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The Devil is a Gentleman

“Dennis Wheatley’s novels were enormously successful. It is not difficult to see why. He provided clear conflicts of Good and Evil and had a talent for nailing archetypes, coupled with a simple determination to entertain … Wheatley is almost forgotten today … and one might wonder if there is a case for 609 pages about him. In fact Phil Baker, critically sifting the evidence and placing Wheatley with perfect accuracy in the English class system, makes his case admirably. He provides us with a good story, well told, and plenty of jokes. Wheatley would have been delighted.”

S.E.G. Hopkin in The Spectator

“It is lively and full of period evocation. Baker takes an amused, pin-pricking but affectionate stance towards his subject.”

Peter Lewis in The Daily Mail

“Phil Baker’s The Devil Is a Gentleman recounts the extraordinary life of Britain’s most prolific occultist, Dennis Wheatley.”

Rowan Pelling in Books of the Year in The Daily Telegraph

“A fantastically entertaining biography of one of the most popular writers of the twentieth-century whose work is still part of the public imagination.”

James Doyle in Book Munch

“Wheatley, unusual, overripe and positively fruity by the end, cries out for contextualization. This is provided by an elegant and skilful writer, possessed of an excellent wit which he uses sparingly and only ever to precise effect. Highly sensitive to period, Baker deals with areas such as appeasement and anti-Semitism (not a Wheatley failing) with much more intelligence than is usually encountered.”

H.E. Taylor in The Anthony Powell Society Newsletter

“He, of all people, deserves to come back from the dead and win a new following of thrill-starved souls in thrall to his dark magic.”

The Oldie

“Wheatley took up writing when the family wine business failed, and his mixture of sex, sadism, snobbery and Satanism proved irresistible to the reading public.”

Stephen Holden in The Chap

“Here is a masterful account of a writer’s internal and external selves, revealing the degree to which any creative author’s life must necessarily be a work of fiction. Baker as a biographer, frankly, is some kind of God-damned life-archaeologist, approaching the famed occult novelist as a real, seriocomic man who was far more than the sum of his parts. It is difficult to imagine a more sensitive and knowledgeable investigation. Black magic stories? That was the least of it: the reader is left far more astonished by the magic Wheatley wove around his own life, as revealed by Baker. Superb, concise, insightful and sublime.”

Jay Rath in The Fortean Times

“Phil Baker … recounts some wonderfully funny moments. A plethora of witty asides, and a cast of nutters beyond anything Wheatley ever invented, add up to a very entertaining read.”

Mick Herron in The Bookdealer

“Like Maugham, Greene and Le Carré, Wheatley’s career was influenced by his intelligence contacts, as was that of another writer whose debt to him is nearly always overlooked. Ian Fleming stripped down Wheatley’s model to three essentials identified by Cyril Connolly as the winning formula for the Bond series: sex, snobbery and sadism.”

Chris Petit in The Guardian

“Phil Baker’s knockout The Devil Is A Gentleman gives us the biography of Dennis Wheatley, war propagandist and author of Satanic novels read by millions but loathed by critics.”

Christopher Fowler

“The war was the high point of Wheatley’s life; it’s also the high point of Baker’s biography.”

Robert Hanks in The London Review of Books

“… it’s lively, racy reading throughout. An enjoyable read, especially for those of us who remember all those occult novels as a guilty adolescent pleasure. As David Blundy of the Observer once wrote: ‘Wheatley has been grappling with the Devil for over thirty years now, and frankly, the Devil’s been pretty decent about it’.”

David Langford in Murky Depths
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INTRODUCTION

The Devil is a Gentleman

“… the fruits of a good library, a well-stocked cellar, rosy twilight on the skulls of stone demons.”

– Iain Sinclair  



Dennis Wheatley held twentieth-century Britain spellbound. Loathed by the critics, his total sales nevertheless reached around fifty million, spearheaded by his immensely popular Black Magic titles. In the early Seventies his distinctive paperbacks were everywhere, part of the zeitgeist. Wheatley virtually invented the public image of Satanism, and he made it seem strangely seductive. If the appeal of black magic in the popular culture of the time was ultimately erotic, it was largely due to Wheatley.

More than just salacious, his books were the absolute incarnation of what has been nicely called “the luxury tradition of cheap fiction.” His Duke de Richleau series presents a world of pentagrams in country house libraries, a place where rare tomes and old brandies meet the Prince of Darkness. People who remember Wheatley still laugh with nostalgic glee at the very mention of Imperial Tokay wine and Hoyo de Monterrey cigars.

Like Sax Rohmer and John Buchan, Wheatley has moved from being merely dated to positively vintage. He was criticised in the Thirties for being dangerously American, but modern readers are more likely to be struck by the Britishness of his books. When a criminal mastermind threatens to send a young duchess down in a submarine with a time bomb, another character blurts out “God man! You’re English! You couldn’t do it!” And when Simon Aron brings trouble on his friends in The Devil Rides Out, despite Richard Eaton’s assurance that he doesn’t blame anyone (“That’s  decent of you, Richard,” says the Duke de Richleau; “Damned decent,” says Simon) Aron knows exactly what he has to do. The loyal band of chums find him gone in the morning, having slipped away before dawn to face the Satanists alone. It is one of the most decent exits since Captain Oates left the tent.

It has been said that to study Wheatley is to study British popular taste. More than that, it is to study the shadowier side of recent British history. Wheatley was as interested in politics as he was in magic, and he was close to the intelligence community and the secret establishment. This fed into his work, from his inside knowledge of MI5’s investigation of Dartington Hall School (which inspired The Haunting of Toby Jugg) to his Fifties involvement in a British scheme to engineer a revival of Islam, writing a propaganda novel for the Arab market.

Even for the home audience, Wheatley’s books are almost unparalleled in their calculated propaganda content, from his classic The Devil Rides Out (in its original 1934 context an early Appeasement novel, with a message of peace with Nazi Germany) to his late novel Gateway to Hell, with its fears of ethnic conflict and the Black Power movement in America. Between the two came a series of occult thrillers addressing the Communist menace, the need for Britain to have nuclear armaments, and even the spectre of Satanic Trade Unionism.

Wheatley was a frankly reactionary writer, appalled by the passing of time and the slippages of history. “The ideology which shows through is indescribably ripe,” says one of his best commentators, Maurice Richardson: “Perhaps it appeals to some subterranean Edwardian current that still trickles through the minds of a wide range of age-groups.” Wheatley saw existence as a Manichaean conflict between the forces of light and darkness, with the forces of darkness threatening to come out on top as the century staggered onwards. The identity that Wheatley carved out for himself as the smoking-jacketed connoisseur with his cellar and his library was inseparable from a strong dose of cultural pessimism, and a sense that living well is the best revenge.

Unlike many purveyors of luxury pulp fiction, Wheatley knew what he was talking about. He was originally a Mayfair wine merchant, and he wrote himself out of bankruptcy when his business was caught in the Depression. If the wine trade was one half of his education, the other half came from his involvement with a man named Eric Gordon Tombe, a fraudster and gentleman criminal whom Wheatley came to know in the First War when they were young officers together. Wheatley was fascinated by Tombe, who introduced him to paganism and decadence and led him to read widely, from Oscar Wilde to Lao Tzu. Tombe’s disappearance in the Twenties was one of the most painful episodes of Wheatley’s life, recorded blow by blow in an unpublished memoir.

Having begun to write, Wheatley never looked back, from being “Public Thriller Writer No.1” in the Thirties and “Prince of Thriller Writers” in the Forties to becoming Britain’s occult uncle in the Sixties and Seventies. Together with Edgar Wallace and Agatha Christie, Wheatley towered over the century’s popular fiction, with an output that included historical romances, highly innovative “Crime Dossiers,” and even board games. His books also have far more love interest than those of most thriller writers, and a large female readership was one of the secrets of his success.

Wheatley was much loved but never quite respectable (even in 1994 a librarian in Montana lost her job for lending students a copy of The Devil And All His Works). Wickedness aside, critics hated him for his poor prose style: Wheatley “pads like a truss-stuffer” said one, while another described his prose as a “lumbering, stilted, cliché-infested” hybrid of “pompous bank manager” and “romantic lady novelist.” For all his bad style, Wheatley was a writer who knew exactly what he was doing. His friend Anthony Powell asked his advice on plotting A Dance to the Music of Time (and there is a larger significance in the fact that a character based on Wheatley is the central figure of Powell’s final novel, The Fisher King.)

“Sex, Jingoism and Black Magic” is how one commentator  sums up Wheatley’s work. Although his black magic books were only a small part of his overall output, they are the part he is likely to be remembered for – often with a touch of affectionate bathos. Many occultists began with reading Dennis Wheatley, although they might not always admit it. Initiated into a black magical group in Robert Irwin’s comic novel, Satan Wants Me, the young hero is lectured by the Master of the Lodge over his magical diary:



… he went on about how my stuff resembled pulp fiction by the hands of someone like Dennis Wheatley. Not only that, but my fantasies of what I was going to do with Maud resembled the nefarious thoughts of a preposterous, lip-smacking villain in a Wheatley novel. But I was thinking, if Felton despises Wheatley’s novels as much as he says he does, how come he is so familiar with their contents?



Indeed. Felton has no doubt been drawn in, like millions of other readers, by the curiously charming ambience of the Wheatley world. Whatever Wheatley professed to think about Satanism – that it was a cover for Communism, for example, and vice versa – he wrote about it like a man who was oddly on home ground, infusing it with something of his own sense of luxury and snobisme. In turn it made his fortune. Noting in a 1970 profile that Wheatley lived in “some splendour,” journalist David Blundy observed “Wheatley’s been grappling with the Devil for over thirty years now, and frankly, the Devil’s been pretty decent about it.”






CHAPTER ONE

Family Romances

One night in the middle of the nineteenth century, two twelve year old boys entered the darkness of Bruton Place, a quiet mews running into Berkeley Square, and climbed furtively into a bread van to sleep. They had walked sixty miles to seek their fortunes, and now they had arrived in the big city.

One of the boys was Dennis Wheatley: not the writer but his grandfather, a farm boy from Bluntisham-cum-Earith in Huntingdonshire, where his widowed mother worked in a bakery, and the other was his friend Charlie. Climbing out of the van in the early morning, they set off in opposite directions to look for work. Charlie went along Oxford Street and found a safe harbour at D.H.Evans, where by years of hard work he eventually became a director, while young Wheatley walked a few yards to what was then the celebrated grocery and poultry emporium of Cadbury and Pratt, Cheesemongers and Poulterers to Her Majesty, at number 24–25 New Bond Street. He started as an errand boy, became a delivery roundsman, and rapidly rose in the firm.

The story of these two boys is just the kind of narrative the Victorians enjoyed: it is like something out of Samuel Smiles’s secular bible of 1859, Self Help. But although the tale of Wheatley’s grandfather might be the sort of story the Victorians liked, it is not the sort they loved best of all, which would involve self-sacrifice, sentiment, and charity to others. There is precious little of those things in the story of “Ready Money Wheatley,” as he would later be known. As well as an extraordinary ability for business, he had more than a grain of mercantile brutishness in his character. Where Oliver Twist asked for more, Ready Money Wheatley would have schemed to corner the gruel market.

Wheatley the writer tells the tale of his grandfather in his charming but not entirely reliable autobiography. There are  some inconsistencies – for one thing D.H.Evans wasn’t founded until 1879, a couple of decades later – but the overall picture is clear enough, and by the 1970s Wheatley must have thought the story was not only a perfect cornerstone to his own existence, but a good example to the young. He liked to put messages in his books, as we shall see.

*

Ready Money met a girl named Sarah Hart, probably a cook in one of the households Cadbury and Pratt catered to, and decided to marry her. As Wheatley tells it, his employers proposed giving him a pay rise, but to their surprise it wasn’t enough. Wheatley wanted double wages, or he would quit. Cadbury and Pratt were reluctant to let him go, and he reminded them that if he left he would take many of their best customers with him. Unless they agreed to double his wages he was going to open up in business himself, competing with Cadbury and Pratt, and this is what he finally did.

In 1867 Ready Money married Sarah Hart, but in 1871 he was still a “journeyman” cheesemonger, not self-employed but paid wages by the day. Aged twenty four, he was living at Whitaker Street, in what were then mean and shabby streets behind Sloane Square, with his thirty year old wife and their children, Elena aged two and Jesse, still not one, followed by Bert, the novelist’s father, born in 1871. They lodged there with a builder’s clerk and his wife, and shared the house with another lodger, a journeyman fishmonger.

It is not clear how Ready Money financed the leap to shopkeeping in Mayfair on his own account, but somehow he did. He worked hard for virtually all his waking hours, never taking holidays, going to market before it was light, opening the shop at eight, and doing his accounts until midnight. On Sunday mornings he would do an early delivery round before his obligatory attendance at church, to worship “the Great God Respectability”.

Pork unsold on Saturday would spoil before Monday, so Ready Money and his children would set up trestles and sell pork scraps on the pavement until midnight. Very different  from Wheatley’s household trade, the clientele for the pavement meat were the crowds of poorer people who lived in the meaner streets on the Northern side of the Oxford Street divide, who would come down and haggle over their pickings.

One way and another Wheatley’s fortunes consolidated and he became known as “Ready Money Wheatley” because it was his practice to take a bag of gold sovereigns with him when he went to market. Getting up at five, he would drive his horse and van to Leadenhall in the City, and use his gold as an incentive to get the lowest prices for poultry. At some point he stopped handling his own cash and had a bagman who walked behind him, dispensing the ready money. He became a major player at Leadenhall Market, to the extent that the best goods were reserved for his first choice. Street trading with the poor was now behind him.

*

Looking back on his paternal grandfather, Wheatley thought of the old proverb, “Better to be born lucky than rich,” and he felt this luck was something they had in common.

The family moved to St.John’s Wood, while the shop moved to Mount Street, just off Park Lane. The family began to play croquet, but “Ready Money” was not a croquet enthusiast. He could exercise his competitive instincts in the real world, and he now began to enjoy an extraordinary run of luck, in which wine vintages behaved like stocks and shares. The great clarets of the 1870s were, as Wheatley the writer (henceforth just “Wheatley”) remembered them, “not only the vintage of a generation, they were the vintage of a lifetime … but when they were young those ‘70s were the very devil.”

Wine merchants invested in them heavily, even selling off their vintage port to raise the money, but then something went wrong. They failed to develop in the bottles, and after ten years – with increasingly anxious tasting as time went by – they remained full of tannin. Some wine merchants lost heart, and began offloading them at the price of vin ordinaire. It was like an investment in Chinese Railway Bonds.

One of the businesses who burnt their fingers was Barrett and Clay (Wheatley remembers them as Davey and Pain) at 16a South Audley Street. They also had the misfortune to owe money to Wheatley’s grandfather, which they couldn’t pay back because they had sunk it into the claret. Ready Money called in his debts, and they were ruined. Like a country house changing hands in an eighteenth century gambling hell, their shop became his, with the claret still in the cellars. And then suddenly the claret bounced back. To the amazement of the wine trade, it finally started to ‘go right’ in the bottles, and its value rocketed.

Ready Money was no longer just a grocer: a Mayfair wine merchants had fallen into his grip. Now, when the Grosvenor Estate embarked on a redevelopment of South Audley Street, Ready Money bagged himself a further prime site on the corner next to Grosvenor Chapel. He was allowed to build a shop at 26 South Audley Street with three residential floors above it and a single storey cellar below, and when the builders began to dig they struck silver sand (which was valuable, hence the Victorian expression “happy as a sandboy”).

Ready Money was on a winning streak, and he excavated deeper without permission. He had doubled his cellarage as well as selling the sand, and the building further paid for itself when he let the upper floors. He continued to prosper, acquiring further shops, but the decisive twist for our unborn novelist was the split in the business between poultry and wine (there was a law forbidding shops to sell game alongside wines and spirits, originally to prevent poachers swapping dead birds for drink). The new shop at number 26 sold only drink, and the groceries moved to another branch across the road.

A nineteenth century psychiatrist once complained that the business of “lunatic-keeping” was like the wine trade: they were both jobs for a man who had failed at something else. But in this story, the wine trade has a more positive aspect. It is not as socially limiting as the unmistakably déclassé business – however much money it might make – of grocery and poultry. The calling of wine merchant is almost  gentlemanly in comparison, like the upper reaches of the antiquarian book trade.

It was lucky that Ready Money took Wheatley’s father Bert to be his lieutenant in the drink business, while his brother Jess, Wheatley’s uncle, was innocently condemned to the purveying of poultry over the road. The cards had now fallen in such a way that Wheatley in turn would become a wine merchant, with a business that would one day pride itself on supplying wine to “three kings, twenty-one princes, and many millionaires.”

*

We have seen a classic rags-to-riches story and we are about to see another, on the maternal side of the family. But at this point another narrative appears, an old tale which has been known since Freud as the “family romance”; the childhood fantasy that one’s apparent parents are not the real ones, and that one is actually of noble or even royal birth.

Wheatley’s maternal grandfather, William Yeats Baker, was made of altogether finer stuff than Ready Money Wheatley. Despite being born in humble circumstances in what was then the village of Wandsworth, he would sometimes show his grandson Dennis a crested envelope with a bear holding a staff, telling him that it was the crest of the Earls of Warwick and that they were descended from this family.

Wheatley wanted to believe it, and in later life he tried to rationalise it: perhaps William Yeats Baker’s mother was the mistress of an aristocrat, and WYB (as he became known) was his illegitimate son. Certainly his father was never mentioned in the family. Further, WYB’s mother kept her infant son clean, and supplied him with fresh laundry every day, which pointed in Wheatley’s mind to a certain gentility.

Baker had slender, “beautifully modelled” hands, and small feet, which Wheatley himself was proud to have in turn, and which he felt – somewhat oddly – were an aristocratic trait. More than that, Baker was pleasantly spoken, naturally courteous, and had a feeling for “things old, rare or beautiful.”  Wheatley believed that such qualities were unlikely in a man of low birth, “however rich he may become”; they had to be, as we might say today, genetic.

Or perhaps not. At any rate, when he was about twelve William Yeats Baker became an office boy in Blackfriars, earning six shillings a week at the Thamesbank Iron Company. In order to save on the extravagance of fares he left Wandsworth every morning at 6.30, carrying a sandwich, walked five miles to work, and every evening walked the five miles back again.

Baker married a woman with the potentially more distinguished surname of Herbert, but she was no more than lower-middle class, if that: her intensely class-conscious grandson knew this because her sister, his Aunt Betsy, was for many years a housekeeper, and she dropped her aitches.

Baker slowly became a central figure in the company, and at the age of 30 he was made a partner. Then comes another of those strange leaps, like Ready Money’s leap to his first shop. In his thirties, as a partner, WYB somehow found the capital to buy out his fellow directors and become the sole owner of the company.

WYB became a rich Victorian iron-master, building gasometers all over the country, and he now travelled in a horse-drawn Brougham carriage. He lived in a mansion at the top of Brixton Hill named Aspen House, where he enjoyed pottering among his orchids and collecting art.

*

WYB’s wife died young, leaving him to bring up their teenage daughter Dolly. She seems to have been spoiled for this reason, and because she had a long period of childhood invalidism. She was well enough to be sent to a boarding school, Rokesley School at Brighton (Wheatley describes it as the forerunner of Roedean, which is untrue but for the fact that they are both in Brighton).

WYB was not pleased when Bert Wheatley – very much ‘in trade’, working in a shop – arrived to court his daughter. He feared Bert might be a fortune hunter, and in any case  Dolly should have done better: an aristocrat would have been perfect, crowning the trajectory accomplished so far, or at least a gentleman. And this Bert Wheatley was not, although (as Wheatley says) he was probably the most gentlemanly of the four brothers and at least had no cockney in his accent.

With its objets d’art and its leisured inhabitants Aspen House must have seemed extraordinarily gracious to Bert, and Dolly must have seemed like the inhabitant of a higher plane. Despite having a squint and few social graces, Bert succeeded in winning her affections.

WYB seems to have been a generous individual and he doted on his only daughter, so it is some indication of his feelings that he threatened to stop paying her allowance if she married Bert Wheatley. But Bert and Dolly insisted, and in 1896 they were married at Christ Church Brixton, Dolly wearing a heavy satin dress with a ten-foot train and an almost unbelievable sixteen inch waist, found in a trunk after her death.

*

There was to be another variant of the “family romance” with Dolly and Bert, neatly completing its operation on both sides of the family and capping both ‘rags-to-riches’ stories. One day in the 1920s they were motoring near Eastbourne when they stopped to look at a church at Pevensey. There they found the alabaster monument of an Elizabethan gentleman lying on his side, wearing a ruff round his neck and bearing the name of John Wheatley.

Wheatley’s father asked the vicar about this Wheatley, and he was told John Wheatley had helped Queen Elizabeth fund the fleet that sank the Armada. He had no known descendants, and Bert Wheatley at once claimed him as an ancestor. As Wheatley writes, “the fact that there was not a single link to connect the sixteenth-century courtier with the twentieth-century wine merchant troubled my father not at all”. It is well known that you can never be too careful when it comes to choosing your parents, and now the  Wheatleys had done the next best thing. They had adopted some ancestors.

*

Recalling Wheatley in his later life, people tend to agree he was a snob. But when we consider Wheatley’s background as a high-class tradesman, it is almost impossible that he would not have become acutely class-conscious. If some measure of snobbery was a given for Wheatley, it is more surprising how humane and down to earth he could be about social class, as well as having far less rosy-tinted nostalgia for the Victorians than one might expect.

Wheatley was aware that the lower orders had to work appalling hours. More than that, “the appalling conditions imposed for gain upon the poorer classes” – in addition to Victorian sexual morality and hypocrisy, which Wheatley particularly hated, and which would incline him to paganism – “makes the upper-and middle-class Victorians … the most sanctimonious and truly immoral generations of which we have any record.”

As for the Wheatleys’ Elizabethan ancestry, it was just possible that he was descended from John Wheatley, but after sixteen generations, “a simple calculation shows that no fewer than 65,532 other people have since contributed to my blood – which clearly demonstrates how pointless such claims really are.” He may be slightly out with his arithmetic1 but the point remains, and it is not a point we would expect him to make.

And yet. It is not a point we would expect if it was purely about breeding, but there is another animus at work. Wheatley could afford to mock the Wheatleys’ pretensions to gentility while safely enjoying his second wife’s Norman forebears and aristocratic credentials. Similarly, he pours no scorn on the idea that the Baker side of the family was linked to the Earls of Warwick, and Warwick the Kingmaker.

Wheatley’s debunking of John Wheatley fits into a lifelong pattern of doing down the Wheatley side of his family. Wheatley was not illegitimate, he tells us, so he is at least entitled to bear the Wheatley name, “for what it is worth” [my emphasis]. Compared to Ready Money Wheatley, William Yeats Baker “started life under no less difficult circumstances, made a much larger fortune, and possessed qualities which lifted him far above the level of a successful tradesman” [my emphasis: and for Wheatley’s generation the word tradesman had a particularly poisonous ring to it.] Again, “My mother detested the Wheatleys and, as far as my grandmother was concerned, I don’t blame her.”


Having grown up disliking his paternal grandfather and father, in due course Wheatley would come to dislike his mother too, bludgeoning her in the head and drowning her in his first mature novel. But this is to get ahead of the story. On the evening of Friday 8th January 1897 – the year of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, with the British Empire dominating the globe – Dennis Yeats Wheatley was born.



1 I am told it should be 65,536.



CHAPTER TWO

The Lost Land

Wheatley was an infant during the Boer War, an ugly war which killed over twenty thousand British soldiers and began to break the Victorians’ faith in the Empire. The major event in the public mind was the siege of Mafeking, where an outnumbered and under-equipped British garrison of soldiers and trapped civilians held out from October 1899 to May 1900, eating their horses and printing their own currency and stamps. They were shelled by Boer artillery every day except Sundays, when they listened to their military band and played cricket.

The conflict was keenly followed in Britain, and when Mafeking was saved there was jubilation on the streets of London. “Mafficking” (to celebrate wildly) became a verb of the time, and The Relief of Mafeking was the only day that Wheatley’s father ever came home drunk. The walls of Wheatley’s nursery were papered in a pattern of khaki on white, and showed scenes from the Boer War. Wheatley always remembered a British soldier walking forwards under a white flag of truce, but being gunned down regardless by the dishonourable foreign Boer. This was the wallpaper of Wheatley’s earliest years.

*

Wheatley’s parents had a second boy when Wheatley was less than two, but he died while Wheatley was still too young to remember him, choked by a whooping cough that his parents believed he caught from Dennis.

Wheatley took better care of his doll, a little man called Charlie who wore a blue velvet suit. Long before the characters of his fiction – novelistic dolls and puppets of whom an interviewer noted that he talked about them “in such affectionate, avuncular terms that one almost expects that at  any moment they will be shown into his study” – Wheatley had a vivid imaginative relationship with Charlie. When the family were about to set off on holiday, and their trunks were loaded onto the horse-carriage that was taking them to the railway station, Wheatley suddenly needed to know where Charlie was, and began to scream that Charlie would suffocate, until the trunks were unpacked and Charlie was rescued. Charlie spent the rest of the journey in Wheatley’s overcoat pocket, with his head sticking out so he could breathe.

Wheatley was a wilful child, capable of shouting, repeating a request endlessly, or even lying flat on his back and screaming until he got his own way. Had his father been anything like the ogre that Wheatley imagined, this behaviour might have been knocked out of him, but it never was. Wheatley’s inability to like this well-meaning man is the saddest aspect of his childhood. As he grew up he found his father boring, business-obsessed, humourless, and unread, but almost from the beginning he found him frightening.

His father’s eyes were round, bland and inscrutable, so it was impossible for Wheatley to tell what he was thinking. His expressionless stare would terrify Wheatley, who feared that he had been found out doing something wrong. Wheatley even wondered if his father’s strange, implacable eyes had hypnotised his mother into marrying him.

Not that his father always helped his own cause. Before Wheatley could read, he took immense pleasure in being read to by his mother or his nanny. His pocket money was a penny a week, which he generally spent on sweets, but one day when he went to the shop with his nanny, his attention was caught by the boy’s paper Chums. As Wheatley remembered it, the characteristically thrilling cover picture showed a Red Indian sneaking up on an unwary cowboy. The urge to hear the story behind this anxious scenario, and to know what happened, was so strong that it won out over Wheatley’s liking for sweets, and he invested the whole of his penny in that week’s copy of Chums.

Wholesome, patriotic and deliberately “decent”, Chums was widely regarded as the best of the boys’ papers at the  time. It was packed with outdoor adventure, cliff-hanging action, and plucky ruses for outwitting malevolent natives. It also carried educational features on music and industry, and it had a social conscience, with photo-illustrated pieces on the education of poorer chums in the East End (all boys were generically ‘chums’ as far as Chums was concerned, so a socially aware piece on Jewish boys in Britain, for example, was about “Jewish chums”).

A hundred years on, it is still striking what a quality paper Chums was, with articles like ‘A Visit to Admiral Markham’ (in the series ‘Notable Men with Private Museums: and Stories of How They Founded Them’). Self-improvement was the order of the day, whether ‘From Street Arab to Author’ or ‘From Pit to Parliament’, but it was never easy, as in ‘The Struggles of a Great Violinist: Mr.Tivadar Nachez’s Rise to Fame’.

A typical Chums feature might be ‘Queen Victoria’s Life in Stamps: Portraits from all Parts of the Empire’ (something Wheatley collected in later life, displayed under glass), and the paper was interspersed with cartoons, perhaps featuring visual puns, or talking oysters. Other pictures almost defy parody, like ‘The Joy of Life’, in which a female elephant, wearing a spotty dress, is jumping up and down while waving a Union Jack in her trunk. And above all, Chums carried cliff-hanging stories, like the irresistibly titled ‘Above The Clouds With A Madman: Professor Gasley’s Weird Voyage.’

The covers were even more cliff-hanging than the contents. “Percy … hung and swayed over an abyss of death” is the picture on one, while on another “The Gorilla was now less than six feet away,” or “Shielding the Young Trooper’s Body With His Own, He Turned to Face the Savages.” It was all-important to stick together, like the two Englishmen who stand back to back with a gun and sword as a crowd of armed Chinese attacks them, and it was hardly less important to do the decent thing, like giving water to a wounded Boer (‘An Enemy in Need’).

Wheatley never found out what happened to the unwary cowboy. When he got home, his father caught sight of  the comic and made a terrible error of judgement. Bearing down with his frightening eyes, he snatched it away, gave the nanny a dressing down for letting him buy it, and put it on the living room fire, where little Dennis had to watch it burn.

Wheatley’s father must have thought it was a “penny dreadful”, like the lurid vampire and Ripper shockers from a few years earlier, but it was as unjust as if a 1950s father had snatched and burned a copy of The Eagle. It seems to have been the injustice that shocked young Wheatley as much as anything else. He intuited Chums was “good” (the pictures, for one thing, were like his stirring nursery wallpaper) and he knew a wrong had been done, but he was too young to put it into words, and in any case he was powerless. And that was it between Wheatley and his father: “this sudden harsh and unjustifiable punishment started a festering sore that was not to be healed finally for nearly a quarter of a century.”

When he grew a little older, the Chums annual was Wheatley’s favourite Christmas present, year after year. Seventy years later he was still defending it: “I can recall no story in it which did not encourage in young readers an admiration for courage, audacity, loyalty and mercy in the hour of victory.”

One of the most arresting aspects of Chums is its small adverts. The firm of Gamages, for example – the once great Holborn department store – seems to have appointed itself as armourer to the nation’s youth. It offered the ‘Son of a Gun’ water pistol which “protects bicyclists against vicious dogs and footpads; travellers against robbers and roughs; houses against thieves and tramps” (possibly it had to be filled with ammonia; whatever the secret was, “full directions will be found on the inside of the box.”) Still in keeping with the hazardous, conflict-ridden nature of the Chums world, Gamages also offered an alarming range of swordsticks. “Strong bamboo, stout blade” could belong to any reader for 1/6d including postage, while “Choice bamboo, mounted nickel silver, stout square blade, 26in. long (a very neat stick)” was 2/3d. Wheatley grew up with a liking for swordsticks, and owned several as an adult.

*

Wheatley’s father was not a reader and he considered fiction, in particular, to be a waste of time. In contrast, his more cultivated mother was an avid reader, so the realm of books and stories was more maternal in its early associations, and belonged to the Baker rather than Wheatley side of his family.

Wheatley regarded his mother as a great beauty when he was a child. He grew less fond of her as he grew up, and his opinion of her features changed accordingly (“I now know that her features, though regular, were too coarse for her ever to have been really lovely”). As an adult, he looked back on her as snobbish and lazy, although he remembered her lively mind and sense of humour, and he conceded that her charm led people to think of her as a socially distinguished woman – “other than the few who were capable of detecting her occasional middle-class lapses”.

There is probably more tender-hearted romance in Wheatley’s novels than there is in the work of any comparable male thriller writer, and the fact that they appealed to women as well as men would increase the immense readership for his work. As a small boy Wheatley was very close to his mother, who would let him help her choose her clothes and make decisions at the dressmaker. In turn, he seems to have known how to get round her: she gave him his first piano lessons, and one day when he was playing badly, she tapped him on the fingers with a pencil, at which he began to sob and howl. “Come, darling, come,” she said, hugging him, “I couldn’t possibly have hurt you.” “No,” said Wheatley, “but you hurt my little feelings.”

[image: images]

Wheatley and his mother.
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Resolute little chap: Wheatley circa 1900.
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Bric-a-brac: the interior of Aspen House.
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Wheatley as a cadet on HMS Worcester.

Wheatley had a little sister, Muriel, who was plain but had an abundance of golden hair: Wheatley’s father, in an affectionate and playful mood, would pretend to lose gold sovereigns in it. Rather than little sisters, Wheatley had a lifelong liking for girls on the ‘big sister’ model, the first of whom was a neighbouring girl named Dorothy Sharp, five years older than Wheatley – nine to his four – who lived nearby. Wheatley’s mother enrolled him in a kindergarten where Dorothy was also a pupil, and it was arranged that she would call for him every morning and escort him there. “I became very fond of her”, writes Wheatley, “in the way that one is of an elder sister.”

It was at the kindergarten that romantic love first struck for Wheatley, with unhappy results. He became aware of two much older sisters, Janie and Honor, and he thought Honor was lovely, indeed “the most lovely person I had ever seen.” Still barely more than a toddler, Wheatley had romantic fantasies about Honor, in which he would rescue her from terrible Chums-style perils such as burglars and Red Indians.

Dorothy Sharp took Wheatley to the kindergarten, but it was his nanny who had to collect him and take him home again. One day his nanny was late, and Wheatley sat there miserably waiting for her: he had his overcoat and hat on, but he had not yet mastered the art of tying his bootlaces, which his nanny had to do. When Honor – entirely unaware of the role she played in Wheatley’s fantasy life – happened to come by and see this poor little mite sitting there so miserably, she asked what was wrong, and without any fuss she did his boots up for him. They had never spoken before and now Wheatley was confused, dumbstruck and generally mortified with “wonder, embarrassment, and shame”. It took him days to recover from this “shattering experience” – even as an old man he still remembered it with some intensity.

*

Wheatley had a strong sense of the two sides of his family as separate. His Wheatley grandmother Sarah was grim, ignorant, Low Church, strait-laced, and mean, but life was very different at Aspen House, where Grandfather Baker lived with his pictures and his orchids, along with four full-time gardeners. When he called on friends he would take orchids for their wives, bowing and producing them like a conjurer out of his bowler hat. On Sundays in the late summer and  autumn he would invite twenty or thirty friends round to drink champagne, after which he would give away the produce of his garden.

Living nearby, the Wheatleys would go up to Aspen house two or three days a week. Wheatley always remembered the food: Grandfather Baker would have a steak or a Dover sole for his breakfast, and there would be high teas with eggs, kippers, or crab, followed by generous quantities (“masses”, writes Wheatley excitedly) of strawberries or raspberries with cream. Weekday dinners and Sunday lunches meant duck, salmon, pheasants, chickens and lobsters, ending with fruit and nuts after “rich puddings.”

Aspen house was filled with artworks and china, including a tea service that was said to have belonged to Lord Byron, a smoking outfit belonging to Napoleon, and the once famous mechanical singing bullfinch from the 1851 Exhibition, as well as a painting which had a working clock in it. The walls were completely covered with pictures, frame-to-frame. The overall effect was intensely cluttered and somewhat Continental in taste, with ormolu-mounted Buhl cabinets, endless vases and vessels, Dresden china groups, and glass display cabinets full of china and figurines.

Quite unlike the so-called country-house look, it must have been like living in a high-class department store, and it took twenty-one days of auctions to disperse Grandfather Baker’s collection when he died, beginning with a sale of pictures at Christie’s. Wheatley always looked back on him as the source of his own love of the finer things in life.

*

Things were less grand, but still comfortable, further down Brixton Hill at Wheatley’s parents house in Raleigh Gardens, towards Streatham, a large suburban semi-detached bought for them by Grandfather Baker, who had since relented about Dolly’s allowance.

At first the Wheatleys had only one servant, a girl of 20 named Kate. Wheatley’s mother could barely boil a kettle and never cooked, so Kate was up at six for cleaning, scrubbing and laundering. In the afternoon she was in her best outfit to attend on callers, before cooking the dinner, serving it, and washing up. She was paid a pound a month (about £60 now), and as a Christmas present she would be given material to make herself a new uniform.

Kate was a ‘general’, which is to say she did everything, until after Wheatley’s birth the family also took on her younger sister, which freed Kate for helping with Wheatley. Most local families had servants, and Wheatley felt sorry for the family of his friend Dorothy Sharp, who seemed to have trouble making ends meet and had only one servant, a slovenly teenage girl from Kent.

The Wheatleys were lucky in their neighbours. Next door lived the Kellys, and Wheatley thought of Charlie Kelly as a painter, which brought him into WYB’s circle, but this seems to have been a sideline; he was principally a toy importer. Kelly was a dwarfish man with a high voice and what Wheatley thought of as negroid features, and at Christmas he would sing “Negro ditties”. His little daughter was Wheatley’s first playmate, but unfortunately “ugly and stupid into the bargain.” On the other side was a widow, Mrs.Mills, who bought Wheatley toys, including a set of knights in armour. Looking back on them late in life, Wheatley characteristically adds “if such a set were procurable today I doubt its price would be less than £300.”

WYB’s household also included a housekeeper, Nelly Mackie, who may have been a relative; she always called WYB “Uncle”, and her son Laurence was thought of as a kind of cousin. She was an attractively plump woman in her thirties, and Wheatley came to think she may have been there primarily as company, and perhaps more, for WYB: “One of his dictums was that a girl should be ‘as fresh as a peach and as plump as a partridge’, and if that was his taste then the young Nellie Mackie may well have been a great source of pleasure to him.”

Laurence (“Laurie”, or “Cousin Los”) became like a much-loved elder brother to Wheatley, and when he was back from his boarding school, he would play with him in the  garden – with what Wheatley later realised was kindness and patience, given their five year age difference – and tell him stories about the little people who lived in the rockery.

*

WYB’s garden – a small remnant of the much larger Roupell Park – came from the Elizabethan period. His mulberry trees were said to have been planted by Elizabeth, although Wheatley thought it was more likely they were from the reign of James I, who encouraged the planting of mulberries to build up a native silkworm industry. WYB’s garden seemed enormous to Wheatley. Beyond the lawn with the mulberry trees lay the peach house, the tomato house, two orchid houses and a couple of other hot houses. Further on were the orchards, the summer house, an archery target and a swing, and a walled kitchen garden. “What a feast of joys it was for any small boy to roam in on long summer afternoons!”

This sense of a lost Edwardian wonderland is pervasive in the early parts of Wheatley’s autobiography, inseparable from the Edwardian nostalgia just under the surface of his fiction. He remembers cakes from the once famous Buszards on Oxford Street, and magic lantern shows at parties.

There were rockpools to explore at the seaside, and he particularly remembered the Surrey countryside around Churt, where his father rented a cottage. It was still “entirely unspoilt” and “within the range of a morning’s walk there were not more than half a dozen modern houses”. Wheatley saw a profusion of wild flowers, which he was fond of as a child, coloured dragon flies hovering above bulrushes, and small waterfalls in a woodland stream. “For me the most lovely thing in nature is a woodland glade”, Wheatley thought, and despite his later travelling around the world “I still have no memories … which exceed in beauty those of the Surrey woods.”

The nostalgic tone continues when Wheatley talks about Brixton. It was still quite green in those days, although it also had Electric Avenue – the first street in Britain to be lit by electricity – and a couple of modern department stores,  where customers’ money was spirited around the shop by a Heath Robinson arrangement of pulleys and wires: a container would rocket away and disappear into unknown regions, zooming back a few minutes later with the receipt and the change.

Wheatley’s doting parents often took him to a Mr.Treble’s photography studio, and in one of Wheatley’s favourite photos of himself he was posed in an eighteenth-century style three-cornered hat, of the kind worn by pantomime leads and Toby jugs; Wheatley thought of it as a “highwayman’s hat.” The past always seemed more picturesque.

*

Streatham was not a smart address. Journalist Olga Franklin wrote of a man she knew, “who had a dreadful secret … He was quite tormented by it. He roamed the world, living in Malaya, India, Japan, America … only not to be at home face to face with The Secret. One day the ugly truth came out. He had been born and brought up in Streatham.”

Bert Wheatley was working hard at the wine business, and in 1904 he was able to move his family to a less suburban house, still in Streatham but in a better neighbourhood. This was Wootton Lodge, which had a central building, two wings on either side, and a curving drive. Wheatley’s father modernised it and installed speaking tubes, so that servants in the basement could be spoken to without having to summon them by ringing.

All this social mobility had to be paid for, and Wheatley’s father was surviving far better than some of his uncles. Ne’er-do-well Uncle Johnny Baker wore loud check suits with extravagant flowers in his buttonhole and spent too much time at the races or entertaining chorus girls, and then let the side down by marrying a barmaid, who divorced him for philandering. WYB grew similarly tired of his dissipation, and pensioned him off on the condition he lived abroad.

One unfortunate incident involving Johnny was no fault of his own. At Aspen House was a large bulldog which was extremely fond of young Wheatley. One day Wheatley ran  towards Uncle Johnny, and his expansive uncle snatched him off the ground and swung him up in the air. Springing to defend the child, the dog jumped at Johnny and sank its teeth in his chin: “as bulldogs are renowned for refusing to leave go,” says Wheatley, “the horrible scene that followed can be imagined.” Wheatley had no conscious recollection of this, but he became afraid of dogs and was never again comfortable with them. It seems to have become one of those things that we never remember and never forget.

Uncle Jess was harder working but came to a spectacular downfall. He was in charge of the shop at 65 South Audley Street, where his particular problem was the system of routine fraud and embezzlement, whereby chefs and other powerful servants would take a commission on everything that was supplied. If tradesmen refused to play, then the chefs and butlers could guide their masters’ accounts elsewhere, if necessary by serving bad goods and blaming the suppliers. Charging for goods not supplied was another long established custom, and chefs could insist on tradesmen adding a fraudulent ten or twenty pounds a month to their bills and splitting it with them. The strain of all this drove Uncle Jess to drink.

People are sometimes said, figuratively, to swing on the chandelier. One night Uncle Jess was literally swinging on the chandelier when he and it came crashing down on to the table below. That was the end; Ready Money sacked him from South Audley Street. He and his wife Emily were exiled to run a small grocery at St.Margaret’s Bay, near Dover.

One day in the 1920s, Wheatley himself was working in the South Audley Street shop, when a woman came in asking for his father; “a woman who would neither state her business nor go away.” Wheatley was called from his office, and saw “a small, faded, seedily dressed woman”, to whom he explained that his father really was out. Could he be of assistance? “Oh, Dennis,” she said, “don’t you know me? I’m your Aunt Emily.” A few years later she was dead.

*

Young Wheatley’s life continued happily at Wootton Lodge,  untroubled by the business realities that kept it going. It had a bigger garden than their previous address, a summer house with coloured-glass windows and a greenhouse where orange trees grew.

The garden was the special domain of Mr.Gunn the gardener, “the ruler of this small boy’s paradise.” He found time to make Wheatley toy swords, and bows and arrows, and he was also a keen amateur “naturalist,” which in those days was a collecting activity. Gunn showed Wheatley how to catch and preserve butterflies, and he was sometimes allowed to go to Gunn’s house for tea, where he saw the birds that Gunn had stuffed and mounted, and his butterfly and beetle collections. Wheatley treasured the two glass cases of butterflies that Gunn gave him as Christmas presents.

But a shadow was soon to fall across this small boy’s paradise, and Wheatley would soon have tribulations of his own to deal with. The time had come for him to go away to boarding school.




CHAPTER THREE

Telling Tales

Wheatley’s parents were concerned that he was delicate and the family doctor thought sea air would do him good, so he was sent to Skelsmergh, a school at Margate. Shortly after his eighth birthday in 1905 a train already full of boys, having begun its journey at Victoria, pulled in at Herne Hill Station, and Wheatley’s mother put him on board.

Margate was famed for its ‘air’, and it was about as cold as the south of England gets ( like Skegness, Margate was thought to be “bracing”). In winter the boys had to break the ice on their wash basins. But as Historic Margate puts it, “A healthy mind requires a healthy body, and both could be developed in Margate.”

Wheatley was not a natural for school life, but he survived. He loathed team games, and he was already a fussy eater. He was also unable to eat butter, which made him sick, and at home he was always given beef dripping instead.

There was little bullying at Skelsmergh, and instead the primate savagery of boys confined together found its outlet in a ritualised activity known as “mobbing”. This would settle on a victim at random, when a rumour would spread through the school that such-and-such a boy was going to be “mobbed.” As Wheatley says, “It can be likened only to an impulse running through a herd”. It could fall on anybody, popular or unpopular, and the victim would do his best to hide for a day or two, or keep within sight of the masters. But sooner or later they would be attacked by twenty or more boys of all ages, and while “fisticuffs” was strictly respected in normal circumstances, when a mobbing broke out they would kick and rip and trample, after which calm would return.

Wheatley was never mobbed. For the most part he was happy at Skelsmergh. He particularly enjoyed the monthly  holiday, when the boys would go to places such as Deal, Sandwich, or Pegwell Bay. There would be “a special lunch with lemonade at an hotel”, and at teatime on these expeditions there would be “all the cake we could eat” – a phrase which sets the Wheatley seal of approval on the whole business.

Skelsmergh was a good school principally because of the character of the two brothers who ran it, Sam and G.N. Hester. G.N. was the Headmaster, and Wheatley admired him. He taught geography, when he would simply tell the boys about “foreign lands” and his travels abroad. He told them about tea growing, and winter sports, and castles on the Rhine; he told them how he had sailed to Australia on a clipper ship, and what storms at sea were like; and he told them of the American on board who refused to go through the ceremony of paying homage to Neptune, barricading himself in his cabin and firing a revolver through the door. Wheatley was completely captivated.

Wheatley was still thought to be delicate, so he was taken in as a special boarder in G.N.’s own household, where there were three other boys: Oakes, Leete, and Arendt. Oakes and Leete were given to what was then known as “beastliness”, which is to say they were smutty, dirty-minded characters. They gave Wheatley a demonstration of the missionary position together, on the floor. Leete also taught Wheatley how to masturbate, something he took to with enthusiasm. The adult Wheatley had a libertarian and broadly ‘anti-Victorian’ attitude to sex, but he did wonder if his impotence in middle age was caused by excessive masturbation when young.

Bernie Arendt and Wheatley became great friends. Arendt’s father was a German waiter who became head of catering for the Great Eastern Railway: in other words Bernie was of the caste – well to do caterers and upper tradesmen – who would figure prominently and naturally in Wheatley’s circle into the Twenties and Thirties. They lived at the Great Eastern Hotel, Liverpool Street, and when he was a little older it was a treat for Wheatley to go there and lunch with Bernie, the two lads being served by waiters in a  private dining room. Arendt’s father lost his job with the anti-German hysteria of the First War, but Wheatley met Bernie again years later as a manager at the Berkeley Hotel.

*

As the youngest boys in the household, Wheatley and Bernie had an earlier bedtime than the others. Their room was on the first floor, and one night they were going up to bed in poor light, lit only by the hallway below, when Wheatley – whose head was still at about the height of a banister rail – looked through the banister columns and saw a man’s face looking back at him. The staircase turned on itself, so Wheatley was almost at the first floor landing and the man was above him, seen through two sets of banisters but not far away. The face was fat, white, and round, and the man’s hand was above it, on the banister, as he crouched at Wheatley’s height looking at him. Wheatley was too frightened to move.

Arendt was ahead and had seen nothing. “What a lovely moon,” he said, opening the door to their room and looking out of the window. This broke the spell of Wheatley’s terror enough for him to scream, as the man bounded up the stairs towards the upper storey. G.N.Hester, his wife, his wife’s friend Milly Evans, and a man who had come around for the evening all came running up the stairs, and as the women looked after Wheatley and Arendt, the men went to look for the intruder on the upper floor, armed with hockey sticks.

They failed to find anyone. Telling this story in later years, Wheatley stresses that the house was a two-storey box, with no balconies, outbuildings, or fire escape. There were no nearby trees, and no sign next day of anyone having jumped to the ground. But most readers will need little persuading that there was, in fact, no one there; Wheatley had somehow spooked himself. Wheatley was comforted with cake, and Milly Evans read him to sleep. Everyone told him he must have been imagining things, and the story of the burglar was gradually forgotten.

During the First War, Wheatley met Milly Evans again. He was now a soldier, and Milly was in her thirties, and they  talked about old times at Skelsmergh. Millie asked Wheatley if he remembered seeing the ghost, and the fright that he had given everybody. This threw Wheatley for a moment. “You thought it was a burglar,” she said, “we let you go on thinking that because we didn’t want to frighten you.”

The Hesters and their circle were spiritualists, and what had happened, as Milly Evans understood it, was that holding seances must have brought some kind of entity into the house. This episode – the fear of a child – shook Milly and the Hesters badly, and they stopped dabbling with spiritualism.

Wheatley tells this story several times. By the time he wrote his autobiography, his career was so identified with the supernatural that he had a vested interest in vouching for it, but he had already recalled this episode in Thirties talks and The Haunting of Toby Jugg (1948). Toby remembers that as a child he saw a man on the stairs and screamed. “Almost simultaneously, like a scene in a French farce, three of the doors opened. Julia came running from her sitting room, Uncle Paul from the study with a friend of his … and Florrie, the little housemaid, from the dining room …”. The men arm themselves with golf clubs and go upstairs. Years later Toby, now in World War Two uniform, meets Florrie Meddows again, and she puzzles him by asking “Did you ever see any more spooks at The Willows?”

If Wheatley fabricated this story for his occult career then his telling of it is perfect, particularly in the way that he was unaware of the significance of what he had seen until much later. The story is a gift for Wheatley’s purposes, but he was probably sincere, even if its origin involved a child’s imagination.

Wheatley disliked spiritualism, and in later life he followed the orthodox occult ‘line’ that ninety nine percent of spiritualism is fraudulent, and the other one percent exposes dabblers to the risk of contacting entities which are not, and never have been, human. Largely as a result of this experience on the stairs, he believed there really could be “disembodied intelligences” because, as he puts it, in these matters “one swallow really does make a summer.”

It is a good story. The oddly striking detail of the man’s round face being lower than his hand, and the face through the banisters being almost down at young Wheatley’s level, are in their simple way more uncanny than anything Wheatley would later invent.

*

Books were already important to Wheatley, and among those from early childhood that survived into his adult collection were books on England, self-defence, and elocution. There was Little Arthur’s History of England by Lady Callcott, originally published in 1835, in which Wheatley wrote later “I learnt my first English History from the admirable ‘Little Arthur’.” He also had a copy of W.H.Collingridge’s Tricks of Self Defence. Collingridge’s tricks are judo-based, and he observes “Happily, we live in a country where knife and revolver are not much in evidence.” The book is illustrated with what now seem rather surreal pictures, like a woman in a crinoline throwing a man over her shoulder.

Wheatley had to equip himself with Collingridge by his own efforts – quite likely by mail order – but his mother gave him The Practical Elocutionist, by John Forsyth. This bore fruit, because Wheatley went on to win a copy of Alice in Wonderland as the Skelsmergh school prize for elocution.

The Practical Elocutionist is an anthology of pieces suitable for reading and recitation, selected for “healthiness of tone”. There are pieces by Dickens, Jerome K Jerome, Mrs.Hemans (of ‘The Boy Stood on the Burning Deck’ fame, represented here by ‘Means of Acquiring Distinction’), and many others, including a scene from Lord Lytton’s play ‘Richelieu.’ It is thrilling stuff, and it is probably Wheatley’s first encounter with the name of his greatest fictional creation, before he even read Dumas.

The emphasis of The Practical Elocutionist is on clear delivery: it is not about acquiring an accent. When it came to accent, Wheatley was helped by Miss Lupton, an elocution teacher who visited Skelsmergh. Wheatley’s parents paid extra for him to have elocution coaching. This may have  been because he had trouble with “wh” and “th” (as in the colour “ite” and the number “frwe”) but there must have been a class aspect too, and this was the aspect Wheatley was most aware of. “I can never be sufficiently grateful”, he writes: “elocution lessons did away with my suburban accent and gave me what might be termed an ‘upper class’ voice. And that is a tremendous asset to anyone.”

The high point of Miss Lupton’s teaching was Wheatley’s role in the duel scene from Romeo and Juliet, performed at the end of term complete with swordplay in velvet and satin costumes. Ten year old Wheatley played Tybalt, fatally wounding Mercutio after exchanging some correctly enunciated banter. Romeo then steps in and draws his sword.



Wheatley: Thou wretched boy, that didst consort him here,

 Shalt with him hence.

Romeo: This shall determine that.

They fight. Wheatley is wounded. He falls and dies.



Being properly spoken has rarely been so exciting, but one suspects Wheatley found it quite exciting in its own right.

*

On Sunday evenings G.N.Hester would read to the whole school, giving them Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone, and The Woman in White. Wheatley was entranced, and the excitement was increased by the ‘episodic’ portions, with a week to wait before the next instalment.

Wheatley began inventing narratives himself, telling stories after lights out in the room he shared with Arendt, Oakes and Leete. This was “an endless serial” in nightly instalments, and it derived from books that had been read to him in the holidays, cobbled together in “a strange hotch-potch” of “lifted” episodes. Even as an adult, Wheatley’s work would contain a good deal of cutting and pasting.

When Wheatley was considered robust enough to board back in the school, he continued his storytelling in the  dormitory, no doubt as a way of being well-liked. On one occasion a young schoolmaster grew angry with Wheatley for talking after ‘lights out’ and made him stand in his pyjamas for a talking-to, in the course of which he grew even angrier and made to strike Wheatley in the face. Wheatley fell backwards, not from the blow but from trying to avoid it, and “the moment I was on the floor I realised that I had him fixed”.

Like a footballer, Wheatley lay there and groaned. The master knew he could lose his job, “and with the devilishness of youth I played upon his fears”. The schoolboy code forbade “snitching”, but masters were not covered, and Wheatley, apparently dazed and injured, said he would tell G.N.Hester what had happened. The master and his music-mistress fiancée pleaded with Wheatley not to tell, chivvying him along with a bribe of cake, and at length he relented, “as indeed, I had always intended to do.”

Wheatley’s autobiography abounds in these small triumphs.

As Wheatley grew a little older he became an avid reader. He liked martial history, having had Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome read to him and being given a history of Rome by his grandfather. He liked historical novelists Harrison Ainsworth and Stanley Weyman (but not G.A.Henty or Walter Scott), and he liked Rider Haggard and Jules Verne. He liked Conan Doyle’s Napoleonic books, preferring them to Sherlock Holmes. He liked E.W.Hornung’s public school criminal Raffles (with his faithful sidekick, Bunny, a role Wheatley would later play himself), and he particularly liked Anthony Hope’s Ruritania books, The Prisoner of Zenda and Rupert of Hentzau, and Baroness Orczy’s Scarlet Pimpernel books.

As far as Wheatley was concerned, The Prisoner of Zenda and The Scarlet Pimpernel were two of the three greatest adventure stories of all time; they were almost in the same league as Alexandre Dumas’s The Three Musketeers. This, for Wheatley, was the book of books, and when he started writing thrillers he would model his band of four friends – the Duke de Richleau [sic], Rex Van Ryn, Simon Aron, and  Richard Eaton – on the loyal musketeers, Athos, Porthos, Aramis, and their new companion D’Artagnan, who arrives as the new boy and becomes the leader. Wheatley discovered Dumas when he was about ten, and grew up to own a sixty volume set of his works. Curiously enough, all three of Wheatley’s favourite books – Musketeers, Prisoner of Zenda, Pimpernel – involve saving endangered kings.

*

Margate lacked the social cachet of Brighton; like Southend, “Margit” was a popular destination for Cockney trippers. It had been fashionable in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, until it lost royal patronage. The town consequently failed to attract smart and wealthy Victorians, and declined.

By Wheatley’s time, its main attractions for a boy were the penny arcade machines on the pier. Grandpa Wheatley’s house was nearby, at Westgate – where he was in semi-retirement for his health – and during the holidays Wheatley would often be sent to stay there. Despite the fascinations of the rambling building, Wheatley found the household unhappy and gloomy. Ready Money kept his daughters, Ettie and Nell, on a tight allowance, which Wheatley felt was not ordinary meanness but revenge for the way they regarded him. They were ashamed of him because he was ‘common’, and they suffered for this; despite being intelligent and well-spoken, they were “the grocer’s daughters.” They felt they couldn’t invite friends back, and although they were members of the tennis club, it rankled that “some people would never ask them to make up a set”.

Aunt Ettie did her best for Wheatley. She would take him out on her bicycle, play games from Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopaedia, and show him how to make sweets like coconut ice and marzipan. For all her kindness, Wheatley had reservations about Ettie, the main one being that she was somewhat do-gooding and preachy. She would also lecture Wheatley on the theme of money not bringing happiness, which was “absurd nonsense” in his book.

Wheatley grew more reconciled to Ready Money Wheatley at Westgate. He was taciturn, but at least he wasn’t preachy. He would take Wheatley to the menagerie at “Lord” George Sanger’s Circus, where he knew the head keeper, and to Quex Park, where he knew the head gardener. The owner of Quex Park was Major Percy Powell-Cotton, but it was so splendid that Wheatley remembered him as a Colonel. The Major had travelled in Africa and Tibet, and like old Gunn the naturalist gardener he was very keen on animals, shooting them in large quantities; his Who’s Who entry records “zoology” as a hobby. The best thing about Quex Park for Wheatley was the Powell-Cotton Museum, with its collection of weapons and stuffed animals. Years later Wheatley used Quex Park in his novel Contraband, and the old Major showed him over the property in person.

Despite all that, Wheatley was never happy at Westgate as he was at Aspen House. The worst thing about Westgate was old Sarah Wheatley, who would creep about silently: “the grim figure of my deaf and stealthy grandmother dominated the house.”

Wheatley had an unusually intense relationship to sweet things. As an old man he was puzzled by the way modern children could say no when offered sweets, and he thought this must be because “they are given as many sweet things as their young bodies crave”; an explanation with a note of something like lust. One day Grandma Wheatley caught him furtively eating sugar out of a cupboard. She regarded this as theft, and threatened him with a cane.

Cats were the love of her life, and she had a Blue Persian. Like many children, Wheatley had an invisible playmate, like a familiar spirit, called John. If adults were indulgent enough he might take an extra sweet or chocolate for John, and he would often ask John’s advice, which was not always very sensible (it is tempting to think he might have got his name from irresponsible Uncle Johnny). One day they were on the upper landing, with the cat, when John suggested that Wheatley might like to push it between the banisters and watch it drop all the way into the hallway below.

Down it went, landing on its feet unharmed and running away, but the noise brought the women out. Wheatley was in serious trouble. The adults didn’t want to hear any nonsense about John, and Wheatley thought that Grandmother Wheatley would have given him a severe beating if his mother hadn’t been there.

According to Wheatley, old Sarah used to enjoy watching her cat jump on birds in the garden, something the other women in the family found distasteful. Years later, Aunt Nell told Wheatley that she had seen a robin come hopping into the house as old Sarah lay dying. Nell’s theory was that “the birds, who had good reason to hate old Sarah, had sent the robin to fetch her soul away.”

There is a country superstition that a robin in a house will take a soul, but the element of hatred is peculiar to this story. It is a strange thing for Aunt Nell to conjecture about her mother’s death, if indeed she did. It is hard to know who put the twist into the final emphasis, Nell or her nephew – as if Grandma Wheatley was being dragged away to some birdland hell.

*

Wheatley and his parents were on holiday at Herne Bay when Wheatley wanted to fish from the pier, so his father bought him a simple fishing kit consisting of a hook and weights on a line, wound around a piece of wood. Wheatley went down to the pier when the tide was in, and while he was trying to fish “what we then described as “a common boy” ” came up and told him he wasn’t doing it right. Wheatley let his new friend show him the right way to do it, whereupon the “common boy” dropped the tackle off the pier, ‘accidentally’, and that was that.

Perhaps this was just class malice, or an urge to spoil things. But when Wheatley told his father, Wheatley senior made more sense of it. The lead weights would stop it from being swept away, and when the tide went out the other boy would go down and collect poor Wheatley’s tackle for himself.

Wheatley particularly liked going to Brighton. He liked  the architecture and the sense of the past, with the Royal Pavilion, the Regency terraces, and the small bay-windowed shops in the old part of town. It was at Brighton, staying in a boarding house, that he first tasted French-style sauces. Wheatley’s lifelong passions, food and narratives, were already in place, and around this time he started to collect cheap editions of Dumas.

A family friend named Mr. Sadler came down to the station to see the Wheatleys off. He was impressed that young Wheatley was such a keen reader, and as they left he pushed a coin into his hand, saying “Here’s something to buy some more Dumas.”

Wheatley thanked him and put it in his pocket, thinking it was a shilling, only to discover later that it was a whole sovereign. Unfortunately when his father found out about it he seemed to think that Sadler – “kind Mr. Sadler”, as Wheatley calls him – had somehow insulted them, and he confiscated Wheatley’s sovereign. He may even have sent it back to Mr. Sadler, much to Wheatley’s embarrassment.

Along with petty triumphs and revenges, it is noticeable in Wheatley’s memoirs how small mortifications and embarrassments stayed with him for life, sometimes quite disproportionately, as if to confirm Nietzsche’s dictum that “only that which never ceases to hurt stays in the memory.”

It was during another family holiday in Kent that Wheatley watched the army on manoeuvres. The two sides were on opposing hilltops, and one group made a frontal attack up a hill led by officers waving their swords. Artillery blasted away between the two groups, while the General and his senior officers picnicked on the heights. Seeing Wheatley watching, they beckoned him over, explained what was happening, and the General (Sir John French, later to be the Earl of Ypres) even offered him a sandwich; to his embarrassment he couldn’t accept it, because it contained butter.

Wheatley loved playing with toy soldiers, so we can imagine how he enjoyed watching real ones. He must have particularly enjoyed it because – before camouflage, mechanisation, and modern tactics and weapons – this was an army  in the last moments of its continuity with his toys, charging around in unconcealed blocks and pursuing tactics that would soon be suicidal. No attempt was made by the attackers to outflank the high ground. Nor did the defenders conceal the artillery parked on top, which was intended for old-style cannon fire on advancing troops, but was now fully exposed to other modern artillery. The General and his staff were happily perched up there as well, half officers and half umpires, eating their picnic with their gold braid and binoculars flashing in the sun. These were men for whom the nineteenth century had not yet ended. Soon it would.

*

Back at school, a craze for thieving had spread among the boys, known as “being robbers.” On their way back from the playing fields they were allowed to go into the shops, and they would crowd the counter and pocket goods while other boys distracted the assistants and watched the door. Wheatley managed to steal a bar of chocolate, but the alarm was raised. A teacher searched him, and Wheatley found he had scored an own goal with his bar of chocolate. It was a plaster display dummy, and not something he could ever have bought.

It was the only time that G.N.Hester beat Wheatley. “The talking-to he gave me beforehand shook me more, because I looked up to him with respect and affection, and I felt very ashamed of myself.”

Unknown to Wheatley, the Hester era was coming to an end. Joining the school train again at Herne Hill, he learned that “G.N.” had retired. His replacement was a clergyman named Beaumont, and instead of Wilkie Collins, anecdotal geography, and general benevolence, the new order was Christianity, Latin, and the cane.

One day Wheatley was reading a book about a highwayman, Tom Tufton’s Toll, by Evelyn Everett-Green. Wheatley found it so exciting he couldn’t put it down, and continued reading it furtively in one of Beaumont’s Latin lessons. Beaumont caught him, took his book away, and caned him. “It was a vicious beating to inflict on a boy of eleven”, and  more than that he resented the permanent confiscation of his book. G.N.Hester, he thought, would have been horrified at the idea of depriving a boy “from being able to learn the end of an exciting story.” People were always coming between Wheatley and his reading.

Wheatley remembered Beaumont as “the very worst type of Victorian clergyman,” and it was around this period that his lifelong animosity towards Christianity began to set in: “Forty minute sermons on Sundays when I was at my preparatory school made me antagonistic towards the Christian Church at an early age.” The boys would be herded to Holy Trinity, Margate, where a doddering clergyman would preach away and Wheatley was bored to tears: it “was little less than torture.”

Sermons would soon be the least of Wheatley’s troubles. The time had come to start at another school.




CHAPTER FOUR

The Bad Man in Embryo

Wheatley’s father now wanted him to go to a public school, although as Wheatley knew, “those of the first rank were both socially and financially beyond our sphere.” The choice was Dulwich College, which was also conveniently close, enabling Wheatley’s father to save money by sending him as a day boy. Dulwich was not in the same league as Eton or Harrow, schools where Wheatley would have been so outgunned socially that his ensuing miseries might well have dented his idealisation of the upper classes. Instead, Dulwich moulded the sons of suburban professionals and businessmen into Empire material. It should have been the making of young Dennis.

A.H.Gilkes had been headmaster since 1885, and is remembered as one of the great public school headmasters. Six foot five, with a long grey beard, he was a muscular Christian and a man of absolute moral seriousness. “Fine innings, Wodehouse”, he said to P.G.Wodehouse – another pupil – after a particularly good performance on the cricket pitch, “but remember we all die in the end.”

Wheatley started at Dulwich in 1909, just after his twelfth birthday, and he hated it. He hated rugby (sport was central to Dulwich, along with Christianity, Classics, and Imperial duty) and above all he seems to have hated not having real friends (“no real chums”). He was a new boy all over again; “friendless among scores of potential enemies”. It was like being snatched, “by an evil twist of fate … from a secure and peaceful existence among a friendly community in some place that he has come to know well, and despatched to exile in a foreign land where he finds the population hostile.”

He tried to bond by means of a characteristic Wheatley ploy, starting a ‘Secret Society’ with two friends; or at least, the friends he had to make do with. Together they swore  oaths of loyalty, no doubt on the “all for one and one for all” model from Dumas, backed up with a Masonic-style threat of terrible tortures for disloyalty, and spent lunch times in a hideout in the school grounds, eating buns.

*

Instead of spending his lunch money on school dinners, Wheatley made do with buns and biscuits, and spent the rest on sweets and toys. This small embezzlement started a chain of disaster. Wheatley’s father gave him money to buy a new cap in the school shop, but having kept and spent the money, Wheatley had no cap, and now he had no means of buying one.

Wheatley’s father wanted to know where his cap was. Now desperate, Wheatley noticed his friend Woods had a new cap. Wheatley stole it. Woods knew what he had done, but Wheatley insisted it was his. At the same time, he knew if it came to an investigation the school shop would prove him guilty, and on top of everything else the cap was useless. It didn’t fit.

Like a bad dream, the situation was closing in. Meanwhile his other friend Springfield, who was a boarder, was being bullied. Wheatley and Springfield stood next to each other at the school singing practice, talking under cover of the singing like prisoners, and Springfield said he had enough. He wanted to run away.

Wheatley took him up on this, and made a plan: they would run away and start a new life in Canada. Wheatley had a bike, and they decided Springfield should steal one. Before long they were gone, pedalling up the hill towards Crystal Palace, heading in the direction of Kent. They had a shilling between them, and the would-be epic quality of their great escape is like something out of Chums; ‘Long Journeys Made by Boys,’ for example.

Wheatley wanted to get them taken on as cabin boys on a ship going to Canada, where one of his friends at Skelsmergh had relatives. Had they been able to borrow some money at Skelsmergh, then made it to a larger port such as South ampton, they might just have been in with a chance. Looking back, the thing that appalled Wheatley about his plan was what might have happened if it had succeeded. “How my life might have developed had it done so makes me positively shudder to think.”

By evening they were hungry and cold. After trying to sleep in a wood and being frightened by gunshots, they tried a haystack, but the cold defeated them and they abandoned their attempt. Cycling back without lights, they were stopped by a policeman and confessed. They were taken to Bromley police station, where Wheatley remembered the kindness of the police who gave them mugs of sweet tea and sandwiches (which, as ever, he couldn’t eat because of the butter). About five in the morning, his father arrived in a hired car to collect him: “To my surprise, the little he said to me expressed sorrow rather than anger.”

*

Wheatley’s mother was distraught when he got home. He slept through most of the next day and was still in bed when his father returned from the office, where he had troubles of his own and was undergoing Uncle Jess-style tribulations with butlers. The firm did a large trade in Malvern water, and butlers would put refilled bottles of tap water on their employers’ tables. Worse, they would tell Wheatley’s father to put dozens of fictitious bottles on the bill and split the money.

Using the belt from his tennis trousers, Wheatley’s father did something he had never done before, and gave him a thorough, premeditated belting. Wheatley howled, thinking his father might stop sooner, and his mother, out on the landing, started screaming in turn and hammering on the door of the room. His father had locked it.

The business of the stolen cap was still hanging over Wheatley at school, as well as running away. When he returned next day, he was told to report to Gilkes. Wheatley could never agree Gilkes was a great headmaster, and he was disgusted when a book came out in 1938 commemorating  him as a splendid fellow. For all his famous high-mindedness, Wheatley felt that Gilkes didn’t do anything to stop bullying. He didn’t ask the boys anything about why they had run away. Instead he just caned Wheatley, then dismissed him with the further punishment of an extra Latin lesson next day, Saturday, taken by Gilkes in person.

Instead of teaching at these lessons, Gilkes would invigilate, watching the boys work in silence. Next day, continuing the logic of a bad dream, Wheatley realised he had forgotten to bring his Latin books. It was impossible to sit there under Gilke’s scrutiny at an empty desk, so the best thing was not to turn up at all, in the hope of not being missed.

That evening he went straight to Aspen house, where the family still had tea on Saturdays. Returning home with his mother to Wootton Lodge, he encountered his father on the stairs, and without waiting to hear any nonsense or excuses, his father struck him in the face and knocked him down.

Gilkes had noticed Wheatley’s absence and gone through his desk, where the papers of his ‘Secret Society’ had come to light. Deciding he was a bad influence, Gilkes had expelled him, sending the news to his father that afternoon by messenger.

*

It is not clear why Wheatley hated Dulwich so intensely (“My life was a misery and no master made the least attempt to better my lot.”) It is very possible he was being bullied. He never softened, and going through his books as an adult, he came upon The Public Schools Atlas of Modern Geography and wrote in it “My school atlas for the year I spent at Dulwich College (1909) a bad atlas and a damn bad school.”

Of the nine or ten months Wheatley spent at Dulwich, he had only one happy memory. During the summer term, when most of the boys were playing cricket, Wheatley crossed over College Road to Dulwich Park, and took a small boat out on the lake. The park was very quiet in those days, and the island in the middle of the lake was all Wheatley’s, to lie in the shade of the trees and listen to the water lapping at  the sides of the boat. It was an island of peace, in contrast to the “barbarous” school.

*

As for Wheatley and his terrifying father, the man whose eyes were “hard as agates” when he knocked him down, Wheatley came to realise he meant well. “It was his misfortune as well as mine that those round brown eyes of his, which lacked all expression yet seemed to hold a secret knowledge of all one’s worst faults, actually masked a kind heart.”

When Wheatley’s father came and told him the final verdict from Gilkes – he had been down to remonstrate with him, but it was no good – he went on to say it couldn’t have come at a worse time, because he was facing ruin. With his usual bad luck, he had lost money by speculating on the stock market. That was why he had lost control and hit Wheatley on the stairs, and he was sorry.

To Wheatley’s embarrassment, his father then began to cry. Wheatley apologised for the trouble he had caused and, “as far as a boy of my age could, comforted him.” His father confessed that the reason he was strict with Wheatley was because he feared he was going to turn out like Uncle Johnny. They parted on better terms than usual, although in due course his father’s “Olympian detachment” returned, and coolness set in again.

Since Wheatley was not at school, Mrs Sharp invited him to stay over for a few days with her son Douglas, who was a great friend of Wheatley. This was a happy interlude: “To have the constant companionship of my best friend … and, above all, to share a room with him was a real joy.” This was the kind of thing Wheatley missed after Skelsmergh, along with dormitory feasts, and now here with Douglas “we held a feast of sardines, sweet biscuits and pineapple chunks.”

This was an important event to Wheatley because they had Douglas’s big sister Dorothy as a guest, the girl who used to take him to kindergarten when he was five and she was nine or ten. Now, as the three of them lay on the bed after the boys’ feast, with Dorothy in the middle, Wheatley  plucked up the nerve to kiss her. He remembered it as his first proper kiss.

While Wheatley was staying with Douglas, his future was being worked out. “The embryo bad man must be straitjacketed,” and with discipline in mind his father decided he would benefit from the hard regime aboard the naval training ship, H.M.S.Worcester.




CHAPTER FIVE

Jam Today

The Worcester was a three-masted warship from the Napoleonic era, with rows of cannon hatches still visible along each side. It was now a Nautical Training College, moored off Greenhithe on the Kent coast, and its function was to train future Merchant Navy officers, with a few boys each year receiving commissions in the Royal Navy.

A boat came out from the Worcester to bring Wheatley and his father on board, where they had their interview with Captain Wilson Barker. He was a frail-looking man with a pointed beard and “fiercely upturned” waxed moustachios, of the kind then sported by the Kaiser. Wheatley spent the next four years in terror of him.

Wheatley’s father explained that Wheatley needed discipline, because he would one day inherit a quarter of a million pounds. Captain Barker was not pleased with Wheatley Senior’s grasp of what the ship was about, and told him sharply that the Worcester was to be regarded as the equivalent of a good public school, not some kind of penal establishment.

This was the first Wheatley had heard about this quarter of a million (around fifteen million today). It was money which, in the event, would never materialise – he finally inherited £12,000, and not until the Fifties – but the thought of it must have shaped his attitudes and sustained him through his teens.

Wheatley went to Da Silva’s tailors, near London Bridge, for a uniform. He liked his uniform, particularly his “mess kit” – a short, navy blue “bumfreezer” jacket, and a white waistcoat with gold buttons – because he thought it attracted girls at dances. Given parity of looks (and of course “address”, or social class, as he characteristically notes) how could boys in school uniforms compete?

*

For all that, life on the Worcester was “not far short of Hell” for new recruits. New boys were known as “new-shits”, and had to go through the ritual of “new-shits singing.” Just before the first half term the boys would assemble in the gym, with the prefects sitting on stage, and the rest sitting on stepped tiers, like a theatre.

The assembled company sang “What shall we do with a drunken sailor,” over and over, beating time with whatever was to hand, creating a noise Wheatley remembered as “a surge of deafening sound and excited sadism.” The new shit then had to crawl on his stomach towards the stage, while a gauntlet of sixth termers hit him with knotted ropes, holding him back by the ankles if they felt like it. Having finally reached the stage and clambered up, new shits then had to sit on a stool and entertain the company with a song, until the Cadet Captain yanked the loose leg out of the stool. The first part of the ordeal was over.

The audience would then give a thumbs up or down by shouting “Walk!” or “Crawl!”. If it was “crawl”, the victim had to go through the gauntlet again to get back to the other new shits, but if he was thought to have shown a good spirit, it was “walk” and he could walk back. Wheatley had chosen a song calculated to please the crowd, “All the nice girls love a sailor”, and he walked back.

Wheatley understood the rationale behind this performance as a way of taking surly or truculent new boys down a peg, while someone who had shown willing and had “the makings of a good chap” might get off lightly. In addition to his choice of song, Wheatley knew he had made no enemies, and was glad of it. For most of his life, he writes, he “avoided trouble, like a chameleon, by assuming as quickly as possible the colour of my background.”

The Worcester was like a nautical public school. There was fagging, but no matron, and boys slept in hammocks instead of beds. Like many places where people are cooped up together, Wheatley remembered it as “a pretty savage jungle”.

Wheatley only had one real fight in his time there, with a Glaswegian boy named Mack, who liked to creep up behind  someone who was reading a book and snatch it away from them, running round the ship with it. “I was one of the people this horrid little tough singled out to torment”, says Wheatley. Mack had a tough appearance, with close cropped hair. One day Wheatley was so goaded into anger that he agreed to fight Mack, only to regret it immediately. As the boys crowded round to watch, Wheatley realised he had let himself in for something horrible.

Wheatley took up a defensive stance and waited, when for reasons best known to himself Mack suddenly lowered his head and ran at him like a cannonball. Wheatley was able to hit him repeatedly in the face, until they were separated. Wheatley had won, which increased his status, and he never had any more trouble. Throughout his life Wheatley developed a strong sense of himself as lucky, and rarely more so than here, with a public victory over a tough looking adversary who proved not to be so tough after all. He could hardly have done better if he had hired such a person to put on an act.

*

As at Dulwich, Wheatley’s modus operandi of schoolboy survival included forming a secret society. With three other boys he formed a little band modelled on Dumas’ three musketeers, with the motto “All for One and One for All.” As ever, Wheatley identified himself with D’Artagnan. When they were allowed on shore they would hold conclaves in secluded spots and pore over Wheatley’s copy of Collingridge’s Self Defence. In the interests of greater secrecy they used invisible ink, and like miniature Masons they had their regalia (scarlet with silver braid) and “secret signs of recognition.”

The boys also owned a number of weapons, including French army surplus bayonets. These sword-like items were supplied by Gamages, and had to be smuggled on board hidden down a trouser leg, which made walking difficult. Wheatley and his chums liked to pore over Gamages’ catalogue, and around this time he acquired his first sword cane.

These were a lifelong enthusiasm, and the adult Wheatley knew how to use even the short variety to maximum effect: it was the swift jab, under the chin and straight up. In due course he acquired (among others) a silver mounted Malacca swordstick, which he found particularly comforting when he was abroad, venturing “into dubious night haunts.”

*

Cold added to the ordeal of life on the Worcester, rowing ashore in winter and scrubbing decks with chilblains. Wheatley found the food a particular trial. Spoilt at home by his mother, he was now eating hard ship’s biscuits, and “meat so bad that at times it actually stank.” Wheatley’s mother would send him pots of dripping to replace butter, and he was grateful for this at the time. It was only years later that he decided she could have sent him jam and cake as well.

His craving for sweet things was as bad as ever. A boy named Hobson was particularly well supplied with “tuck”, and when he went down to his chest for Petit Beurre biscuits at morning break, Wheatley would loiter like a dog. Hobson knew why he was there, and with a “contemptuous smile” he would toss him a biscuit. Wheatley knew he should have had the strength to refuse this demeaning ritual, but he never could. And when he got his biscuit, he used to make it last as long as possible, nibbling the little points off first, then eating the corners, one by one, until it was all gone.

*

Back home, his father’s financial bad luck forced him to sell Wootton Lodge and buy a modern semi-detached in Becmead Avenue, a suburban road near Streatham High Street. This was good luck for Wheatley, because he acquired a lifelong friend in the girl next door, Hilda Gosling, a rather fat only child. Since his little sister was much younger, Wheatley felt he was virtually an only child himself, and that he and Hilda were almost like brother and sister.

Wheatley was quite taken with Hilda’s physical solidity. If it was a “matter of physical strength,” he assured her, “I think  you could assert yourself with 9 out of 10 average girls being very well endowed in that way and I must say I can’t exactly imagine you knuckling under to any body myself.” Apologising for his terrible writing, he writes “Please forgive me the frightfull writing and spelling I am afraid it is shocking especially beside your own … but still if I can’t plead that I am younger than you I can at least say you are Bigger than me.”

Wheatley would include “spicie bits” [sic] in his letters at Hilda’s request, like the seaside postcard-style story of the woman in the shoe shop who asks the assistant (struggling to get a boot on her foot without a shoe horn, and looking up her skirt) if he has the horn, to which he replies “Gaw bless yer Miss not alf I ain’t.” Wheatley had qualms about putting these in writing (“don’t you think they are rather dangerous on paper but anyhow for God’s sake don’t get this caught”), and Hilda had even more. He replies to her “I quite agree with you that it is best not to put those little spicie bits in black and white, but as you asked for them I thought you would think me a fearfully unsporting bounder if I diddent send them” [sic].

Before returning to the Worcester, Wheatley wrote



I am now employed in laying in a great stock of provisions, for going to Greenhithe at this time of the year is like accompanying Amundsen to the South Pole … I am leaving my town house at about one o’clock tomorrow and am running down to my country seat (Bow-Wow).

H M S Worcester

 Off Greenhithe

 Kent

For a rest cure having gone Rag-Time Barmy



Above all, he was anxious she should continue to write back: “Write to me again soon won’t you my Mother doesn’t mind at all I hope yours dosent, and when you get buried at a place like the Worcester you so much look forward to letters  as the only way you know that there are other people existing as well as yourself.”

*

Back on the Worcester, Wheatley was growing used to the routine. He never shone academically, and was at one stage at the bottom of his form. His spelling may have been a factor, since he seems to have been dyslexic. His reports slowly lose hope, from “Ought to work at spelling in holidays” in 1909 to “spelling still atrocious” in 1912. As an adult he owned a number of dictionaries, but had difficulty checking words because his spelling was so bad he couldn’t find them.

As well as Dumas and Baroness Orczy he was now reading Stanley Weyman (he owned a twenty-five volume set as an adult), E.Phillips Oppenheim ( John Buchan’s favourite writer), Rider Haggard, and William Le Queux. He also read boy’s papers and serial magazines such as the Strand, Pearsons, and less remembered papers like The Red, The Royal, The Windsor, and The Story Teller.

Wheatley’s only academic distinction was the Scripture Prize, an unlikely award given his animus against Christianity. He chose Scripture as one of the safer subjects, to bolster his overall performance (unlike, say, mathematics, which he felt could go wrong on the day). He won a copy of John Masefield’s Sea Life in Nelson’s Time and later wrote in it “Used by me when writing my Roger Brook novels. One could never have expected a prize for Scripture to come in so useful.”

Wheatley left some vivid pen-portraits of his peers, which not only show how he saw them, but how they saw him. Ramage, for example, was “rather a Brickey” (i.e. he was “common”). He was mean too, and “never joined in any scorfs” [sic], which was a mark against him, given that scoffing had such sacramental importance for Wheatley. When Wheatley walked past, he heard Ramage shout



“Oh don’t you know I’m Dennis Wheatley. I am the Gun hand what. I ought to be a PO only I’m not, the old man’s mad or I should be.” [my emphases]




(The Gun hand cleaned the brass on the 4.7 cannon, which was a privileged job, and the Old Man was the Captain). Ramage evidently found Wheatley affected, and no wonder: on being mocked like this he went back to Ramage, “bowed smiled and said I should have much pleasure in giving the Honourable gentleman a walk in the tier” (a formal fight or duel). “My conduct was, of course, straight out of Dumas”, says the adult Wheatley.

Avery was another slightly “common” boy, who had never had the benefits of Miss Lupton working on his accent, and was therefore known as “Ivery from Sarthend.” Avery’s problem was an over-friendly manner, which could seem ingratiating. Wheatley’s friend, “Squeaker” Stephens, said “he’s not a bad chap Dennis old man and if he does suck up it is only in his nature you know”. Consequently, writes young Wheatley, “I was never rotten to him and used to let him in his cringing way call me Old Dennis.”

Jews were seen as a very distinct ethnic group in Edwardian times, and given the ambivalent depiction of Jews in Wheatley’s work his picture of Robert Goldreich (a “wily Jew”) is particularly interesting, and one of the liveliest in its own right. Wheatley could barely create Dickensian characters like this in his fiction.



Robert was quite a wit and used to keep us all amused he always used to call me Mr Wheatley sir and everyone was Mr to him he was always extremely polite to anyone who was anyone always used long words and could argue a cube round, he was a great stamp collector but would do you when swapping if he possibly could, once he was swapping with Robson and he accidentally swept some stamps off the desk onto the deck then carefully put his foot on some he wanted then picked up the rest and calmly apologised as the clumsiest devil unhung – he always demeaned himself – Robson however saw the dodge and he said Oh Goldreich I think one blew under your foot and removed the object and discovered three nice stamps below it. Goldreich however was not in the  least dismayed said Oh Mr Robson sir how can I ever express how sorry I am that the clodhopping supporters of this unfortunate body should have dirtied these most beautiful and interesting specimens of yours, however I wouldn’t have you lose by my clumsiness I will give you a shilling for these three although I have somewhat spoilt the faces I thank you Mr Robson sir. The latter gentleman however seeing that the specimens were not spoilt as Goldreich had taken care not to put his foot heavily upon them and the fact of the three being worth about 1/9 he declined the offer with due thanks.




Wheatley also remembered Goldreich buying some tuck for the other boys with their money, but only buying half the amount and keeping the difference; the other boys were younger, and didn’t question Goldreich. Nevertheless he and Wheatley were friends, until they fell out over a younger boy whom Wheatley had a crush on; more about that later.

*

Back home, Wheatley would go on shopping trips or museum expeditions with his mother. She would take him up to the West End, the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Wallace collection, and various other sights. “I was devoted to her and she to me, so we spent many happy afternoons together either choosing her hats or sightseeing.”

Wheatley also attended Miss Trail’s dancing academy, where one of his fellow pupils was Ruby Miller, later to be a star. He learned the waltz and polka, as well as the newer one-step and two-step, which were gaining in popularity with the spread of American music. Wheatley would go dancing in Streatham with Hilda, to older music like The Merry Widow, or newer American numbers like The Bunny Hug, Everybody’s Doing It, and Alexander’s Ragtime Band. This experience came in useful when he went to Germany a couple of years later, where there was much more dancing, including the Turkey Trot and the Tango. In one his letters he asks Hilda if she can tango, hoping she can teach him.

Wheatley was indebted to Hilda for introductions to her female friends, and managed brief romances with several. He would also go out exploring South London with Douglas Sharp, partly with the object of trying to meet girls. They counted it a success if they even talked to any.

One Sunday in 1910 Wheatley and Douglas saw two girls on Streatham Common, on the edge of one of the Speakers Corner-style crowds that would listen to Socialists and religious cranks. The girls were wearing straw hats, one decorated with poppies and the other with cornflowers, and Wheatley was instantly besotted by the one in the cornflower hat, whom they named “Blue Hat.”

The girls were sisters, and they walked them home and met them again on the following two Sundays. By now, “the sight of this beautiful but silly face had entirely bewitched me … For the first time in my life I was in love.” The girls lived over a garage on a corner in Norbury, and Wheatley took to walking out there and hanging around in the hope of seeing Blue Hat.

Wheatley pined and dreamed and planned, and he continued doing this when his family went for a summer holiday to the Isle of Wight. Returning in September, he went straight down to stalk around the garage and perhaps “catch a glimpse of my divinity,” only to find the family had gone. The garage was empty, the windows above it curtainless. All his life Wheatley was tenacious and now, at thirteen, he wrote to the letting agent whose board was outside, asking where the family had gone. They couldn’t tell him, but they did give him the name and address of the landlord. Wheatley wrote again, but no luck.

“I had been living only for the time when I should see her again,” writes Wheatley, “… and for many months I was inconsolable.” Wheatley never knew what became of her. Fifty years later he wondered if she had become a chorus girl, fallen into the hands of “white slavers”, or died in the Blitz. “More probably she married some mediocrity and is still alive … her breathtaking beauty now only a memory of the past.”

Wheatley and Douglas also went to the newly popular movie house in Streatham, the Golden Domes, where they would watch afternoon programmes of silents with the likes of Harold Lloyd and Pearl White (now remembered for the classic 1914 serial, The Perils of Pauline, where she would be threatened with extraordinary perils of the ‘tied-to-the-railway-line’ variety, along with threats to her virtue and the fate “worse than death”, like the women in Wheatley’s books).

Wheatley would remember Douglas in a poem, after his early death, which recaptures one of their girl chasing adventures. In some ways Wheatley is an unashamedly unoriginal writer, a pastiche artist, and here the model is the lower-class comic monologue, and perhaps Kipling. Written on Wheatley’s business notepaper – advertising Moselaris, “Sparkling Natural Table Water” – it recounts their friendship (“One for both, both for one, and together” in Three Musketeers style) and the day they spotted two girls from the top of an omnibus.

They follow them into a cinema, despite Douglas’s warning (“Why, Flappers are legion in Streatham / And you’ve not even seen this girls face”), and when the lights come up



… the girls we were sitting next to

Were a most unpleasant sight

Just the type of girls that you might have seen

In Brixton on Saturday night

Then Douglas chipped me scornfully

In a brotherly kind of tone

Did you think to find in the threepenny seats

Girls you’d care to have known.



Loyalty, friendship and the Musketeers were never far from Wheatley’s mind, and nor were matters of class, price and quality.

*

While Wheatley was on holiday with his parents at Lowestoft,  he met a fattish man with a bald head. Over a few days this character befriended him, with his “fund of amusing stories”, and they would go for walks together, when he would buy Wheatley ice creams and sweets. He then invited the fourteen year old Wheatley up to his hotel room to see his collection of tie pins, of all things, which he must have been in the habit of travelling with. Having admired them, Wheatley was bidden to look out of the window at the sea front, and as he looked, the man pressed up against him from behind and slid a hand round to his crotch.

Startled and repelled, Wheatley was swiftly out of the room. He was too frightened of his father to mention the incident, but his bald friend, no doubt fearing he would, decamped hastily from the hotel, tie pins and all.

There was no female presence on the Worcester, not even a matron, and this had its consequences. Writing to Hilda about her own single sex school, Wheatley says “of course I suppose down at Greenwood the very sight of anything in trousers is a pleasure where you have so little opportunity of seeing any boys.” He continues:



I know what it was like on the Worcester we were all like a pack of Monks in a convent and if by chance any chaps sister happened to come down for the day on a half holliday we all used to rush to ships side to see her come up the gangway and then all run down below and put on clean collers deacent coats ect and come up and parade before her like so many peacocks who havent seen the sun for ages and in consequence have not been able to air their fine feathers, and when she went away she had the whole ships company to admire her go off in the boat to the shore and then each individual person felt at least for the next two days that she simply must have fallen in love with him.



Inevitably there was a romantic element in the boys’ lives with each other. As Wheatley explains it, older boys “took much younger boys under their special protection.” These  little boys who had a “special friend” among the older boys were known as “jamoirs” or “jams” (seemingly garbled French, from “amour” and “j’aime”). In his autobiography Wheatley confesses that “it was common practice to take one’s jam to some dark corner of the ship in the evening to kiss and cuddle him.”

Wheatley’s jam was a boy named Ralph Dieseldorff, who lived with his widowed mother in Wimbledon; his father had died when he was an infant. He had blue eyes and blond curly hair, and he was German: Wheatley describes him as British-born of German parents, but in fact he was born in Guatemala, where his father had been a coffee planter, and he was still a German subject. Dieseldorff tended to wet the bed, or hammock, and the Worcester was not the place to do it. He was ribbed about his bedwetting, so Wheatley took him under his wing and protected him from jibes: “The result,” he says, “was that I fell in love with him.”

Goldreich made overtures towards Dieseldorff but was rebuffed, and revenged himself by writing “a lot of most insulting poetry about Dieseldorff and me” (writes the young Wheatley). Goldreich made everyone laugh with his Wheatley and Dieseldorff poems, and Wheatley challenged him to a fight. He was two years older than Wheatley, “with the strength of an ox and boxed well”, so it was lucky for Wheatley that he was too civilised to take him up on it.

Wheatley’s account of his relationship with Dieseldorff emphasises the idea that Dieseldorff was younger (“about thirteen”; “one of the most beautiful little boys I have ever set eyes on”; “helping him with his lessons … giving him the benefit of my experience”). This age difference is presented as the raison d’etre for the relationship, and almost the guarantee of Wheatley’s ‘normality,’ so it is interesting to discover that they were, in fact, about the same age; they were both born in 1897.

Dieseldorff was the cause of Wheatley’s most remarkable exploit on the Worcester, when he fell ill with appendicitis in the spring of 1913. This was extremely serious, with the prospect of death from peritonitis. Abdominal surgery  had only recently become viable, with King Edward VII among the first to have his appendix successfully removed. Dieseldorff’s mother wrote to Wheatley to say that she had decided he must be operated on, and that Sir Alfred Fripp, the same surgeon who operated on King Edward, was going to perform the operation at Guy’s Hospital. Wheatley decided he must escape from the Worcester to visit him.

He recorded the event at the time in a letter to Hilda, explaining “as I happened to like him very much I thought I would go up and see him.” Wheatley was allowed ashore for German lessons at Dartford, but it was understood at Dartford railway station that Worcester cadets were forbidden to buy tickets for London. Wheatley therefore obtained an old mackintosh and a hat and packed them in a parcel before going ashore in uniform, walking and jog trotting the three miles or so Dartford. On the way he opened his parcel to change, “going behind a hedge in respectable uniform and ralleying out the most disreputable looking rogue in a dirty mackintosh and a slouch hat my dear Hilda you would of roared if you could of only seen me there it was the devil of a joke.”

Wheatley bought his ticket successfully, arrived at London Bridge Station, adjacent to Guy’s, and saw his friend: “his mater was there as well and she insisted on taking me out to tea when we left him”. She treated Wheatley to a “simply ripping” tea of poached eggs and cream buns and saw him off in the train at London Bridge.

Wheatley put his tramp’s hat and mackintosh on again, but his troubles were not over. Getting out at the other end, who should he see but a short bearded figure in a Homburg hat coming towards him: it was Captain Wilson-Barker, the terrifying naval headmaster. “By George my heart was in my mouth how I thanked the Lord that I had on a squash hat … I pulled the thing right down over my eyes and held my handkerchief to my face blowing my nose violently he looked straight at me and as he passed he brushed my elbow and then he did not know me by George it was a narrow shave.”

Wheatley then ducked back to the hedge, transformed  himself into the smart cadet, caught the boat back and reported to the Chief Officer as having returned from his German lesson. Affecting paganism in his old age, he comments “I have always believed that some fine old Pagan god, who does not believe in humility but does believe in audacity, gives his special protection to those who challenge Fate for not altogether selfish motives.”

In Wheatley’s autobiography it is Saturday not Wednesday, he cuts games instead of German, and he encounters Wilson-Barker not in Dartford High Street but Greenhithe station, travelling back to Dartford on the same train. But the core events are the same in both accounts, even if both tellings are lightly embroidered with the characteristic thrills and spills that were to become Wheatley’s stock in trade. Half a century later, Dieseldorff’ s mother has dropped out of the story, but Wheatley still remembers the poached egg: “just time to give myself a glorious treat – a poached egg on toast at Lyons teashop –”.

*

“You get such a ripping sensation when you know that if you are caught you will probably get the order of the boot”, he explained to Hilda, “or else a game room licking (that’s only used for the worst offences, you are strapped down to the horse in the gymnasium and they leather into you … there has only been one chap get it since I have been here, and I did not want to test it although that must be another ripping sensation)”.

Getting caught would have been serious. The same goes for Wheatley’s habit of creeping around the ship at night and stealing food. Having learned the rounds of the night watch, Wheatley had a space between midnight and two a.m., when he would sneak past the masters’ quarters in his dressing gown to steal food from their galley.

The pinnacle of Wheatley’s more respectable achievements came on his last Prize Day, when the ship was “dressed” with boys on the masts and rigging, for parents to admire from a nearby steamer. Dressed in full mess-kit, white waistcoat and  all, Wheatley was one of two boys on the ends of the main-top-gallant yard, some hundred feet above the deck. Wheatley had learned the ropes in every sense, and by the time he was through with the Worcester he was something of an old hand, or indeed an old lag. With some cronies, he would arrive early at the beginning of term to get the comfortable new mattresses intended for issue to new boys, leaving them with the old ones.

Wheatley left the Worcester in April 1913, having done better than he expected in his final exams. His ‘Scholastic’ and ‘Seamanship’ performances were ‘First Class’ and his Conduct was ‘Good’, which in this case meant ‘Undiscovered’. “I have got my certifficates allright and a First Class too I am awfly bucked” [sic].

By then he was almost fond of the Worcester. When Hilda was leaving her school, he wrote



I expect you are now rejoicing that you have only about a month more school in your existence of course one always feels like that about the last term term but I expect you will be jolly sorry to part from everybody and everything the last few days I remember I even felt a little sorry when I had my last hours Practical Nautical Astronomy drummed into me … The one thing I regret about school is my friends I was in such an awfly deacent set and of course I am parted absolutely now …

*

As for Dieseldorff, he came back from convalescence the following term, and left the Worcester in December 1913 to join the British India Steam Navigation Company.

Wheatley’s father offered him three options: he could go to sea for life; he could go to sea for three years, then join the business; or he could join the business after spending three years in Europe, seeing how wine was made. He chose the third option, and in 1913 Wheatley went to Germany.




CHAPTER SIX

Good Germans

Wheatley had never been abroad before. In Belgium he saw the Pullman coaches of the Orient Express, carrying “the magic words, VIENNA, BUDAPEST, BELGRADE, SOFIA, CONSTANTINOPLE.” For the young Wheatley, these words conjured up international intrigue. It could hardly have been more thrilling if the train was going to Ruritania.

Germany was a little different from England. Arriving at the frontier station, Wheatley and his fellow passengers were “herded” into a waiting room where their luggage was examined. Wheatley saw the most extraordinary German officer, a “resplendent and supercilious-looking being,” striding about in highly polished jackboots and wearing a cloak. He had a monocle, and on his head was a helmet with a spike on the top, and a gilt heraldic eagle across the front. Wheatley’s father explained that this man was, in fact, the station master.

German society was more authoritarian, and Wheatley’s father warned him that ordinary policemen should be called “Sir.” Even teachers tended to be “Herr Doktor”. The railway stations were already under military control in readiness for der Tag (The Day), a prospect which seems to have worried no one. It was not thought England would be involved.

Arriving in Cologne, the Wheatleys had couple of days to kill. Going over to Bonn they went to a circus, where Wheatley saw a sword-swallower named Rogniski. Wheatley reported to Hilda that this man drank “about 20 glasses of water, then took some living goldfish, and frogs from a bowl and swallowed them … he then took a sword a couple of feet long and rammed it down his throat, then he brought up the fish and frogs alive and put them back into the bowl.” In later years Wheatley would have trouble convincing people that he had actually witnessed this. “Listeners have expressed  polite doubts about my powers of observation”, rather as if he had claimed to have seen the Indian rope trick.

In the same spirit that he had been to the circus – “simply to witness an interesting spectacle” – Wheatley attended Mass in Cologne Cathedral. He was impressed by the cathedral, with its jewelled reliquaries, and the Mass, with the candles, the chanting, the vestments, “the acolytes with their swinging censers and the heady smell of the incense.” Wheatley liked the aesthetic opulence of High Church ritual, and in later life he would say “If I believed in JC, I’d be an RC.”

Military uniforms were a further part of the German spectacle. In Koblenz, where the Wheatleys went after Cologne, there was a flying meeting presided over by Prince Henry of Prussia, the Kaiser’s brother. Many of the officers attending were in the Wheatleys’ hotel: “the Prussian Guard in their white and gold, cavalry, artillery and infantry in pale blue and pearl grey, Jager in green and, the Imperial Navy in dark blue and gold. Moving up and down the great staircase they presented a scene more colourful and impressive than the finale of any musical comedy …”

Wheatley had first seen an aeroplane a couple of years earlier, when his mother had taken him to see Louis Bleriot’s machine being displayed in the basement of the newly built Selfridge’s on Oxford Street. Bleriot had flown the English Channel in 1909, and this sensational twenty four mile flight had been front page news, with worldwide rejoicing.

Perhaps with memories of the build-up to the Second World War, when Britain was slow to arm herself with modern planes, Wheatley writes in his autobiography that “in Britain aeroplanes were still only very rarely seen and so things to goggle at. The amazement of my father and myself can therefore be imagined …” It sounds very reasonable, but at the time he wrote to Hilda



the flying was not good it greatley amused Father … [the German] people all thought it was so very fine to see a few aeroplanes go up in the air and … make a few circles  and come down again, and the joke is these Germans think that they are leading in the flying world, the French are … superior to them and even at our Hendon you can see for a bob any Saturday what we paid 10/-to see here.



Wheatley was more impressed by the human spectacle. It was like the Grand Enclosure at Ascot, he told Hilda, but “it was much finer because there were hundreds of magnificent uniforms.” Wheatley was quite near Prince Henry (“fine looking very much like our own King”) and although the flying was indifferent, “still it was worth it to see the officers there were several princes Counts etc, and one Princess flew a machine at the end of the afternoon.”

Wheatley boasted to Hilda that he was in Prince Henry’s enclosure, but in his autobiography he simply remembers looking into “the nearby royal enclosure.” Wherever he was, it was the German officers that impressed him, with their monocles and eagle-crested helmets. They were a samurai class:



… a race apart, immune from arrest by the police, they could be tried only by their own courts of honour and, if found guilty of a disgraceful act, they were simply given a pistol with which to shoot themselves. The civilian population had been conditioned to regard them with abject veneration. Ladies, as well as men, when approaching one of them in a street, stepped off the pavement into the gutter to give them ample room to pass, which they accepted as their right and did not even acknowledge by the flicker of an eyelid. Awed, and admiring, I watched them greet one another with a graceful salute, a click of the heels and a sharp bow from the waist. It was years later before I realised that very few of them had any brains at all …

*

Wheatley was apprenticed to Herr Julius Kayser, of the Kayser wine firm in Traben. Germany already had military  conscription, and adult males like Herr Kayser were in the military reserve, with their uniforms packed ready at home. Kayser was ready to take the local railway station over within an hour or two of der Tag starting to roll, freeing its present commandant for the frontline. Wheatley’s own status was enhanced by a photograph of himself in Worcester uniform. His new German friends thought he was a young reserve officer in the Royal Navy, and he didn’t disabuse them about this.

Despite their warlike culture, the Germans were fond of the English. The British Royal family was German, and many Germans worked in England, chiefly in catering. Germans came to England on holiday to places like Eastbourne, where Wheatley’s German friends had stayed. The traditional enemy of both countries was France, and while Wheatley remembers Germans were regarded in Britain as “musical, home-loving people”, mildly comical in their enthusiasm for sausages and beer, the French were more suspect, “a race of dirty frog-eaters.” The Germans felt England should have entered into an alliance with Germany against France, and they were shocked when Britain joined the War against them, keeping her treaty obligation to Belgium: “they felt that we had betrayed a friendship.”

Wheatley was surprised by the intensity with which the Germans hated the French. This extended to French-speaking Belgians, and while he was in Germany Wheatley had a Belgian friend whom he liked because he was cheerful, well-read, and already experienced with women, but he was completely ostracised by the Germans.

The Germans could not have been kinder to “Herr Den,” as he reported to Hilda: “everyone here is awfley deacent and they all like the Englander out here”. Wheatley’s particular friends and hosts were Herr Kayser’s sons, Julius (“Juli”) and Oscar. He was at first struck by the greater deference to the father in German society (“they treated their father with the deference that a subaltern would have accorded a very senior officer”), “but I soon found that they were full of fun.” Again, he wrote to Hilda:



I have found some awfley nice chaps … awfley jolley chaps … there are a heap of others too I shall be very sorry to part with here, I don’t think anyone could possibly have been nicer to a foreigner than these chaps were to me when I came out here altho’ I could speak no German and they no English they took me everywhere and acted as if they had known me all my life, and for the first couple of months they would never think of letting me pay for a thing, they always called for me when they went out invited me all over the place and everything they are simply topping chaps …

*

Wheatley lodged with Julius Kayser’s cousin Fritz, a hunchback who was jealous and suspicious, and accused Wheatley of having designs on his wife. This was made worse by the fact that he didn’t speak English, but the wife did. She was “awfley kind”, Wheatley told Hilda, “and having lived in England a long time ago she tries to think of all the English customs to make me comfortable.”

The Kaysers were unhappily married, and Wheatley felt sorry for Mrs Kayser, trapped into marriage when her father’s death left her family almost destitute. To Wheatley, it was “a case of beauty and the beast without any redeeming feature.” It was another instance of the power of money, and the sort of arrangement that Wheatley believed was widespread in Victorian times: this was one of reasons he hated the Victorians, and what he thought of as their hypocritical religion.

Mrs Kayser may not have loved her husband, but she was devoted to her three little sons, aged three, two, and one. He had the run of the house, but he found the children so trying he stayed upstairs when he could. There was no worse bore than the doting mother, he told Hilda, and he would be reading a book when a voice would say “Oh good afternoon Den – doesn’t Alfred look well…” A couple of lines later:



Loving Mother: Walter doesn’t look well does he?

Dennis Wheatley: I think he does. [reads three more lines]

LM: But his cheeks are so pale …

DW: [no answer]

LM: Aren’t they?

DW: [absently, thinking to end the matter] Yes.

LM: [in a surprised voice] Oh, do you really think so?

DW: Oh no, I think it was the light from the window on his face… [reads about twelve lines]

LM: Would you have the Doctor?



And so it would go on, with Mrs Kayser questioning him and the child regurgitating its food and spitting at him, until Wheatley finally exits upstairs, “in a most unholy state of mind, cursing the weather that is keeping you in, and all small children …”

*

When the weather was fine things were “awfley jolly.”



Of course all those people are awfley jolly it is a great mistake to think they are stodgy and fat and stupid it is not so it is only when they are with elder people they are quiet and sedate but when you get a party of young German men and girls (of good families I am speaking) enjoying themselves in a place where they are alone or unknown there is nothing so jolly when we make up a party to go out I am always certain that I and everyone else will roar their heads off with laughter …



Wheatley was in his element in Germany. He liked almost everything about it, from the fairy-tale castles and toy-looking trains to the practice of eating two breakfasts an hour or two apart.

He wasn’t quite a ‘hearty’ in the English sense of the word (he wasn’t sporty enough, and too bookish) but he had become very extrovert. Not only would they dance tangos and turkey trots, he told Hilda, but one night he climbed on  the table and danced a highland fling, causing great hilarity among his party. In his autobiography he tells us he climbed on the table and sang ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’.

*

It was a revelation to find that Sunday was a day of recreation in Germany, unlike England, which was “still only gradually emerging from the gloom of the Victorian Sunday.” Even reading was frowned on in England, and not just among low-church sects: there was no reading on Sunday even in his second wife’s family, while in his own, “to play a game of cards or tennis was unthinkable, and to have held a sing-song or dance would have been taken as a clear indication that one had sold oneself to the Devil.”

Wheatley felt this was the legacy of Cromwell and the roundheads. King Charles I had refused to pass an Act prohibiting games on Sundays, saying that the common people needed their pleasure, but after “the kindly King” was beheaded “the Puritans got their way, and their spiritual descendants have ever since derived sadistic pleasure from forcing their unfortunate contemporaries to don some form of hair-shirt on the one day in the week that they don’t have to work.” In Germany, however, “there was no gloomy Lord’s Day Observance Society fighting with myopic, tenacious bigotry to prevent people from enjoying harmless pleasures on Sundays.” These sympathies and hatreds go some way to explain why he could later sympathise with the witches’ sabbath.

On Sundays there would be a dance at one or other of the villages along the valley, with a piano and a fiddler, and lashings of inexpensive German wine and beer. It was in Germany that Wheatley learned to drink. He developed a lifelong taste for German wines, and remembered the much more ornate labels that they had before the First War. It was also in Germany that Wheatley discovered the drink that figures in his later parties and celebrations as “Peach Bola”. This was Peach Bowle, made by pricking several peaches all over with a fork and leaving them to steep in  two bottles of iced hock or Moselle, one still and one sparkling.

Wheatley enjoyed drinking binges with his German friends, who would play drinking games, challenging each other to drink toasts or linking their right arms together and drinking off their glasses in Bruderschaft. In order to survive these nights, and the following days, Wheatley would employ “the Roman custom, which many of them also practised,” of making himself sick two or three times a night, and then continuing to drink, with “a final throw-up the very last thing before going to bed”.

Wheatley loved these male drinking groups (“wonderful sense of camaraderie … enjoyment of wine and song”) and he later regretted their passing, “doomed from the moment in the first quarter of this century when women attained a dominant voice in the ordering of our social life”. Wheatley’s German friends would drink until they passed out, but without becoming violent or aggressive. Instead, they would become sentimental, jolly and maudlin by turns, singing songs, laughing, and pledging friendship. Wheatley took to all this so well that he was made an honorary member of the senior students’ Bund by Julli and his friends.

It was in Germany that Wheatley went to the opera for the first time, to see Wagner, but he found the plot too slow. Like poetry, pipe-smoking, and sport (the list is Wheatley’s own) classical music was lost on Wheatley. Instead he was an unpretentious musical philistine who liked brass bands and sentimental or comic songs. Years later he returned from a holiday in the West Indies particularly taken by a calypso which ran



If you make an ugly woman your wife

She’ll be grateful all your life

And so, from the economical point of view

Always marry a woman uglier than you!

*

There was no mixed bathing in this part of Germany, but the  girls’ bathing area was opposite Herr Kayser’s cellar, so Wheatley equipped himself with a telescope to watch the girls he knew from the tennis club when they came for their swim. Or so he told Hilda.

Wheatley got on well with these girls when they were face to face, and he writes to Hilda of a typical girl: “very good fun she is quite plain but brim full of fun and sport, I find all these German girls are she speaks English a little she calls me beff-stake (Beafsteak) and so I call her Wurst (sausage).”

Wheatley’s girlfriend in Germany (“my jam”, as he described her to Hilda) was Pia Emert, or von Emert-Kohl (the family were allowed the aristocratic ‘von’ but tended not to use it), a particularly attractive girl who at twenty was a few years older than him. Wheatley was impressed by her social standing as well as her looks.

As soon as he met her – in Koblenz, drinking sparkling wine while watching a firework display being launched from a castle on the river – Wheatley was smitten. His passion was cemented by the fact that he never expected, after that evening, to see her again after returning to Traben next day: she was one of those lost ‘ships in the night.’ A few days later someone clapped their hands over his eyes and said in English “I give you three guesses who it is” – and it was Pia, back from holiday in Coblenz to Traben, where she lived.

The jollity in Wheatley’s letters from Germany is incessant, typified by a swimming episode. Wheatley was in front of the cellars one morning (“simply glorious day”), overlooking the area where the girls swam, when he saw Pia and some other girls. “So up come a chorus of shouts Hallow Beefsteak …” and Wheatley shouted “I do envy you lucky devils bathing how would you like me to come in too”, to which they replied “Oh yes Dooo Doooo Beefsteak Do they all chorused not believing for a minute that I would.”

Wheatley was not athletic but he was a very strong swimmer. A moment later Wheatley jumped in; “coat – trousers – collar – hat – boots and all amid schrieks of delight from the assembled maidens, then we shook hands all round in the water and played the fool…”

As he and Pia were splashing each other he saw Herr Kayser coming over in a boat, so he swam under the bathing platform and heard Herr Kayser yelling “Where have you put my little Englishman, and they replied with faces as sollem as judges I don’t know where he is, working I expect, then when he had gone I said goodbye to the girls and swam ashore I did look a sight when I got out all dripping wet … then when I got back the Celler Master said that I had better go home and change he is an awfley deacent sort…”

Kayser told Wheatley he would now have to marry Pia, since this kind of public familiarity was taken to be binding in polite German society: “well Den you have done it now you have got to marry Pia Emert or pay 2000 marks for a Breach of Promise … of course nothing happened except we had a good laugh over it …”

There were nevertheless a few complaints about the badly behaved Englishman invading the women’s swimming area, and Wheatley made up a comic song about it. This went down well, and even increased Wheatley’s popularity. The excitable kindness of the Germans must have made Wheatley feel he could do no wrong, but it was too good to last.

*

One Saturday there was an amateur dramatic performance for charity, and Pia Emert was the female lead. Someone suggested it would be hilarious if he went up and presented her with what looked like a beautifully wrapped bouquet, but was in fact a cauliflower on a stick.

Wheatley presented it to her with his gravest bow, but at once things started to go wrong. Pia would not take the bouquet or look at Wheatley (“I felt an awful fool as absolutely everybody in Traben Trabach was there and if she did not take it and they see the joke 9/10 of them would believe that I had really presented her with a rose bouquet, which is practically an open declaration of love, and then we should both look fools”).

Wheatley had to lay it at her feet and rip the covering off himself, until one of the other actors saw what it was and  started laughing. In a moment the audience saw what it was and started laughing too: “they simply shrieked with laughter and I realy think they raised the roof a bit they kicked up such a row”. Wheatley thought his joke was going down splendidly.

There were just a few people not laughing, notably Pia, and her father, and her mother. The crowd found it even funnier because Kohl – as in von Emert-Kohl – is German for cabbage, and a cauliflower is a kohl-flower. Wheatley didn’t understand that they were envied by some of the people in the audience, for Pia’s looks and their social position, and that some of the laughter had a malicious edge.

The Emerts were insulted, and Wheatley’s friend Karl received a talking-to from Pia’s father: “No gentelman would do such a thing and it was Karl’s and Juli’s and Oscar’s place to stop me and tell me that people didn’t do that sort of thing in Germany and I was a ‘Mad Englishman’ ”

“Secretly I felt extremely annoyed and upset”, Wheatley told Hilda, “however I diddent wish to show it so I put on the ‘don’t care a 2d damn’ expression”. He bought a bouquet and went round to make amends, but the family were not at home to him, and the door was shut in his face.

Wheatley persisted, and in the end his apologies were accepted, “but they still … lay all the blame on the people who were with me and had not stopped me”. Soon after this it was time to return home for Christmas and he set off for England, fully expecting he would see his German friends again in the New Year.
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