle and rode away.

No one saw him go.

For some time the only sounds that broke the silence were the noises made by the hands as they worked. The musical ringing of Bundy’s trowel, the noise of the carpenters’ hammers and saws and the occasional moving of a pair of steps.

No one dared to speak.

At last Philpot could stand it no longer. He was very thirsty.

He had kept the door of his room open since Hunter arrived.

He listened intently. He felt certain that Hunter must be gone: he looked across the landing and could see Owen working in the front room. Philpot made a little ball of paper and threw it at him to attract his attention. Owen looked round and Philpot began to make signals: he pointed downwards with one hand and jerked the thumb of the other over his shoulder in the direction of the town, winking grotesquely the while. This Owen interpreted to be an inquiry as to whether Hunter had departed. He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders to intimate that he did not know.

Philpot cautiously crossed the landing and peeped furtively over the banisters, listening breathlessly. ‘Was it gorn or not?’ he wondered.

He crept along on tiptoe towards Owen’s room, glancing left and right, the trowel in his hand, and looking like a stage murderer. ‘Do you think it’s gorn?’ he asked in a hoarse whisper when he reached Owen’s door.

‘I don’t know,’ replied Owen in a low tone.

Philpot wondered. He must have a drink, but it would never do for Hunter to see him with the bottle: he must find out somehow whether he was gone or not.

At last an idea came. He would go downstairs to get some more cement. Having confided this plan to Owen, he crept quietly back to the room in which he had been working, then he walked noisily across the landing again.

‘Got a bit of stopping to spare, Frank?’ he asked in a loud voice.

‘No,’ replied Owen. ‘I’m not using it.’

‘Then I suppose I’ll have to go down and get some. Is there anything I can bring up for you?’

‘No, thanks,’ replied Owen.

Philpot marched boldly down to the scullery, which Crass had utilized as a paint-shop. Crass was there mixing some colour.

‘I want a bit of stopping,’ Philpot said as he helped himself to some.

‘Is the b—r gorn?’ whispered Crass.

‘I don’t know,’ replied Philpot. ‘Where’s his bike?’

‘’E always leaves it outside the gate, so’s we can’t see it,’ replied Crass.

‘Tell you what,’ whispered Philpot, after a pause. ‘Give the boy a hempty bottle and let ’im go to the gate and look to the bikes there. If Misery sees him ’e can pretend to be goin’ to the shop for some hoil.’

This was done. Bert went to the gate and returned immediately: the bike was gone. As the good news spread through the house a chorus of thanksgiving burst forth.

‘Thank Gord!’ said one.

‘Hope the b—r falls orf and breaks ’is bloody neck,’ said another.

‘These Bible-thumpers are all the same; no one ever knew one to be any good yet,’ cried a third.

Directly they knew for certain that he was gone, nearly everyone left off work for a few minutes to curse him. Then they again went on working and now that they were relieved of the embarrassment that Misery’s presence inspired, they made better progress. A few of them lit their pipes and smoked as they worked.

One of these was old Jack Linden. He was upset by the bullying he had received, and when he noticed some of the others smoking he thought he would have a pipe; it might steady his nerves. As a rule he did not smoke when working; it was contrary to orders.

As Philpot was returning to work again he paused for a moment to whisper to Linden, with the result that the latter accompanied him upstairs.

On reaching Philpot’s room the latter placed the step-ladder near the cupboard and, taking down the bottle of beer, handed it to Linden with the remark, ‘Get some of that acrost yer, matey; it’ll put yer right.’

While Linden was taking a hasty drink, Joe kept watch on the landing outside in case Hunter should suddenly and unexpectedly reappear.

When Linden was gone downstairs again, Philpot, having finished what remained of the beer and hidden the bottle up the chimney, resumed the work of stopping up the holes and cracks in the ceiling and walls. He must make a bit of a show tonight or there would be a hell of a row when Misery came in the morning.

Owen worked on in a disheartened, sullen way. He felt like a beaten dog.

He was more indignant on poor old Linden’s account than on his own, and was oppressed by a sense of impotence and shameful degradation.

All his life it had been the same: incessant work under similar more or less humiliating conditions, and with no more result than being just able to avoid starvation.

And the future, as far as he could see, was as hopeless as the past; darker, for there would surely come a time, if he lived long enough, when he would be unable to work any more.

He thought of his child. Was he to be a slave and a drudge all his life also?

It would be better for the boy to die now.

As Owen thought of his child’s future there sprung up within him a feeling of hatred and fury against the majority of his fellow workmen.

They were the enemy. Those who not only quietly submitted like so many cattle to the existing state of things, but defended it, and opposed and ridiculed any suggestion to alter it.

They were the real oppressors – the men who spoke of themselves as ‘The likes of us,’ who, having lived in poverty and degradation all their lives considered that what had been good enough for them was good enough for the children they had been the cause of bringing into existence.

He hated and despised them because they calmly saw their children condemned to hard labour and poverty for life, and deliberately refused to make any effort to secure for them better conditions than those they had themselves.

It was because they were indifferent to the fate of their children that he would be unable to secure a natural and human life for his. It was their apathy or active opposition that made it impossible to establish a better system of society under which those who did their fair share of the world’s work would be honoured and rewarded. Instead of helping to do this, they abased themselves, and grovelled before their oppressors, and compelled and taught their children to do the same. They were the people who were really responsible for the continuance of the present system.

Owen laughed bitterly to himself. What a very comical system it was.

Those who worked were looked upon with contempt, and subjected to every possible indignity. Nearly everything they produced was taken away from them and enjoyed by the people who did nothing. And then the workers bowed down and grovelled before those who had robbed them of the fruits of their labour and were childishly grateful to them for leaving anything at all.

No wonder the rich despised them and looked upon them as dirt. They were despicable. They were dirt. They admitted it and gloried in it.

While these thoughts were seething in Owen’s mind, his fellow workmen were still patiently toiling on downstairs. Most of them had by this time dismissed Hunter from their thoughts. They did not take things so seriously as Owen. They flattered themselves that they had more sense than that. It could not be altered. Grin and bear it. After all, it was only for life! Make the best of things, and get your own back whenever you get a chance.

Presently Harlow began to sing. He had a good voice and it was a good song, but his mates just then did not appreciate either one or the other. His singing was the signal for an outburst of exclamations and catcalls.

‘Shut it, for Christ’s sake!’

‘That’s enough of that bloody row!’

And so on. Harlow stopped.

‘How’s the enemy?’ asked Easton presently, addressing no one in particular.

‘Don’t know,’ replied Bundy. ‘It must be about half past four. Ask Slyme; he’s got a watch.’

It was a quarter past four.

‘It gets dark very early now,’ said Easton.

‘Yes,’ replied Bundy. ‘It’s been very dull all day. I think it’s goin’ to rain. Listen to the wind.’

‘I ’ope not,’ replied Easton. ‘That means a wet shirt goin’ ’ome.’

He called out to old Jack Linden, who was still working at the front doors:

‘Is it raining, Jack?’

Old Jack, his pipe still in his mouth, turned to look at the weather. It was raining, but Linden did not see the large drops which splashed heavily upon the ground. He saw only Hunter, who was standing at the gate, watching him. For a few seconds the two men looked at each other in silence. Linden was paralysed with fear. Recovering himself, he hastily removed his pipe, but it was too late.

Misery strode up.

‘I don’t pay you for smoking,’ he said, loudly. ‘Make out your time sheet, take it to the office and get your money. I’ve had enough of you!’

Jack made no attempt to defend himself: he knew it was of no use. He silently put aside the things he had been using, went into the room where he had left his tool-bag and coat, removed his apron and white jacket, folded them up and put them into his tool-bag along with the tools he had been using – a chisel-knife and a shavehook – put on his coat, and, with the tool-bag slung over his shoulder, went away from the house.

Without speaking to anyone else, Hunter then hastily walked over the place, noting what progress had been made by each man during his absence. He then rode away, as he wanted to get to the office in time to give Linden his money.

It was now very cold and dark within the house, and as the gas was not yet laid on, Crass distributed a number of candles to the men, who worked silently, each occupied with his own gloomy thoughts. Who would be the next?

Outside, sombre masses of lead-coloured clouds gathered ominously in the tempestuous sky. The gale roared loudly round the old-fashioned house and the windows rattled discordantly. Rain fell in torrents.

They said it meant getting wet through going home, but all the same, Thank God it was nearly five o’clock!
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RusHTON & Co.
MUGSBOROUGH

Builders, Decorators, and General Contractors
FUNERALS FURNISHED
Estimates given for General Repairs to House Property
First-class Work only at Moderate Charges
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This represents the whole of the adult population of the country
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Ho the things producd by the pecple in division 4 are shared o s

the difrent clases of the population.






OEBPS/html/image/pn469.jpg
A. Cheeseman

il } Churchwardens





OEBPS/html/image/pn496.jpg
TIME SHEET

OF WORK DONE BY IN THE EMPLOY OF
RUSHTON & CO
BUILDERS & DECORATORS : MUGSBOROUGH

NO SMOKING OR INTOXICANTS ALLOWED DURING WORKING HOURS.

EACH PIECE OF WORK MUST BE FULLY DESCRIBED, WHAT IT WAS,
AND HOW LONG IT TOOK TO DO.
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