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  Introduction


  I was on a plane somewhere above Continental Europe and a man, a seat away, was reading a book while sipping his something-and-tonic. I thought he was trying to control a
  hiccup or a sneeze but then his whole upper body began to shake and he appeared, to my alarm, to be battling with some sort of seizure. Soon after that he began to shake and within minutes the
  contents of his nose and throat left for various destinations on his trousers, tray and glass. He was now growling, screaming with previously suppressed laughter. The book, I noted from the cover,
  was Money. It was, I thought, odd. Nothing wrong with laughing in public, surely? But later I began to understand the poor mans problem. He didnt care what anyone else
  felt; he felt ashamed of what he was doing. The book, brilliantly, makes you feel complicit with the narrator, the hilarious (the sexist, obese, partially deranged, pornographer hero)
  John Self. Self isnt simply a one-off, a grotesque; he is an unapologetic representative of what Martin Amis calls the background. And when you follow him there you feel uneasy
  about enjoying what, outside the book, you might profess to treat with disdain, or pretend to ignore. Suspending disbelief is a familiar clich. Upending, smothering disbelief,
  denying us a complacent immunity from the background is something else, something few writers can achieve. Id met Martin several times already but it was then, in his
  absence, that I became particularly fascinated by the relationship between the man and his work and decided to write this biography.


  Biographers borrow from the recipes of fiction writing, with qualifications. You can give energy to verbal portraits but, unlike the novelist, you cannot alter fact. And here Martin Amis
  presents a severe, infuriating problem. You would think that for someone who has polarized the intelligentsia and held the attention of the media for so long that hyperbole would be superfluous.
  Unfortunately  at least for fans of celebrity biography  there are no extraordinary, portentous, shameful, let alone monstrous, aspects of him to be discovered. Do not misunderstand
  me: he is not a colourless, dull man. Quite the contrary, he is excellent company, by parts sagacious, funny and bewildering. He is kind, affably short-tempered and as a family man incomparably
  caring. If there is a mystery about him it comes from the anomalous relationship between his public persona, driven by his writing, and the private individual. It is almost as though he is the
  mirror image of his father, with everything in reverse. Kingsleys work is magnificently ecumenical; all human life is there but throughout there are sustaining verities. By contrast,
  Kingsley the man was a cabinet of fears and dilemmas, sometimes hurtfully unpredictable. His fiction was his refuge.


  Martin projects his perplexities and horrors on to the fictional canvas, but not to dispose of them. He feels he has a duty to his audience, to challenge, infuriate, entertain, but not to use
  his work as a clearing house for his personal fallibilities and crises. His fiction is an index to his honesty. If in life he is confronted by moral and emotional perplexities  and there
  have been quite a number  he will not like many intellectuals smother pain with ideas. And this refusal to make sense of unkempt reality is the keynote of his novels. The parallels between
  his weird assembly of inventions and his personal history are fascinating. He is a great writer and the retching man on the aeroplane reminded me of what he does indeed
  have in common with his father, something that has guaranteed for both a great deal of critical ire. Kingsley put it well: The rewards for being sane are not many but knowing whats
  funny is one of them. And thats an end of the matter.


  Martin certainly knows whats funny, which will not be a surprise to readers of his work. But, asked an old friend of mine  wed been admirers though certainly
  not unreserved fans of his fiction since the 1970s  but . . . whats he really like? I paused for quite a while. I could have been honest, brief and a little
  cryptic (see above), or I might have offered a few anecdotes (see below), but I must admit that the question threw me. It pushed into unsettling relief a dilemma experienced by all biographers and
  rarely, if ever, acknowledged. Each of us  writers or not  will know a small coterie of people intimately, intuitively, but such is the nature of these relationships that the very
  idea of spreading their emotionally charged uniqueness across several hundred pages of print seems tactless; facts might be recorded but truth will remain elusive. The outsider cannot even claim
  access to tangents of shared experience, and I certainly belong in that category; I have known him for twelve years but I refer to him throughout this book by his first name for the simple fact
  that I need to distinguish him from Amis Snr, not because we are close friends. We have talked one-to-one at very great length, for which I thank him; we have talked about everything, laughed about
  his fathers inimitable manner as a letter writer, argued over nuclear weapons, global warming and Ulysses (I advocate retention of the second, mock doom-evangelists of the third and
  am bored senseless by the fourth, and he despises my opinions accordingly). He has told me of his childhood, his various families, friends and peers, of how he writes, what he writes; and I have
  interviewed friends, lovers, intimates. But can I claim knowledge of what hes really like? Here we go.


  He can be edgy, uncooperative, slightly neurotic. But which of us can say that we have immunized ourselves from these states, particularly since we exist in a world that
  appears so programmatized and inflexible? And he has every right to be suspicious and begrudging. Through no fault of his own he became, has become, the victim of a disastrous intermeshing of
  previously separate cultural trajectories. He is a media star; his divorce, various relationships and financial status falling prey to the gossip columnists of the tabloid press. It
  is unlikely that the writers, let alone the readers, of this dross have ever opened any of his books. At the same time his novels are not examples of avant-garde elitism. Some are more accessible
  than others, but in terms of versatility, a willingness to try anything, he is in contemporarary writing beyond compare. His life has been, still is, exciting and enviable. He is  though he
  remains ambivalent about it  a celebrity, and his ability with words elicits an exceptional level of jealousy from his peers and competitors. As a man he is equally enviable, because behind
  the media-generated image he is signally modest and thoughtful. How can these seemingly incongruous dimensions of his persona be compatible? Read on.


  



  1


  Before He Left


  What makes a great writer? Being born into what would strike most as a scenario suitable only for fiction might play some part. Martin Louis Amis came into this world on 25
  August 1949 at Radcliffe Maternity Hospital, Oxford. His father Kingsley reported the next day to his closest friend Philip Larkin that Martin was as blond as P [Philip, his elder brother by
  a year] and less horrifying in appearance. His mother, Hilary Amis (ne Bardwell), was just twenty. She was as Larkin would later remark, The most beautiful woman I have ever
  seen without being the least pretty, a woman, some would say girl, who had encountered as much in her teens as most of her peers would experience in a lifetime. The scion of comfortably
  middle-class home counties stock  her father was a senior civil servant at the Ministry of Agriculture with a taste for madrigals, folk dancing and traditional English culture
   she had been sent first to a St Trinians-style boarding school for girls in North Wales (Dr Williamss School for Young Ladies) from which she frequently absconded, and after
  that to the more respectable Bedales where she was bullied and which she left, by mutual consent, after less than a year. She completed her education at Beltrane, Wiltshire, departing aged fifteen
  with no qualifications. She then worked, as general helper, with board and lodgings, at a dog kennel in Bracknell run by two amiable lesbians, a period she enjoyed greatly.
  Aged sixteen Hilly enrolled at the Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art in Oxford and after six months, bored with her course, gave up the study of art to become their head model.
  This, literally, meant that her head was the subject of paintings and sketches. Soon, however, she was posing in the nude, with little embarrassment or concern except for the draughty ill-heated
  studios where she was asked to sit for most of the day.


  Kingsley was at this time in the third year of his degree in English, having returned to St Johns after war service with the Royal Corps of Signals. In 1947 he gained a first, an
  achievement which he greeted with unconvincingly modest surprise. He had, he knew, a razor-sharp critical intelligence and his only flaw was a tendency to allow derision to intrude upon measured
  evaluation.


  They met in 1946, via mutual friends, in a tea shop in the Cornmarket. Kingsley had noticed her before on several occasions, assumed she was an undergraduate and was mildly unsettled to learn
  that she was just seventeen and hence not nearly so depraved as I had hoped, he reported to Larkin. Within a year Hilly was pregnant and Kingsley, determined upon a literary or
  academic career, greeted the prospect of family life with horror. Hilly felt trapped and confused, pregnant by a man she had known for only twelve months, whose magnetic amusing social persona
  belied a well-protected seam of hapless despondency. At Kingsleys apologetic promptings they went in search of an abortion, not a locally sourced back-street termination endured by those
  with no alternative but the more expensive, almost legal services provided by indulgent, venal practitioners in West London. The operation was booked with a Central European Private
  Practitioner who asked them for 100 in advance. Only after taking advice from a GP, a friend of his old army comrade Frank Coles, that such procedures even when practised by trained
  gynaecologists could be brutal and dangerous having no legal protection, did Kingsley decide that Hillys welfare should be given precedence. So began the brief, one-month, engagement of Kingsley Amis and Hilly Bardwell. Their marriage in the Oxford Town Hall Register Office was attended by both sets of parents but only after Kingsleys
  mother had persuaded her husband and the Bardwells to lift their horror-stricken boycott. Nick Russel, a fellow undergraduate at St Johns and the only other guest, treated the couple to
  dinner in The George, a nearby pub. Both sets of parents departed separately as soon as the brief ceremony was concluded. On the morning of his wedding day Kingsley composed a letter of application
  for admission as a B.Litt research student. He would for the time being survive on a grant in the hope that he would eventually obtain an academic post. The couple first took a flat in Norham Road
  but by the time Martin was born they had moved into a quiet nineteenth-century terrace house in Banbury called Marriners Cottage.


  In letters to Larkin written during this period Kingsley professes his happiness at being with Hilly, complaining only that marriage obliged him to spend inordinate and unendurably boring
  periods in the presence of his in-laws. What he also discloses without explanation or contrition is the Kingsley Amis he would have been had a combination of fate and social convention not
  contrived to turn him into a married father of two, desperately seeking regular employment. In one letter he offers an ardently detailed report on a dark-haired, slim, sullen-looking girl with
  noticeable breasts who returned his stare disinterestedly, half-closing her eyes. His prose discharges a hint of something much more intimate than glances exchanged in a
  dance hall, but most striking of all is the fact that Hilly was alongside him when this occurred. She knew nothing of it but the frisson of sharing this secret with his friend, fuelled both by
  guilt and excitement, would set the tone for much of their subsequent correspondence during Kingsleys marriage to Hilly.


  Marriage and children created two versions of Kingsley Amis and by the end of the 1950s he would often allow them to coalesce. He had by then grown tired of the ritual of deceit which in any
  event he practised with little competence. He frequently used Robert Conquest and even Larkin as bearers of alibis for his adulterous excursions, but Hilly too had become
  aware that her husband and the father of their children lived in a manner that any good-looking lecherous bachelor would envy. Despite an extra-marital affair of her own  begun much later
  and somewhat despairingly  and Kingsleys seemingly ingenuous apologies, Hilly never countenanced an open marriage. The dinner party at their Swansea house when Kingsley went into the
  garden three times to have sex with each of the women guests is a verified fact yet the implication that the non-participating observers were indulgent debauchees-by-association is inaccurate.
  Hilly struggled to control her distress. Martin: Hilly, a virgin when she met Kingsley, was a very reluctant swinger, and never stopped minding the other women a
  lot.


  Even after much of the lying and secrecy was undone there remained in Kingsleys psyche, and certainly in his writing, a propensity towards guile and doubling. Whether his unplanned early
  marriage was the cause or a symptom of this is a matter for psychoanalysts but what is certain is that throughout his adulthood there was never one Kingsley Amis. He became a cabinet of gestures
   some genuine, others fabricated  and release mechanisms, the latter allowing him to simultaneously advance and retreat from the same position. Friends, interviewers, critics; all
  would, for a moment seem to gain knowledge of the essential Kingsley Amis only to have the illusion dispelled by an act or statement variously moving, candid or quixotic, and on further inspection
  anomalous.


  Martin was of course far too young to have knowledge of this aspect of his fathers personality in the 1950s but later when he too had become a writer the past began to interweave with the
  present: he saw in Kingsley things that he recognized and wished if possible to suppress in himself. He succeeded only partially and his endeavours would certainly leave an imprint on his work.


  During the summer holiday of 1949 Kingsley, faced with a second child to support, scoured The Times Educational Supplement for any university jobs in English,
  anywhere. Prague and Buenos Aires turned him down, as did Bristol, Kings College, London, Manchester and Durham. Then, on 23 September he was invited for interview at University College,
  Swansea and subsequently offered an Assistant Lectureship with the salary of 300 per year. He left Oxford within a week, alone, to begin work and search for accommodation while Hilly, Philip
  and Martin stayed with his parents. Impatient and anxious Hilly joined him, with Martin, in mid-November and found a flat within two days of her arrival. On 16 December she set off in a rented van
  with all of their possessions and two noisy infants to join her husband in the cramped second-floor flat of 82 Vivian Road, Swansea.


  It is significant to note that Kingsley played hardly any part in the move having spent two months searching unsuccessfully for a suitable residence. He commented to Larkin that I need
  all the time I can get for house hunting, and thinking about house hunting. The placing of this activity in italics, and the droll coda in which he admits to giving as much time to
  contemplating the task as executing it are revealing. Hilly stated to Zachary Leader that he was totally impractical; a somewhat generous abridgement to what in truth was a
  predilection for selfishness. It was not that he did not love his wife and children, simply that for the time being he took every opportunity to postpone the tiresome responsibilities that came
  with them. Kingsleys salary was pitiable and Hilly, as well as looking after the children, worked part-time five days a week in the local cinema and later at a fish and chip shop in the
  Mumbles, whose leftovers were frequently brought home for family suppers. Nevertheless, Hilly later recalled the period as probably the most blissful of their marriage. We were perfectly
  happy. We saw the funny side of it.


  The death of Hillys mother followed by an endowment in her will enabled the Amises to move from the cramped flat in Vivian Road  where the two baby boys were bathed in the kitchen
  sink, recorded in the first ever photograph of Martin  to a house, 24 The Grove, for which they paid 2,400.


  Even before Lucky Jim brought him fame Kingsley was treated at Swansea as a minor celebrity: still in his twenties, a first from Oxford, handsome and as a lecturer like no one that his
  students, colleagues or, to their unease, his seniors had previously encountered. He taught the canon but encouraged his students to question the apparently inviolable qualities of great authors.
  One of his first students, Mavis Nicholson, remembers his disparaging remarks on Keats  self-indulgent and impenetrable  along with his dashing appearance at his first
  lecture, when he strolled on stage with his chic overcoat hung over his shoulders and a lock of hair falling distractedly across his forehead. Theres talent, she
  commented to a friend.


  Although he was not conscious of the parallels Kingsley was during this period becoming an almost exact simulacrum of the man who in 1954 would cause a minor earthquake in the otherwise torpid
  zone of English domestic fiction, Jim Dixon. The feature of Jim and indeed his quiet accomplice the narrator that made him so popular, particularly for those looking for something both unorthodox
  and selfishly optimistic in the still gloomy aftermath of 1945, was the fact that he was a magnificent fraud. He was an academic who loathed the pretensions of academia and most of all he was much
  more clever, and indeed cunning, than he pretended to be. The subtle alliance between Jims sardonic, cutting private ruminations and the merciless orchestrations of the narrator was a kind
  of revenge against fate. He detested the provincial world in which the need to earn a living had placed him, treated those similarly grounded with a mixture of pity and scorn and dreaded the
  prospect of ending up in a long-term relationship, marriage, with the leech-like Margaret  a thinly disguised version of Monica Jones, with whom Larkin had recently begun a relationship in
  Leicester. The novels conclusion was for some of its more scrupulous admirers its only weakness; even John Betjeman, hardly an advocate of harsh realism, found it slightly implausible.
  Suddenly, Jims dismal existence is exchanged for the realization of his fantasies. He is offered a job in London by a wealthy entrepreneur  well paid but with no
  onerous duties  and the girl of his dreams, the magnificently busty Christine, leaves with him arm in arm on the train for the capital. His loathsome Head of Department and his son 
  based respectively upon Hillys father and her brother with some swipes at academic posturing and aggrandizement thrown in  are left standing, enraged and humiliated, on the
  platform.


  Christine was a compromise. In part she was Hilly, the innocent but outstandingly sexy girl he had come across in Oxford, and married. She was also a fantasy endemic to maleness, the kind of
  woman that men long for but with whom they dont necessarily wish to have children and spend the rest of their lives.


  He wrote to Larkin only six months after his arrival in Swansea to report on the weekend he had spent in London with his friend James Michie where I drank a lot, and talked to sweet
  ladies, and smoked a lot of cigarettes, and spent some money on myself.1 Already, it seems, the exercise in wish fulfilment so brilliantly
  realized in the novel four years hence was being played out in Amiss sullen frustrated disclosures to Larkin. He goes on:


  
      
        As I came back on the train on Sunday evening, sinking as I did so into a curious trance-like state of depression, some ideas began clarifying in my mind:


 
 
	 
(a)
 
	 

 
	 
The proportion of attractive women in London and Swansea is 100:1 or more  this is a sober estimate;
  

 
 
	 
(b)
 
	 

 
	 
Nobody in Swansea really amuses me;
  

 
 
	 
(c)
 
	 

 
	 
Children are not worth the trouble;
  

 
 
	 
(d)
 
	 

 
	 
I would rather live in London, than I would live in Swansea;
  

 
 
	 
(e)
 
	 

 
	 
Consequently the best thing I can do in Swansea is to keep on shutting myself up on my own and writing poems and a novel . . .
  

 


	  

    

  


  A more exact moment of gestation for his first novel cannot be located. Jims constant sense of inhibition and infuriation, his irritation at having
  to spend his time in a place and with people he dislikes and the prevailing mood of having failed to secure the lifestyle and career he genuinely wished for; all are present in Kingsleys
  list. Just as significantly he betrays, no doubt unwittingly, a key aspect of himself post-Lucky Jim. There is no evidence that he disliked his children nor even resented their intrusion
  upon his battles against thwarted ambition, quite the contrary, yet at the same time he rationed the time he felt it necessary to spend with them. His university job was moderately demanding,
  though by todays standards it seems as much a salaried hobby as a profession, and the rest of his days involved the realization of his 1950 objective to [shut] myself up on my own . .
  . writing poems and a novel.


  Martin recalls the mid-1950s in Swansea as a happy time. When he was not at school Hilly would during summer evenings and weekends take the children to the beach or the cinema or just for rides
  in the Morris 1000 Traveller. Nothing was planned or well organized and that, wittingly or not, suited the two young boys, Martin and Philip, very well indeed. There seemed something suitably
  child-friendly in Hillys carefree extemporized routine. Often, she would allow them to ride on the roof-rack of the car, apparently oblivious of the dangers involved. She wasnt
  negligent, simply as innocent as her wards, according to Martin. What occurred to him later was that his father appeared biddably yet only partially present. She [Hilly] let us do anything .
  . . everything . . . he wouldnt need to be consulted about a matter to do with the open air. He was in his study. He was always in his study. The parallels between Martins
  recollection and Kingsleys letter to Larkin, particularly involving points (c) and (e), are striking and slightly eerie.


  Kingsleys friends from Oxford  Michie, Larkin and Bruce Montgomery in particular  provided him pre-1954 with some relief, albeit experienced
  temporarily or vicariously, from his life in Swansea. After Lucky Jim the Amis house became a magnet for visitors both from the Home Counties literary circuit and those based locally who
  were fascinated by the prospect of socializing with an officially designated danger to public morality (Somerset Maugham in a famous article on Amis in the Sunday Times had cited Lucky
  Jim as a licence for mass degeneracy).


  Kingsley and Hilly held parties in which they seemed intent on reclaiming the opportunities for youthful irresponsibility which pregnancy had denied them at Oxford almost a decade earlier.
  Hillys endowment and Kingsleys new source of income, boosted by an advance for That Uncertain Feeling (1955), enabled them to take on regular domestic help in the form of Eva
  Garcia, a woman of mixed Celtic/Iberian stock married to the similarly provenanced Joe, a solidly built hard-drinking steel-rigger. Evas principal duties involved repairing the post-party
  damage  according to Philip the house smelt for most of the time like a pub  but she also took over tasks routinely undertaken by the woman of the house. She looked
  after the children, who now included Sally, born in 1954. The Garcias were genuinely and unapologetically working-class, unawed by and indifferent to the mannerisms and cultural prestige of their
  employers. Kingsley was amused and there is evidence that he drew upon them as sources for the thread of South Wales kitchen-sink realism detectable in That Uncertain Feeling.


  It was, recalls Martin, incredibly dissolute, at least by the standards of middle-class Swansea. Following all-night parties good-natured but otherwise bleary guests
  could be found recovering among the debris of ashtrays, bottles, half-empty glasses and records. Sometimes wed be dragged along to Kingsleys colleagues houses, to have
  tea, cakes, jelly. Id go to theirs and sometimes theyd come to me and there was a huge contrast . . . Children are so conventional, and I could see they were surprised and I
  couldnt see that mine was about 10,000 times nicer than theirs, but it was. When I brought friends home Mum would be there with her feet on the table, shoes off and
  music in the background, probably jazz. And my friends thought it was so great. Phil said once, Ah breakfast in the wine shop. Mum might greet us, or guests, slightly hung-over and as
  we sat down to our cornflakes . . . well the milk jug would be surrounded by half-empty wine bottles . . . Far more boho than everybody else. They began to wonder if anyone else lived in
  quite the way they did. Esmond Cleary, one of Kingsleys colleagues and recently married to Jean, sometimes looked after the children at their house or visited the Amises for parties. Cleary:
  Everyone seemed to look on The Grove with a mixture of envy and bafflement. The children were happy, bright, quite well behaved but the place was wonderfully disorganized, an endless
  cocktail party. A strange combination. You have to remember that this was provincial Britain in the fifties, everything seemed hopelessly dreary, but Kingsley, Hilly and the children were
  determined to enjoy themselves. Dont misunderstand me, they werent irresponsible hedonists. The children were loved and cared for . . . yet there was an energy and optimism about the
  house that was at odds with the time and the area.


  The Garcias provided a further unaccountable twist to their already peculiar journey towards adolescence. In April 1956 the Amises moved from The Grove to 53 Glanmore Road, Uplands, the latter a
  spacious, handsome Edwardian house retaining most of its original features. Kingsley would now have a study, to which he could constantly retire, which was roughly the same size as their previous
  sitting room. Each of the children had a bedroom to themselves and the rear garden was private and mature. Instead of selling 24 The Grove they arranged to let it to the Garcias, who had two
  children, Michael and Hilary. The precise reason for this is lost in the mists of rumour that surround the Amis family of the mid-1950s. The rent would barely cover the upkeep of the property, but
  one begins to intuit Hillys and Kingsleys motive from subsequent events. For long weekends or mid-week evenings when one or both of their parents were mysteriously elsewhere the
  children would go to the Garcias, and each year for five years Martin, Philip and Sally spent four to five weeks with Eva and Joe as their unofficial foster children.


  The effect of this upon the two brothers can be gleaned from their contrasting accounts. Martin describes Joe as a cuboid, semi-literate grafter who seemed actually taller sitting down
  than standing up. To adults he would probably have appeared as menacing . . . For us he was a fascinating addition to our extended family of curiosities . . . Eva was terrible and great . . . one
  of the divinities of my childhood. He recalls her as a mixture of striking and rather grotesque images, singing as she made the tea, with delight in her Hispanic eyes the
  romance of her red bandana and shiny black hair undone by the slab of the orthopaedic boot on which she was obliged to swivel. He fixes also upon a particular incident when the family
  with Eva and Sally in the back seat of the car passed the scene of an apparently fatal accident. Eva seemed to feel it her duty to have her charge, then barely three, behold the sight of a man
  lying on the pavement, soaked in blood and twitching either from terrible pain or as a last concession to mortal existence. She announced, rather in the manner of the Satanic nanny in The
  Omen, Look at him, Sal. Writhing in agony he is. According to Philip their periods with the Garcias were bloody awful . . . I hated it. But we were forced to
  do it because Kingsley and Hilly were having such a wild time. He remembers Joe as far more gigantic and intimidating than any adult he had previously encountered and the prospect of having
  to share bedrooms with the Garcias children, plus the experience of Joes regular drunkenness, and ingrained habits of a family unused to routines of personal or domestic hygiene
  struck him as horrible . . . incredibly primitive. Surely, he thought, Kingsleys and Hillys commitments, whatever they were, did not merit them being put through
  something so apparently punitive as this. Sally, he recalls, was even more upset, having no understanding of why she seemed to have been abandoned by her mother and father and on one occasion
  having to endure several weeks in the much more rough and even less familiar council house of friends of the Garcias, an exigency that Eva and Joe did not bother to explain
  to Kingsley and Hilly.


  Martin again: Joe. He was illiterate too. Hed get out his packet of ten Players and with great concentration hed write on it the names of the horses hed want
  to bet on. And the cs and the ds would be the wrong way round. It was amazing, I thought, that a man couldnt write.


  It was egg and chips every night, meat on Sundays, and every evening ended with a huge plate of buttered toast and mugs of tea.


  Eva could be terrifying. She said, You ave six stars in eaven and evry time you tell a lie, one a them goes out. And when theyre all gone
  out  you die. That one had me sobbing with terror. And once, I asked for a glass of milk with my lunch. She couldnt be bothered to get it, so she fixed me with a stare
  and said, I knew a man used to drink milk with his lunch . . . He died. I didnt drink milk for about five years after that.


  In terms purely of facts Martin and Philip do not diverge greatly but what is most striking is the enormous disparity between the apparent effects of these experiences upon each of them. We
  could of course contend that Martins account is more mature and indulgent than his brothers given that he bestows upon Eva and Joe an energy, even a uniqueness that belies their
  status as a class beneath the Amises. But let us also remember that both men were recalling events that occurred virtually half a century earlier. Recovered or even personal memories are
  notoriously partial but I would aver that Philip comes closest to if not the objective truth then at least unalloyed candour. Philips recollections are unmalicious, he is not attempting some
  vengeful recompense for childhood maltreatment and indeed his occasional inconsistencies  he is terrified and appalled by people who also, he states, had hearts of gold 
  testify to his honesty: he seems to have carried into middle age the sense of confusion and indecision that beset much of his childhood. Martin, however, takes a more positive view. I
  suppose, he reflects, the difference between Phil and me is that I always thought of it [their time with the Garcias] as enriching in some ways. It was a new
  world, completely different from anything Id experienced before. The Garcias do indeed bear a close resemblance to the assembly of mostly working-class grotesques who populate much of
  his fiction. Did his time with them instigate this fascination? Probably.


  Becoming a full-time novelist has no predictable effect upon ones psyche but it is not too absurd to contend that since we elect to spend much of our conscious existence filtering
  perception and reality through an oblique variant upon language, a good deal of what we routinely apprehend and recollect is touched by our stock in trade of conceits and distortions. Martin was
  certainly not being dishonest regarding his presentation of the Garcias but as all great writers are aware, honesty is as much a device as a principle.


  What are your prevailing memories of the Swansea years? I ask him. Was it a happy childhood?


  Happy? Yes, I think it was, yes certainly. The stories told by Zach [in the 2006 biography] are true enough . . . the fights, the parties, the occasional sense of imminent catastrophe,
  that is, of break-up. We were aware of it all but it didnt register as anything very important. For all we knew every family was like that and it didnt seem to affect Hilly and
  Kingsley. It was part of their routine and thats how we saw it too. Nothing to be particularly concerned about.


  From Experience and other accounts one gets the impression that the family existed in something of a cocoon. Apart from the faintly bizarre experiences of living with the Garcias the
  children didnt seem to mix with others in the locality.


  Actually we did. Wed have cricket matches in the garden at Glanmore Road and the whole place would be full of kids of about the same age. Hilly would provide sweets and pop but we
  were otherwise unsupervised. And of course the house and garden were full of dogs, which Hilly loved. Shed take in strays or abandoned litters of puppies and put them
  up in the garage. Ten, sometimes twenty dogs of various ages and shapes would be wandering round the house at any given time. They werent quite pets; lodgers I suppose. Hilly would always
  find homes for them.


  Sam Dawson, two years younger than Kingsley, was his most recent colleague in the English Department. Hilly was extraordinary. Sweet-natured, spirited yet in many ways more mature than
  Kingsley. She was of a mercurial nature . . . in a plodding world. The house was famously disorganized, but they [Hilly and Kingsley] werent irresponsible. She particularly wanted a good
  life for the kids. They never missed school, and she fretted about their health. At the same time she wanted them to be happy, free to enjoy themselves. Martin: The more I return to
  the Swansea years the more I can remember. But the point is they are memories without labels, such as regret, or disappointment or relief. Everything just seemed as it was, good. Down the
  road there was a park, Cwmdonkin Park  yes Dylan Thomass house was close by but I didnt know that then . . . and groups of us would just play there, make up games, climb trees.
  Sometimes thered by fights but no one ever seemed to get hurt . . .


  My primary school was like any other. I had crushes on a variety of girls but I fantasized most about my RK [Religious Knowledge] teacher . . . Miss Penellis. She was a witch. The more
  she preached a typically Welsh Chapel-style adherence to doctrine the more I was certain she was an agent of Satan.


  How old were you?


  Ten, nine perhaps.


  Precocious lust, then?


  No. There were teachers I fancied, but Miss Penellis was outstandingly ugly; fat, with black straw-like hair  thats where the witch aspect came in  but she would
  recite passages from the Old Testament in a way that was hypnotic.


  It was then that I went through my one religious phase.


  Best to get rid of it early?


  Yes, by the time we left Swansea for Cambridge I was a proselytizing atheist  though Im not that now  but for a while in Swansea I went through
  a bizarre and very private religious phase. I had several Bibles and I wrote all sorts of things in the margins. Sometimes, I performed black masses in my bedroom. You see, we had no idea
  whatsoever about God or faith. Certainly, there was the feeling that we werent like a regular family. Most of my friends went to church or chapel, and Sunday school. I went a few times, to
  Sunday school, but for tea and blancmange. I liked the parables. No one cared about Sundays in the Amis house. So what I call my religious phase was actually a bout of early imaginative excess
   inspired by that fact that we were a godless household and Miss Penellis was magnetically grotesque  a woman who seemed to have powers.


  As he put it much later, I was six or seven years old, and filling out a school registration form, and I came to the disquieting question, which seemed to visit me from a different world.
  I ran into the hall and shouted up the stairs, Mum! What religion are we? There was a long silence, then: Uh . . . Church of England! Yes, thank God for the Church of
  England, it didnt commit you to anything at all. In truth, though, Church of England was a mortal lie. We werent even that.


  It was only much later, in the States, that I actually entered a church with friends of the family, and I had a wafer put into my mouth. It seemed grotesque. Even as a child I felt
  that religion encroached upon me, and I couldnt believe that so many others believed in it. Even during my Bible period, I was more a bibliophile than anything else. What it
  said was a mere curiosity. I liked the gold edging on the book. I was repelled by worship. As Kingsley said  I think someone was heckling him at an event in the sixties 
  you can believe what you like, but do it in your own time, in private, like masturbation. He pauses, as if about to qualify what he has said. So I ask.


  No, Im no longer a proselytizing atheist. Being an atheist is an irrational position. It is presumptuous, and crabbed. The right place to be is
  on the very brink of agnosticism, about to tumble into . . . atheism. About to but . . . We need to know more about the Universe, because to human beings the Universe is still very mysterious. I
  was talking recently to a friend of mine, philosopher, scientist, Colin McGinn and he said, We dont even know what electricity is. We certainly dont know how
  galaxies are formed, why they dont fly apart. Were still ten Einsteins away from even a basic understanding of the Universe.


  So, to say I am an atheist is a bit previous isnt it? I mean, the basic fact is that the Universe is much more intelligent than we are. So that gives you pause, I
  think. How very different, I comment, from the inflexible atheism of his closest friend Christopher Hitchens. Is Hitchenss position irrational  crabbed? We
  have disagreed on many things. We do still.


  The impression Martin gives of life in Swansea is of a family who did not need faith or any other kind of doctrinal support. They just enjoyed life, and each other. There was the incident with
  the canoe, when Martin and Philip aged respectively nine and ten  or so he half recalls  were provided by Hilly with a rather flimsy vessel and allowed to set off from Swansea Bay
  west to Pembroke Bay where their mother would collect them at some vaguely estimated time. None of them had properly calculated the distance, nor indeed taken any account of weather conditions or
  currents. The Swansea Evening Post, says Martin, eventually reported that my act of heroism, getting ashore and summoning the coastguard, had saved my brothers
  life. Actually, hed paddled back before Id been washed up on the beach and was drinking Tango in a seafront caf trying to remember our home phone number while the coastguards
  scoured the area. This is all the stuff of Famous Five adventures, the kind of licensed recklessness that many children crave and is now prohibited, with parents or carers
  likely to face prosecution if they allow their wards to play conkers unsupervised. Martin recalls his mothers carefree regime with a mixture of amused admiration and
  disbelief. My mother is made up of extremes. She is outstandingly compassionate, kind, shrewd and in other ways she kept the sheen of guileless irresponsibility that probably attracted
  Kingsley to her in the first place. I remember, after Sally was born  shed be about four or five  driving back from the beach in the dark, with the three of us, Phil and me
  either side and Sal in the middle, on the roof-rack. The only light came from the full moon and the headlamps. It felt as though we were flying. None of us felt nervous because at that age you
  dont recognize danger  I suppose we had much in common with our mother despite the age difference. One suspects also that much later, when he became a father himself, the
  romantic tinge of his childhood recollections became the cause of an almost neurotic sense of protectiveness. As we shall see, the teleology of his children as the specific victims of an imminent
  nuclear apocalypse altered the trajectory of his writing.


  Around 195657 Martins parents marriage came close to collapse, due primarily to Hillys affair with the journalist Henry Fairlie. Fairlie resembled the sort of
  character played by Leslie Phillips or Terry-Thomas in Ealing Comedies, but while they were barely credible caricatures of the charming bounder he was a far more unsettling package of contrasts and
  anomalies. The Amises had got to know him during one of their trips to London and at first it seemed to Kingsley that he had come face to face with a man who was both his replica and his nemesis.
  Just as Kingsley regarded any of the attractive wives and girlfriends of those he knew as fair game  it was, as he saw it, their decision  so Fairlie seemed to regard himself as
  answerable to only one imperative, the word no. Yet beneath their predatory personae could be found two very different individuals. Kingsley, though unswervingly polite in his
  dealings with his girlfriends, was also a ruthless opportunist; the best they could hope for was an extended, albeit clandestine, affair, such as the one with his ex-student Mavis Nicholson. No
  spurious affirmations of commitment or promises of endurance would be forthcoming or expected. Fairlie, however, was a true romantic. He once had a taxi-load of flowers
  delivered to the flat of an inamorata and would regularly spend a weeks salary on absurdly lavish dinners at Claridges as part of his ostentatious campaigns of seduction. But by all
  accounts he was sincere, at least to the extent that he could conjure sincerity from an untidy catalogue of conflicted interests. He was promiscuous and unfaithful but none of his women ever
  doubted his kindness. He was the ideal lover, with the proviso that he might well sustain this ideal for two or even three different women simultaneously, not forgetting his wife.


  Kingsley knew of Fairlies reputation in advance of becoming acquainted with him personally and then he witnessed the equivalent of what he had visited upon many others; he watched his
  wife become gradually enraptured by the attentions of someone else. At first he suspected that this was Hillys act of vengeance, a suitably just experience of atonement he assumed would be
  brief. But to his surprise, and horror, Hilly announced that she and Fairlie had discussed a permanent relationship. As he put it to Larkin, on Friday a verbal statement was made to me by my
  wife by which I was given to understand that, far from just having an affair with Henry Fairlie, she is in love with him and he with her. The topic of divorce from the married state was raised, and
  no decision reached. The letter deviates from the blend of backbiting, satirical glee and self-caricature with which he and Larkin routinely communicated. The performers mask has
  slipped and Kingsley cannot help but disguise a genuine sense of fear.


  
    
      
        I think . . . that my marriage has about one chance in four of surviving till next summer. If I do get a divorce, it means presumably that the children, about whom I feel
        strongly, will accompany their mother to her new home. But that isnt the same as having them in your home all the time, you see . . . Having ones wife fucked is one thing;
        having her taken away from you, plus your children, is another, I find.2

      

    

  


  I asked Martin now if he recalls anything of near break-up. Two things come to mind. I remember Henry Fairlie because he visited Swansea several
  times, and we had no cause to regard him as different from the other figures who would stay for weekends. Philip [Larkin], who did his duty as Phils godfather, lets say he was
  thrifty, Lenten, with gifts. Unlike Bruce Montgomery, my godfather, generous, bountiful, who would drive down in his Bentley. George and Pat Gale were regulars, and there was Bob [Conquest] and
  John Wain and the Powells. We were children and we knew their names but we had no interest in what they actually did.


  I didnt know of the affair until the 1960s when, very briefly, he [Fairlie] and Hilly got back together. She always reserved a special affection for him.


  But in Swansea . . . well at that age you dont articulate it to yourself. Subconsciously, youre uneasy. There was one absolutely terrifying row. We were, both brothers and
  sister, sitting on the stairs and they were screaming at each other. And next morning, Kingsley went up with a breakfast tray and shot back down again having gym shoes and ornaments hurled at him.
  And we didnt say anything to each other, but it was pretty clear something serious was wrong. But youre thinking . . . what can that be? Probably your subconscious is coming to
  a conclusion but you dont really understand that at all. When youre told about the sexual act, told in the school yard, your first response is absolute outrage that your father
  could do that to your mother. I talked openly about it [sex] with Kingsley later  he made a point of this because his father and mother were obsessively secretive  but for us in
  Swansea, yes we knew something was wrong. Its all inklings and intuitions and subconscious conclusions but theyre never articulated. Looking back it probably did have something
  to do with Fairlie.


  In December 1956 Fairlie was summoned to appear in court on bankruptcy charges and spent a brief period in Brixton prison. He made a good living as one of the most esteemed serious journalists
  of the day, but his profligate habits, and generosity, ruined him financially. He was serious in his proposal to leave his wife and set up home with Hilly and her children
  and she, to Kingsleys trepidation, was on the brink of a decision. His bankruptcy obviated the latter and up until her death she remained uncertain of what she would have done had fate not
  intervened.


  In March 1957 Kingsleys mother died suddenly of a stroke. Kingsley helped his father with the practicalities and displayed due solemnity at the funeral but beyond that there is no
  evidence in correspondence or elsewhere that Roses departure caused him great emotional distress. The effects on the family as a whole, however, were considerable. In November of the
  previous year, during the Fairlie crisis, Sally had suffered a severe head injury, a fractured skull, after falling from a garden table. She was unconscious for two days and doctors in the Swansea
  hospital warned that although there were no immediate symptoms of brain damage such injuries to a three-year-old child could result in later psychological and neurological problems. One can,
  therefore, only speculate on the consequences of what happened five months later. Sally was staying with her paternal grandparents and Rose suffered her fatal stroke little more than an hour after
  William had departed for work. She was alone with the body of her grandmother for more than seven hours and at one point applied lipstick and face powder to her pale gaunt features in an attempt to
  restore to her some semblance of life. For years afterwards, and well into adolescence, Sally would exhibit an almost hysterical fear of witnessing anyone asleep, often attended by a pathological
  urge to wake them up.


  Sallys unsteady childhood could well have contributed to her descent towards alcoholism in her twenties but it was significant also for its influence upon the hierarchy of the Amis
  siblings. Martin certainly did not seek any special role, let alone position of responsibility, but circumstances conferred both upon him. Hilly remembers that the night when Sally was born
  Kingsley had to rush to a callbox to telephone the midwife, a stressful yet fairly straightforward operation, but before leaving the house he rushed upstairs, grabbed the
  sleeping Martin and carried him with him up the street. It was not that his four-year-old son was any better equipped than he was to dial the correct number and feed the coins into the slots in the
  right order  or at least Martin modestly denies such precocity  but Martin had already become for his father a talisman of calm and stability. Hilly recalls that the incident of the
  phone call was not unusual. When he was anxious [at all] hed go for Martin because Martin was the calmest of the three . . . Philip [that night] would have been more startled at being
  woken up . . . Martin was far more relaxed. For a six-year period following Roses death and until his own demise William Amis became the sixth permanent member of the Amis household
  and Kingsley very much resented his fathers presence. In a letter to Larkin he proffers a catalogue of habits that would to most seem harmless eccentricities  a tendency to slip
  French or German commonplaces into conversation and in particular a predisposition to chat with Amiss friends as if they were not a generation younger than himself  but which aroused
  in him an unalloyed bitterness, even loathing: Why doesnt he go away for good? Failing that, why cant he go away for a very long time and then go away again as soon as he has
  come back?3 There is no obvious explanation for this, given that William had grown used to those aspects of his sons personality he once
  found unacceptable and was by all accounts a grateful, unobtrusive guest. However, there is a passage in Martins Experience which causes one to suspect that Kingsleys sense of
  unease and resentment was fuelled in part by envy.


  
    
      
        He [William] spent a good part of his widowhood [. . .] keenly and inventively and rather sternly playing with my brother and me. I admit without reservation that he was
        one of the grand passions of my childhood  so much so that he once reduced me to a tantrum of misery when he found himself maintaining that it was
        natural to have more feeling as a grandfather for the first-born son. As far as I was concerned it wasnt a question of what was natural. This was a
        question of love: of insufficiently requited love. He tried to soften it but he wouldnt unsay it; he wouldnt bend to the severity of my distress . . .4

      

    

  


  Martins disclosure of his affection for William is as sincere as Kingsleys sense of displeasure, except that while the latter is nuanced and ambiguous the former
  is transparent. What was it about William that inspired his grand passion, his love? He did seem incongruous, and pleasantly so. The Garcias came from a different
  world, and that distressed Phil, but Daddy A, our grandfather, was different in a way that was more benign and hospitable.


  The whole period was full of contrasts and paradoxes. In Kingsleys relationship with Daddy A, even there some resentment was tangible but he loved him too. There was an immense
  amount of love in the household despite the chaos. For example, one aspect of our life in Swansea that has gone unrecorded, was the orphanage . . . Every Saturday or perhaps Sunday we would go in
  the car to an orphanage just down the coast towards the Mumbles peninsula. This was when I was, oh six or seven I think, and we would pick up a boy called Andrew  I cant remember his
  surname, in fact I dont think we, the children, were ever told it. He was about Philips age, maybe a little older and if it was summer wed spend the afternoon on the beach or
  in a park where Kingsley would make his only attempts at ball games, cricket mainly, and various diversions were organized if the weather was bad and we had to drive around in the car; I spy
  with my little eye  that sort of thing. My parents did their best to make him feel part of the family but he seemed intimidated and apprehensive. Sometimes wed go to museums or
  market towns, maybe the cinema. He never really relaxed. I found it slightly arduous, uneasy. I didnt understand at the time why we were doing this, it was just part of our
  life.


  The arrangement continued until the family left for Princeton in 1958 and as far as Martin can recall from later conversations his parents arrangement with the
  orphanage was unsolicited. They knew of the place and simply wanted to offer a child something of the cosy family routine enjoyed by the Amis youngsters. It seems to go against the notion of Hilly
  and Kingsley as rather dissolute bohemians promoted in most accounts of the period, and the image of Kingsley as solipsistic, for which he makes no excuses in his letters. Was Kingsley the more
  reluctant partner in this exercise in altruism? No, not at all. In fact I think it was his idea. You see my parents, despite their problems, were compatible in that they matched each other
  in unpredictability. The orphanage visits, trips out with Andrew, I know it all sounds curious but we, the kids, didnt think so at the time. They would have blazing rows and, as I learned
  later there were affairs, but the most enduring memory was of their tangible, sometimes embarrassing affection for each other.


  Kingsley was invited by R. P. Blackmur to become Lecturer and Resident Fellow in Creative Writing at Princeton University for the 195859 academic year. The family were booked to sail for
  New York on the Queen Elizabeth  Kingsley would not countenance the thought of flying across the Channel let alone the Atlantic  but only Kingsley, his father and the two boys
  boarded the ship. Hilly followed several weeks later with Sally who had been diagnosed with a benign tumour in her thigh which required surgery.


  Their house was in a characteristically middle-class suburban avenue called Edgerstone Road, two miles from the Princeton campus and within commuting distance by train to Manhattan where most of
  the residents worked. For various reasons each of the Amises felt they had gone quite suddenly from stagnation to nirvana. The houses were copies of the inauthentic ranches in which
  Hollywood frontiersmen spent their lives. These however were fitted with every modern convenience  kitchens with formica and stainless-steel units, spacious bathrooms plus walk-in shower
  cubicles, sitting rooms which gave on to the quarter-acre lawn via windows that stretched from floor or ceiling. Almost all the families on Edgerstone Road were close to the
  Amises age, some were academics and the rest earned comfortable livings from the law, journalism, advertising or management. Their lifestyle bore no relation whatsoever to the existence of
  even the comfortably off residents of Swansea. When the men were not at work the entire area seemed committed to a round of barbecues, cocktail parties, relaxed open-invitation dinners or games of
  baseball accompanied by chilled beer and wine. The spacious gardens were bordered by woodland in which deer could often be glimpsed and the children of the road  calculated to be sixty in
  number aged between six and sixteen  roamed around, happily unsupervised in what seemed like a giant playground. Martin: I think my mother felt shed come home. I have vivid
  memories of Swansea when she would pick up Phil and me from primary school. The rest of the mothers would be dressed as youd expect from films of the 1950s; smart but rather dull skirts and
  jackets, nice shoes and usually, hats, with miniature flower and fruit arrangements attached. Hilly would turn up for us in jeans, flipflops in good weather, an open-necked shirt and blond
  hair all over the place. The other mothers would whisper things about her being a beatnik, and if there were men around, well they just stared longingly. There, she was a misfit but
  in Princeton she fitted in perfectly.


  The famously dissolute parties hosted by the Amises in Swansea, provoking by degrees outrage, envy and gratitude among Kingsleys colleagues, now found concord in this world of US
  middle-class hedonism. Martin and Philip spent their time with children very much like themselves, inured to the relaxed open manner of the way their parents lived. The Amises closest
  friends in the locality were the McAndrews, who lived two doors down. John McAndrew worked in advertising and Jean, like Hilly, took care of the house and the children; the McAndrews had six girls
  aged between four and sixteen. We [he and Philip] renamed ourselves Marty and Nick Jr and the girls in the US were a lot more outgoing and well, classy, than their
  Swansea counterparts. Nothing happened, of course. Within months of their arrival Kingsley was having an affair with Jean McAndrew. It lasted for the duration of the visit and Hilly was
  caused to wonder yet again about trusting her husbands promise to at least try to forgo further extra-marital excursions. He supplemented his fling with Jean with a sequence of poorly
  concealed affairs with wives of Faculty members, students and anyone else who came within range at Princeton or his guest lectures in Chicago, New York, Washington DC, Harvard and Yale.


  There was a gruesome irony in all this, observes Martin, because while we knew very little of what was happening with our mother and father, I was provided with a foul
  introduction to sex by two guests from one of the late-night parties. A man and woman entered his bedroom; the former claimed to be a doctor and asked if he could examine
  Martin, which he did, though in a manner he had never previously envisioned. Did it, I ask him, leave any sort of psychological scar? No, I dont think so. It was unpleasant, I knew
  that, but I didnt really understand why. That would come later. This goes some way to explain the character of the passage in Experience. He wraps the episode in prose that is
  fastidiously detailed  he seems to recall exactly the posture, dress and demeanour of the two people  yet elegant and impersonal. It is a horrible incident, beautifully transposed.
  Nabokov comes to mind, but not Lolita; rather the more disturbing The Enchanter where the paedophile narrator cannot cite precocious sexuality as an excuse for his behaviour. This one
  is unapologetically evil and calculating, and he fascinates Martin.5 The US  its authors, its sheer exhausting excess  has for some time
  been a cynosure for Martins fiction. One suspects that his preoccupation with the place predates his emergence as a writer. It was as though we were being given remission from
  ordinary life. School in Princeton was a form of relaxation. At Bryn-Mawr in Swansea we were taught by rote, the distinction between verbs, nouns and adjectives, long
  division and multiplication, equations. American schools at that level are unbelievably far behind British schools. Probably more then than now. I went from doing long division of pounds, shillings
  and pence when I was eight to doing eight plus six equals fourteen a year later. In America we werent obliged to do anything much, add up figures in columns, draw pictures . . . It was very
  enjoyable but had disastrous consequences when we got home. I was ten so I had a year to catch up for the eleven-plus but Phil took the exam soon after we got back  and failed it. Being in
  the American system was the equivalent of taking a year off. The country itself offered me a flavour of what Id want more of ten, fifteen years later but at the time the school system was
  disastrous.


  He pauses. Back then, of course, it seemed of no great importance but America was my first real experience of a different world, where people behaved differently, and the way they spoke,
  talked, was part of that. I imitated US speech, but something stayed with me. I learned another language. Does he mean that his famed ability to bridge the Atlantic in a single novel
  originated during his first, childhood visit? Yeah, it did. Its an odd thing. Brits and US writers should, youd imagine, be able to think themselves into each others
  idioms. But its not as straightforward as that. Habits of speech are part of our disposition. It is difficult to borrow someone elses, and even Philip Roth, with his superlative ear,
  cant do ordinary spoken English, London English, in his novels. But I learnt American as a child. It was easy.


  Martin passed the eleven-plus. I went to grammar school but Phil went to a secondary modern, which meant that while I was faced with academic streaming for O-levels he was expected to
  leave at fifteen or possibly sixteen with CSEs, exams for the trades or manual labour. Was he resentful? It was a horrible moment. They divided the boys in the playground. Passes to
  the right, fails to the left. It was traumatic, for him.


  At grammar school Martin was caned, twice by the headmaster, once for writing obscenities in the margin of his classmates pocket diary and again for an act of
  truancy. He had played and greatly enjoyed rugby union at primary school. Saturday mornings, in Swansea, it was rugby. Yeah, I wasnt really up to snuff by Welsh standards. I rarely
  made the first fifteen and it was a thrill when I did. But in Cambridge [where they moved to after Swansea] I was considered really quite good, mainly because the standard was so much lower than in
  Wales. I played wing forward for a while and then became half back. Then came the moment . . . interesting moment, wonder how many people have gone through it . . . when you look into the ruck and
  everyones gouging, punching, elbowing. There was nothing I liked more than diving in and coming out covered in blood. Now I looked into it and thought, dont fancy that.
  Theres a line in Kafka, I cant remember where its from. Talking about a certain point in your life when you realize that everything is needed and nothing is renewed. And
  thinking about it later, that was boys stuff. And, by Cambridge I was getting more interested in girls stuff. I went on playing till I was fifteen or sixteen but with much less
  bottle from fourteen onwards.


  One element of Martins childhood in Swansea that went unrecorded before his nuanced references to it in Experience was his relationship with the Partingtons, specifically
  Hillys sister Margaret (Miggy), her husband Roger and their son David, who was close to Martins age. The Partington house in Gloucestershire often served as an idyllic
  alternative to the Garcias. It was rural England in the 1950s much as the country presented itself in contemporary cinema. Have a look at The Titfield Thunderbolt and you will see
  what I mean. Martin loved it, but it was only much later, in the 1990s, that he came to fully appreciate the rarity and value of such experiences of unsullied innocence.


  The journalist George Gale had become one of the Amises London friends in the early 1950s. Gale had contacts in Peterhouse, Cambridge, and when in early 1961 a new post of Fellow and Tutor in English was created by the college he orchestrated contacts between Amis and Peterhouses Master, Herbert Butterfield. Butterfield was fully aware of Peterhouses
  reputation as the most conservative, anachronistic of the Cambridge colleges  Tom Sharpes Porterhouse Blue was comprised partly of stories, many accurate, of the bizarre,
  ritualistic archaisms of the place. Amis was interviewed for the Fellowship in March 1961. Some fellows had never previously heard of him, and others were unsettled by the prospect of bringing in
  someone who was as much a celebrity as a scholar. But Butterfield wanted to modernize the college, and his preference for Amis held sway. He was elected and would take up the appointment of
  Official Fellow and Tutor in English in October 1961, Peterhouses first. Amis resigned from Swansea and Peterhouse provided the family with a quaint converted mill cottage in West Wratting.
  Soon after that they purchased a spacious, mid-Victorian house in Madingley Road, Cambridge. Kingsley and Hilly would turn this into a version of Glanmore Road, Swansea, with regular, now more
  convenient visits from friends in London.


  If Swansea had seemed charmingly dissolute Cambridge had an air of self-destructive decadence about it. Hilly maintained her tenderness for stray dogs and these were now supplemented by Debbie
  the donkey who lived in a shed outside the back door. Guests would be encouraged to ride her around the lawn or, as Martin recalls, through the kitchen and sitting room. The house had eight
  bedrooms, one bathroom and three reception rooms, each the size of the ground floor at Swansea. The only other permanent resident was Nickie who, recalls Martin, was a non-paying guest
  originally brought in to deal with the forbidding proportions of the house.


  She was, by consensus, very attractive, seemingly in her early thirties with a young child being looked after by unspecified benefactors and if her accent, manner and general
  demeanour were anything to go by, insouciantly upper-class. Philip, with a hint of pity and unease, casts her as a sort of posh slave while Martins  recollection differs somewhat. She seemed to spend most of her time as a louche social secretary, telephoning those coming up for weekend parties, fixing cocktails at dos, chatting to
  everyone without actually doing anything. My mother would be responsible for most of the day-to-day jobs, cooking, cleaning and clearing up the after-party debris. Nickie also felt it her
  responsibility to set the moral tone for life at No. 8. She had sex with Bill Rukeyser, a Princeton student now in Cambridge at whose recent marriage Kingsley had been best man, several other of
  Kingsleys friends and the occasional undergraduate reading English at Peterhouse. Showing no bias for age or experience she also slept with Kingsley himself and would eventually relieve
  Philip, aged fourteen, of his virginity. Nickies long-term admirer was Bummer Scott, who would arrive regularly in a decrepit saloon, perhaps take part in whatever jollities
  might be occurring at the time or disappear with Nickie for no more than an evening. He appeared at least three decades older than his paramour and, by the way he spoke and disported himself, was
  of the same quintessentially English class. Kingsley recommended Bummer to his sons as an exemplar of good spoken English, even when drunk, which he seemed to be for most of his waking existence.
  The well-callused saloon acquired fresh dents after his every departure.


  On the margins of the household was the part-time barmaid at the nearby Merton Arms to which the Amises and guests would repair for a hair of the dog, following an arduous evening at home; the
  landlord, an indulgent sort, observed no regulated opening hours for thirsty regulars. Kingsley began a daylight-only affair with the barmaid, conducted in one of the empty back rooms of the pub.
  Rarely was she admitted to Madingley Road despite her habit, in drink, of standing beneath what she believed to be the Amises bedroom window and keening for another encounter with
  Billy, Kingsleys middle name, a relic his army days. Apparently she never learned his given name and was happily indifferent to his eminence. Martin, now in his early teens,
  was still only half aware of what was going on around him. It did not seem, he reflects, all that different from Swansea. But there was more of
  it, pursued with apparently greater energy.


  It is difficult to conceive of a more dissipated milieu than Madingley Road but such imaginings are superfluous thanks to George and Pat Gale, occasional visitors at Swansea and now regulars at
  Cambridge. Gale, staunch Tory and then at the Daily Express, lived in Staines. Despite being extremely well paid his baronial ambitions were constrained by the punitive tax regime of the
  then Labour government and he had to make do with one half of a gigantic Victorian-Gothic pile, albeit the part which, to his great satisfaction, included an absurdly vast ballroom. There was a
  regular, indeed incessant, counter flow of revellers between Staines and Cambridge, attendant guests at both locations playing the double role of participant and scrutineer, assessing the relative
  levels of excess achieved by each. In truth there was no competition with Gale able to outdo the Amises financially and offer a limitless supply of expensive drink and food. The Gales house
  also had three more bedrooms, the ballroom was frequently the site for hand-to-hand combat  males only  and the Gales non-paying guest, Ronnie, was the equal of Nickie as the
  houses faintly debauched social secretary.


  Philip was absent for much of the Cambridge period, his precipitate encounter with Nickie taking place in Majorca. Kingsley and Hilly, despite their other failings, were conscientious parents
  and recognized that their elder sons time at secondary school in Swansea would frustrate any ambitions he might have beyond blue-collar work so they enrolled him as a boarder at the
  fee-paying Friends School in Saffron Walden. Sally, aged eight when they moved to Cambridge, went to a local primary school, and infancy rendered her largely oblivious to the curiosities of
  her environment. Martin, however, arrived with the family aged twelve and was sent to the nearby grammar, Cambridgeshire High School for Boys. He was thus the only person  and I use the term
  with caution, given that the beginning of his teens involved the doorway to adulthood  who observed the Cambridge years without being a participant. According to
  Zachary Leader Martin liked talking to his fathers students and friends and never seemed disturbed by the households unconventional comings and goings.6 Which seems somewhat evasive and non-committal, given that it is difficult to imagine any precocious twelve- or thirteen-year-old remaining oblivious to a routine
  of Rabelaisianism. He had, for example, accompanied the family on excursions to the Gales mansion. Had he, I ask him now, at least some sense of living in a world completely detached, say,
  from that of his peers at Cambridgeshire High School? Children can be very censorial, by which I mean that even if they are aware of everything happening around them they instinctively edit
  out parts of it that seem, well, unsuitable. Then, at Cambridge, I knew about sex and I knew that the adults around me were probably having sex. But it would be a year or two before Philip and I
  became coarsely energetic about it. So, since we had no experience of the real thing, it didnt matter much to us what others got up to.


  So you were by turns aware of what was happening at Cambridge and wilfully ignorant of it?


  Well I suppose so. By the time I was in my early twenties and talking to Hilly and Kingsley about their marriage I wasnt particularly surprised by what they had to say. And I
  remember during my first visit to the US in the 1970s I stayed with Bill Rukeyser who was very candid about Cambridge, he was part of it all of course. I was fascinated, shocked, to hear a detailed
  account but at the same time it seemed as though I already knew what he was telling me. In Experience Martin reports a conversation with Sir Richard Eyre, when the latter was Director
  of the National Theatre. Three decades earlier he had been one of Kingsleys tutorial students at Peterhouse and a regular visitor at Madingley Road. We must have come across each
  other back then, observes Martin.


  


  
    
      
        Oh yes. You were so unhappy.


        Was I?


        You were so unhappy.7

      

    

  


  Martin claims to have no recollection of what Eyre perceived as a state of desolation. Was I? I was unlucky thirteen, overweight and undersized. One student
  showed him his recently purchased Burtons black velvet suit  very Beatles-era, early-1960s couture, apparently. Martin bought one and was informed by the student: Youre
  too fat for that suit, Mart, and he found an entry in Philips diary which read, Mum told me she found Mart crying in the night about the size of his bum. I do feel sorry for
  him but (a) it is enormous, and (b) its not going to go away.


  The image that remains is perplexing and multilayered. Is the unawed self-caricature only a version of the truth? Even then might it also be intended to blur a more vivid portrait of a household
  consumed by hedonism, and to which despite himself he was a more observant witness than he cares to admit?


  The question might remain unanswered were it not for the striking parallels between Madingley Road and his most unrelentingly morbid novel. Dead Babies (1975) is his second work of
  fiction, written little more than a decade after the Cambridge house had broken up and during the period when his teenage memories, his inklings, intuitions and subconscious
  imaginings came face to face with personal experience. Martin claims that the raw material for the work  the casual sex, the post-1960s cynicism and lazy self-interest 
  originated from the year in Oxford when he moved out of college and shared a house. The figures who drift through Appleseed Rectory are, he points out, variously more feral, sadistic, pitiable and
  irredeemable than anyone he had actually met and what he did, in his own words, was to blend the image of Charles Manson and his acolytes with supine Englishness. The novel does
  indeed appear to be a confection of mid-1970s archetypes that are too grotesque to be true. Read it alongside what we know of Madingley Road, however, and we suspect that its
  genesis predates the 1970s and is far more private. In terms of concrete events  notably the fact that each participant is murdered by the soulless, aloof Quentin Villiers  fiction
  certainly displaces muted recollection but there is something about the temper of the novel that captures perfectly and unnervingly the atmosphere of that period between 1961 and 1963. He begins
  the book with a list of its principal characters, including a prcis of their physical characteristics and inclinations, rather as might be found in an early seventeenth century Revenge
  Tragedy in which fate and temperament conspire to visit ruination on all involved. Each has features that recommend them to the other  wealth, good looks, intelligence  and flaws that
  elicit vengeful or sadistic inclinations among their peers. All except Keith Whitehead, the feckless victim of the piece, introduced as very tiny, very fat  court dwarf to Appleseed
  Rectory. Martins account of his alleged teenage fatness is an exaggeration. Well, I was called Fatboy at school. Once. All photographs of the period,
  however, show him to be unremarkably normal in stature. He did feel like an outsider, but for other reasons. He watched, fascinated but faintly baffled.


  Reviewing Dead Babies Elaine Feinstein remarked that I hope for society that this is no true prophecy, I hope for Martin Amis that the nightmare of this vision will rapidly become
  part of his past. Unintended irony can be the most arresting and in this instance Martin was darkly amused. When he put it into words the vision was already part of his
  past.


  
    
      
        Everyone is always blacking out . . . and they cant remember farther back than a few days . . . Everything is out of whack . . . Appleseed Rectory is a place of
        shifting outlines and imploding vacuums; it is a place of lagging time and false memory, a place of street sadness, night fatigue and cancelled sex.8

      

    

  


  


  There are of course obvious differences between the Rectory and Cambridge: heroin and other hard drugs were not part of the latter and Martin, unlike poor Whitehead, was never
  fist fucked by one of the athletic undergraduates who treated the house as a licence for unrestraint. Yet the feature of the novel, indeed the engine of its narrative, that would one
  assumes disqualify it completely as a personal allegory is also that which binds it to Martins unique, very private experience as a boy on the precarious brink of adulthood. The Appleseeders
  are, one by one, murdered  or at least their demise is meticulously assisted  by an undisclosed presence who eventually turns out to be their aloof, dispassionate host, the Hon.
  Quentin Villiers. No motive is ever indicated but throughout the book Martin sews into the dialogue and third-person narrative moments which blend resignation and disquiet. Everyone is at some
  point alert to a premonitory feeling of grim and ineluctable closure. They know it will end, in all likelihood unpleasantly, but none seems inclined to arrest this descent to oblivion.


  The disintegration of Madingley Road was brought about not by homicide but, for the central characters involved, something comparably shocking and intemperate. Kingsley Amis met Elizabeth Jane
  Howard at the Cheltenham Literature Festival in October 1962. She was, that year, director of the event. Its theme was Sex in Literature, drawing in such luminaries as Joseph Heller
  and Carson McCullers and encouraging flirtatious banter between all involved. Kingsley and Jane Howard had met, briefly, on several occasions before but during the three days he spent at Cheltenham
  their mutual attraction progressed to discreet promises; there would be phone calls  involving purely literary matters if anyone enquired  and clandestine assignations arranged for
  London. Within a month of the festival they were having an affair but this one was unlike the earlier serial infidelities that had attended Kingsleys fifteen years of marriage with Hilly.
  Previously he had wished to sate his desire for gloriously uncommitted sex while remaining with his beloved family. Now, suddenly, he was writing ruefully candid letters to Jane which could have come from a precocious fifteen-year-old, desperately in love. Hilly found one of
  Janes equally consummate replies in his jacket pocket and although the discovery was not exactly shocking, given that she was fully aware of his limitless taste for adultery, something about
  the temper of the letter unsettled her. It was the beginning of the end of their marriage. Villiers ends everything at the Rectory, despatching all its personnel to oblivion, his family included,
  without explanation. For those who treated the equally anarchic set-up at Madingley Road as an extension of its host, Kingsley  and here you can include his family  his act of
  dispersal, obliteration, would have seemed very similar.


  A year earlier the family had visited Majorca, stayed with Robert Graves and his family, and Kingsley had decided to give up academia for good. He could exist comfortably on his advances and
  royalties, particularly in a place where the cost of living was approximately one-third that of the UK. By spring 1963 he was behaving like someone whose grasp upon reality had been displaced by
  wild prevarication. On the one hand he was promising Jane that their relationship would endure while at the same time pressing forward with plans made a year earlier, including his resignation from
  Peterhouse and arrangements for the rental of a property in Soller, Majorca, for himself, Hilly and the three children. No one involved is certain of when the final break-up occurred; there seemed
  to be a sequence of equally precipitate moments of disintegration until suddenly it was all over. Leaders biography lays out all accounts by living participants, plus circumstantial details
  from Kingsleys unpublished letters, but any attempt to pick through this evidence and recover a chronology results in sometimes absurd contradictions and anomalies. It is almost certain that
  he left Madingley Road, with a suitcase, either on 20 or 21 July and took a taxi for the station. Later, and again no one is certain of when, he met Jane in London and they took the  boat train to Paris and then on to Barcelona. They stayed in Spain for at least three weeks, perhaps as long as seven, and the uncertainty here might just be explained by the fact that when
  Kingsley eventually returned to Madingley Road the house was empty, with only furniture remaining. He had a notorious fear of staying in empty houses and this, plus the shocking discovery that his
  wife, with their children, had left him, accounts for there being no record made by Kingsley of these events, and thus no dates. Also, no one is clear about how exactly Hilly learned that
  Kingsley and Jane had gone to Sitges. A Daily Express reporter had discovered their location but the story was, apparently, spiked following orders from the editor George Gale. Whether Gale
  was prevailed upon to do so or whether he took matters into his own hands to spare his friends from vulgar public exposure is another mystery. It seems likely, however, that he was responsible for
  informing Hilly that her husband was involved in something other than one of his habitual flings.


  For the facts go to Leader,9 but even more fascinating and puzzling is the absence of any comment by Leader or the participants on a quite bizarre
  occurrence. The latter agree that Kingsley left, with a suitcase, to spend a number of weeks away but no one seems to recall, or felt it necessary to recall, an account by him of where, supposedly,
  he was going for such a length of time. It was not, as Hilly later insisted, an open marriage in that she never indulged his continuous adulteries; to get away with them he had to
  cover them up. So we can rule out completely a confession-before-the-event on his part. It would have ended the marriage and this was not his intention. When he eventually returned to Cambridge he
  expected to find his family waiting for him. Moreover, the sale of the house was in the hands of the solicitors, travel arrangements were arranged and paid for, as were plans for a school in Palma
  which took the children of English-speaking expatriates. The more one reflects upon this series of occurrences the more peculiar they become. For a man so neurotic about
  travel and being left for long periods on his own Kingsley must surely have supplied elaborate and plausible details of his planned absence  irrespective of his reason for going 
  including phone numbers. He left for an unspecified destination, the purpose of his visit was not volunteered by him or apparently enquired into by his family and the duration of his departure was
  equally vague.


  According to Martin it was only with the arrival of Eva Garcia for a visit from Swansea that the children learned something of what was happening. Eva announced across the
  breakfast table that Kingsley had a fancy woman in London and was living with her. Had Eva been appointed by Hilly as the grim messenger or was it simply that she had found a suitable
  topic for her delight in the sharing of morbid facts? Martin has never been certain, but her description of the then unnamed Jane stuck in his mind because it seemed ridiculously archaic: It
  brought to mind the image of a louche chorus girl from a film about the underside of Victoriana or the Folies-Bergre. Did Hilly, I ask him, talk to them about what had happened?
  She didnt talk about it. She told me about it. We were driving to school and she said  I cant remember her words exactly  that she and Kingsley were breaking up.
  She was smoking a Consulate and she left me at the school gates.


  The weird inconsistencies and gaping lacunae that attend the different versions of the break-up again bring to mind the eerie temper of Dead Babies. It is as though the inhabitants of
  Madingley Road, like Martins creations, are sleepwalking towards a predetermined fate. Cause and effect, attention to detail, appear to have been abandoned in favour of a wilful
  disinclination to notice what is happening.


  In Experience the most memorable passage tells us as much through what it does not say as what it does. Martin recalls how his father left the house in Madingley Road, Cambridge.
  He was carrying a suitcase. A taxi waited . . . I am a good three or four inches shorter than my father, but our bodies are similarly disproportionate, with a low centre of gravity [. . .] Such
  legs are made for scuttling. He was en route from one reality to another; that taxi was part of a tunnel to a different world.10


  Throughout, Martin dwells on the term scuttling, a memory it seems of something guilty and secretive about his fathers departure; the sound of his feet on the gravel drive
  emphasizes this impression. Can we believe that a thirteen-year-old could intuit all of this, sense that his father was en route from one reality to another? No, because memory works
  gradually by augmentation. We dont change the original image but what we learn later of its potential significance becomes part of it. Martin did not, as he watched his father walk down the
  path, know even where he was going but within a matter of weeks the moment would begin to resonate with significance. Weeks later, as Martin would eventually learn, his father would walk back down
  the same path to find the house empty. This moment, which Martin could only imagine, bears remarkable resemblance to the description of Keiths return to Appleseed Rectory, the closing
  passage of Dead Babies. It reads rather like the account in Experience of Kingsleys departure played backwards.


  
    
      
        Keith limped steadily over the bridge. He paused at the opening of the drive. Appleseed Rectory stole out from under the morning shadows. Keith blinked. Was it really
        there? For an agitated moment he thought of turning back, of running away. But then he smiled at his own foreboding. Its all over now, he thought, stepping on the damp
        gravel.11

      

    

  


  Keith and Kingsley have nothing in common of course, except that they seem to share the sense of absence and loneliness that accompanies a transition to the unknown. Later in
  Experience Martin joins them, telling of how he felt after his mother deliver[ed] the news.


  


  
    
      
        It took me only a few seconds to leave the weightlessness, the zero gravity of childhood and feel the true mass of the world. Thinking something like, Yes, the easy
        bits over. Ive done the easy bit. I moved into the yard with my satchel and cap.12

      

    

  


  The imagination, deployed both for fiction and memoirs, preys partly upon events and partly upon the residue of emotion and trauma that stay with us long afterwards.


  We left, as planned, for Majorca  I think in August  and it was all extremely bizarre because we were following a schedule that had been shaped entirely by my fathers
  decision to leave academia and England, but he was no longer there. The journey to Majorca was an eerie experience. Hilly drove, as she always did, and Martin and Philip exchanged roles as
  front-seat passenger, where Kingsley should have been. Aged only eight, Sally remained largely immune from the strangeness of these events and indeed the atmosphere. It is difficult to
  remember exactly what happened, Martin reflects. Hilly was calm but it was as though she had no idea what to do without him.


  



  2


  Wild Times


  In other circumstances Majorca would have been an idyll. Their house was in Soller, the islands second-largest town, but still untouched by its burgeoning tourist
  economy. Philip and Martin would take a daily train from Soller to the International School in Palma. It was a forty- or fifty-minute journey, twice a day. It was a beautiful little train,
  lovely countryside. The school was full of enviable curiosities, kids of the sort wed never met before. They were the sons and daughters of wealthy expatriates, the girls were confident and
  mostly very attractive. On the whole they treated us as interlopers. What did your mother do, I ask? Nothing. Looking back she was in a state of limbo. Nickie [of Madingley Road] had
  come over too. (She lived with us.) She and Phil had an affair. I was very shocked and very envious. Martin and Philip also had access to a pair of 1950s motor scooters which they would ride
  to the station in Soller to meet the train. No one seemed concerned about their age and if licences to ride these machines were required, such regulations appeared to obtain only in cities on the
  mainland. I dont know what wed have done without the bikes, Martin recalls. We really had no idea about how to ride safely and we could probably have killed
  ourselves, but when we had the time we would just take off, sometimes to the coast. None of us spoke of how we felt but we would all become unusually alert to the sound of
  the postmans motorbike. We waited every day. We were waiting for something from Kingsley. He sent money for Hilly, certainly, but we wanted words, a postcard, anything. Did they
  arrive? Not often. Anyone (particularly if they lived in Britain) would have envied our situation. We could do what we liked, go where we wanted. We seemed magically detached from the
  demands of ordinary life. Except that we were confused and depressed. We didnt talk about what had happened, but it was becoming clear to us that we were deluding ourselves. It was
  wonderful, yet it was also, we knew, temporary and pointless.


  Hilly returned with the children to London in January 1964, having arranged to rent a flat in Ovington Gardens, Knightsbridge. They stayed there for only six months and then moved on to a rented
  house, 128 Fulham Road, Chelsea. Accounts of what occurred there vary, but only in terms of the specifics of the indulgences allowed and practised. Martin enrolled at Battersea Grammar School
   certainly the roughest school Id ever been to  and immediately began a regime of truancy. I would attend three or perhaps four days a week. Philip
  had returned to his boarding school and although Sally was now the only one of the children who needed her mothers help and attention  Martin having opted for feckless independence
   Hilly seemed to lapse into a state of depressed inertia. The only time she seemed to revive, recalls Martin, was after she got in touch with Henry Fairlie again. He
  became a regular visitor for, maybe a month to six weeks, at Ovington Gardens, and they restarted their relationship. Henry was concerned for her and they appeared happy. I liked him, got on with
  him. We would play chess in the evenings and sometimes hed talk about politics. We got on. I dont know why it cooled off but it did, and soon after that Mum went even further
  downhill. Id been out but I saw her being taken away, to hospital. He is referring to a night in June 1964 when she telephoned her friend Mavis Nicholson, repeating the phrase
  were all disposable darling and sounding to Mavis close to collapse. Everything else she said was slurred and incoherent. Mavis called back and was
  eventually answered by a hysterical Sally. Her mother, she screamed, would not wake up. Mavis knew of how Sally had spent a day alone with the body of Kingsleys mother, attempting to restore
  to her some vestige of life with make-up and lipstick. Sally was now ten and the parallels would have been terrifying. That night Sally went to the Nicholsons and because of her distressed
  state Mavis insisted on staying with her in the spare room. Sally did not sleep and would fly into a state of panic when Mavis, succumbing to exhaustion, closed her eyes.


  Hilly had been drinking earlier that evening with a friend, had continued when her guest left and by the time she telephoned Mavis had supplemented alcohol with a dangerous amount of sleeping
  tablets. Martin thinks it likely that she had indeed attempted suicide, yet she was allowed to leave hospital the following day.


  After summoning an ambulance Mavis telephoned Kingsley, who had spent most of the evening with Janes brother Colin, drinking. Though unsettled by the news he seemed infuriated by
  Maviss implication that he should go immediately to the hospital: Why do I have to? he repeated, as much to himself as to Mavis. But he did so next morning and visited upon the
  semi-comatose Hilly an outpouring of invective for what she had done. Whether he was genuinely angry with Hilly or whether he was turning his own feelings of guilt and distress against her is
  unclear.


  He was living the fantasy that all of his male characters since Jim Dixon had privately, sometimes bitterly, cultivated. Each of them had faced an inhibiting package of circumstances 
  involving, worst of all, monogamous commitment  and only Jim in his closing paragraph had opened the door upon pure escapism: a life with the girl of his dreams while seemingly excused such
  onerous matters as family, work and responsibility. Kingsleys arrangement with Jane Howard, in Blomfield Road, Little Venice, fell only just short of this in that he continued with a
  painstaking schedule, producing on average a thousand words per day. But he had never treated fiction writing as work. It meant the expenditure of enormous effort and skill
  but not of the kind that he resented, such as teaching, marking and administration let alone the demands of running a household. Writing fiction involved a world that was exclusively his own, one
  he could shape and control as he wished while of course taking pride in its formal design. It is evident from the letters he wrote to Jane in the year before he left Hilly that he had turned
  himself into a character born of his own imagination, a figure who became increasingly less credible as he exempted himself from commitments to reality.


  Martin holds that his father never planned to despatch the family to a form of emotional oblivion  He was far more sensitive and affectionate than the average, male, parent of his
  generation  but he does not dispute the contention that during 196365 he immunized himself from the practical consequences of his actions.


  The day she was released from hospital Hilly telephoned Jane and stated, curtly though not impolitely, that she was off and now its all up to you. Jane was not
  sure what this meant until two days later she received a message from George Gale. Hilly and Sally were now, he announced, staying with them in Wivenhoe, Essex. He added that he had been down to
  the Fulham Road house to collect some bags and found the place in an appalling state; empty bottles were all over the place, pots unwashed, nothing but a few decaying remnants of food in the
  fridge. Martin: The house was full of girls and some of my friends. Phil was out, but I didnt know where. Gale reported to Jane that as far as he was aware Hilly had given Jane
  and Kingsley clear notice of her intention to leave for the country (it was evident to all that she was suffering from severe stress), which they had elected to ignore or deliberately
  misinterpret.


  When Colin and Jane eventually arrived to inspect the house they found that, if anything, Gale had understated the dire conditions in which the boys were living. After cleaning the kitchen,
  bathroom and living room they realized that Martin and Philip certainly could not be allowed to remain there. Blomfield Road was too small so they decided to completely
  refurbish the Fulham Road house with a view to at least having the place presentable for Hilly following what they assumed would be her return and in the interim look for somewhere more spacious
  and permanent for themselves, Kingsley and the two boys. Martins and Philips initial encounter with Jane occurred shortly after their return from Majorca and is described in
  Experience, rather as if a piece by Iris Murdoch had been rewritten by a copy-editor with some cognizance of the real world. You know Im not alone, announces Kingsley as
  he opens the door. He is in striped pyjamas, Jane in the background in her white towel bathrobe, with her waist-long fair hair, tall, serious, worldly . . . It was not, observes
  Martin, that he was surprised to see us. He was horrified to see us. We had busted him in flagrante. I would not doubt the veracity of these comments but then literature is
  abundantly stocked with emotions recollected in tranquillity as Wordsworth so misleadingly put it. What the poet really had in mind was the replacement of an inchoate or transitory experience with
  something that reads very well. The facts, at the time, were much less exciting, at least for those who had to deal with the consequences of Kingsleys acts and indulge his persona.


  Hilly returned to Fulham Road from the Gales ten days after her departure, George having acted as an intermediary between her and the Howards; the latter had in little more than one week
  replaced all the unwashed, and unwashable, bedclothes, sanded the wood floors and repainted the walls. Martin observed all of this with studied detachment and when Philip arrived back from wherever
  his inclinations had taken him he too treated Colin and Jane as though they were tradesmen. Neither of the boys enquired as to the absence of their father. I was told later, states
  Martin, that during the clean-up Jane told Kingsley that in her view it would all happen again. She and Kingsley decided that Philip and I would live with them. That is why the renovation of
  the bigger house [108 Maida Vale] took so long. It would need at least five bedrooms.


  In preparation for this Jane persuaded Kingsley that it would be both pragmatic and from his point of view responsible for the two of them to move temporarily to the refurbished Fulham Road
  house to keep an eye on the boys. During the short period that they had actually lived together Kingsley had dispelled most of the illusions that she might have entertained regarding his sense of
  responsibility, but surely, she thought, if some degree of respect and affection were to be restored in his sons perception of him then an experiment in domestic proximity must be at least
  attempted. This would remain a hypothesis given that Martin only ever returned to the house to eat and sleep and Philip when on summer holiday from boarding school in Saffron Walden. Their sullen
  distaste for the arrangement was reflected by Philips habit of addressing his father as a cunt and ignoring Jane completely.


  Janes meeting with her old acquaintance Alexander Mackendrick, doyen of such Ealing classics as The Lady Killers and Whisky Galore, was pure coincidence but during their
  conversation on his forthcoming production she began to nurture ideas. A High Wind in Jamaica was to be shot on the eponymous Caribbean island later that summer and he was still casting
  children and adolescents. Martin: I was sent for screen tests at Pinewood Studios. Overall it took about three weeks. There were other candidates. He looked a good three years younger
  than fifteen and was taken on. Hilly enjoyed innocuous yet glamorous dates with the good-looking support actors and stuntmen while Martin pursued Beverly Baxter, elder sister of the precocious
  fourteen-year-old lead Deborah. Most evenings he was left in charge of eight-year-old Karen Flack, another of the leads, who, Hilly advised him, was destined for stardom. She told him to share the
  huge double bed with her so that in years to come he could claim truthfully that he had slept with the delectable Miss Flack. Martin recalls the remark because it revealed to him, probably for the
  first time, how much his father and mother had in common: Kingsley would have loved it. And Jane? Indulged it, yes, but with reserve.


  They had flown out first-class with BOAC, Martins first experience of air travel, but shortly before proceedings were completed in the Caribbean Hilly decided to cash in their tickets for
  a cheaper, tourist return. The difference apparently was considerable and they remained in Jamaica for two months. She could for a while become again the fun-loving mother of the Swansea years. The
  rest of the film was made in Pinewood to which Martin travelled by chauffeured car, and by the time it was completed he was already two weeks into the new school term.


  On the day of his return to Sir Walter St Johns Grammar, Battersea, Martin, dressed in a brand-new uniform, found that his name did not appear on any of the registration lists in classes
  for which he had previously been enrolled (to state that he attended them would be generous) before the summer break. He was not so much summoned to the headmasters office as
  referred there by a sequence of form teachers who seemed by turns embarrassed and impatient with a superfluous pupil. The head glanced at his uniform and noted with undisguised weariness that he
  seemed to believe that he belonged there. Martin had brought a letter from his mother, plus a cover note from Mackendrick himself, explaining the delay in his return and asking for allowance to be
  made, given his significant contribution to the cinema arts. The note was, he was informed, irrelevant since two months earlier a letter had already been despatched to his home address informing
  his parents or guardians that he was henceforth expelled for persistent and unexplained truancy. No one is certain if the letter was lost, ignored or destroyed in the massive clean-up, but from
  autumn until Christmas Martin pretended to all who took an interest to be enrolled at Sir Walter St Johns, while spending most of this time as an adolescent non-person, absent from the
  records of any educational institution.


  Colin Howard: It is difficult to recall that time exactly, before Martin moved in properly. Jane and Kingsley seemed constantly busy, away quite
  regularly, and Martin . . . well he seemed to pass through. He was, to me at least, amiable but a little sanguine beyond his years  what was he, fifteen? As if he had tired of everything
  before he knew anything.


  By now Hilly was taking in lodgers to supplement her meagre wages. Following her return from Jamaica she had found a job in the Battersea Dogs Home and Animal Refuge, an institution that
  took care of abandoned or maltreated domestic pets and curious urban strays such as donkeys, sheep, and goats. Martin: Hilly always loved animals and the job in Battersea made her feel
  nostalgic. It reminded her of the time just before she met my father. But it gave her something to do, took her mind off what she still could not come to terms with. Kingsley was still
  paying the rent for Fulham Road and on the advice of Jane agreed to supplement this with fees for a private day school. This was Martins O-level year. Philip had already failed all of his
  and moved to Davies, Laing and Dick, a crammer in Notting Hill. Legally crammers fed upon those who had, post-sixteen, failed examinations in full-time, state or private schools though by some
  sleight of hand Martin, then only fifteen and technically an absconder from the education system, was enrolled with his elder brother. Martin: It was that sort of place, for upper-class
  drop-outs. Some parts of Notting Hill itself were still downmarket but most of it had been reclaimed by the West London middle classes. Davies Laing and Dick fed on this. The place
  appears in The Rachel Papers, undisguised. I found it fascinating because for the first time I came across that very English thing, class. The day I left Sir Walter St Johns the other
  boys offered respectful nods and grins. My accent [very RP with even then a slight drawl] had previously marked me as posh and weak, but now Id been thrown out and for a brief moment I
  became faintly villainous.


  At the crammer Martin was still perceived as solidly middle-class but this time by those who despised such people for their vulgar ambitions. The girls were what
  are still in some places called County, girls who travelled, magnificent and unapproachable. The boys were straight out of Waugh or Wodehouse, without the compensating humour. Guys
  with lots of titles. I met Rob [Henderson] there. In the novel I fill the place with grotesques, teachers and pupils included. There is certainly a good deal of merciless caricature, fuelled
  by resentment on Charless part, and one suspects his creators.


  
    
      
        I knew the kind of punks that went to this kind of place. Cuntish public-school drop-outs, dropped out for being too thick, having long hair or dirty boaters, unseaming
        new boys in multiple buggery, getting caught too many times with an impermissible number of hockey sticks up their bums . . .


        A tall ginger-haired boy in green tweed moved gracefully down the steps. He looked at me as if I were a gang of skinheads: not with fear (because the fellows are quite tractable really)
        but with disapproval. Behind him at a trot came two lantern-jawed girls, calling Jamie . . . Jamie. Jamie swivelled elegantly.


        Angelica, Im not going to the Imbenkment. Gregory shall have to take you.


        But Gregorys in Scotland, one said.


        I cant help thet. The ginger boy disappeared into an old-fashioned sports car.1

      

    

  


  My concession to fact is that in both places [fictional and real] no one stood the faintest chance of passing exams, me included. Philip retook his O-levels the
  same year that Martin sat them for the first time. We came out with three each. I failed English.


  By spring 1965 Fulham Road had fallen into a state of dilapidation even worse than the period before Hillys overdose. She worked hard at the animal centre and some nights during the
  week she held parties for friends or went out to pubs and restaurants. Almost every weekend she left London to stay with the Gales in Essex. According to one of her
  occasional lodgers, Penny Jones, Martin and Philip never went to school . . . were heavy on drugs . . . were bonking every female they could get their hands on.2 Used condoms were, she reported, draped ostentatiously on the railings of the balcony, not through carelessness or for reasons of unhygienic economy but as notices of the
  rule of anarchy and hedonism. Similarly a pot of LSD tablets, labelled LSD, was placed in the fridge alongside similar vessels containing hummus or olives. Martin takes issue with
  this portrait. Perhaps we were feckless. But there were no hard drugs. Its possible we did the labels, as a joke. The drugs didnt exist. Phil took some dope, but nothing heavy.
  I didnt drink till I was twenty.


  There is no record of Kingsley ever visiting the house (he supplemented the rent by bankers orders) and nor did he show any particular interest in the behaviour and educational progress
  of Martin and Philip. George Gale, as he had previously, acted as intermediary and informed Jane that Hilly was in a state of inertia. He did not accuse her of irresponsibility but he made it clear
  that she was finding herself emotionally and psychologically incapable of dealing, alone, with the family she once shared with Kingsley. Jane had made preparation for what she saw as inevitable and
  in April 1965 Martin and Philip moved in officially to 108 Maida Vale with Kingsley, Jane and Colin. For most of the subsequent six months both teenagers involved themselves in a regime of absorbed
  epicureanism and apathy. The episode described by Martin in Experience in which Jane and, reluctantly, Kingsley confront the brothers regarding their drug taking is characteristically wry
  and dexterous in its avoidance of the apportioning of blame. The characters strut marionette-style through a darkly comic performance of unhappy families with Martin, in early middle age when he
  wrote it, choreographing the act and recycling memories. Kingsley and Janes horrified suspicion that they might be harbouring drug  addicts opens out into the farcical disclosure of Philips stash, a box on open display in his bedroom with two words painted garishly on the lid: Phils
  Drugs. Kingsley takes the sixteen-year-old Martin out to Biagis, a nearby Italian restaurant, and instructs him on how the descent of contemporary youth into drug-induced torpor is
  part of an International Communist plot to undermine Western democracy. He was drunk, and he was working on probably his most ridiculous book, Colonel Sun, which involved his reading
  a large number of James Bond novels.


  In Experience Martin writes of his father and his soon-to-be stepmother with the kind of charitable concern, which raises the question of how exactly he felt at the time. So I ask him.
  Its hard to say. My memories of Jane during those first months are softened by what would happen later, most obviously with the help she gave with my education. But surely he
  must have shared some of the resentment that Philip more conspicuously displayed? Very likely.


  Philip even today maintains that Jane, albeit in a haughtily diplomatic style that would have been alien to Hilly, indicated that the two of them were an onerous but unavoidable burden, part of
  the contract that would allow her a permanent relationship with Kingsley. Indeed in Slipstream she too hints that her development as a writer was hindered significantly by the events of
  196366. Once she had finished one of her finest novels, After Julius (completed early 1964, published 1965) it would be four years before she would again work full-time on another
  piece of fiction. In Philips account of things the atmosphere in the Maida Vale house was a confection of mutual antagonism and diplomacy: Jane took it upon herself both to alert Kingsley to
  problems he would prefer to ignore while making ostentatious attempts to offer advice and instruction to a pair of hooligans. Martin: Philip became a Mod. He bought a Lambretta scooter. The
  colour of his socks changed daily. Eventually we both took drugs. I smoked dope and occasionally took some speed. We associated booze with the lifestyle of Kingsley and his generation and hardly
  touched it. It had to be illegal to be interesting.


  


  Within two months Philip had left the Notting Hill crammer  not officially, he had simply ceased to turn up  found a girlfriend and in early 1966 he moved with her into a squat.
  Jane showed concern, token concern in Philips opinion, and Colin  the only adult in whom Martin and Philip could confide  asked him without success to reconsider his decision.
  Kingsley, while of course not oblivious of events, neither attempted to persuade his eldest to stay on nor displayed any obvious disquiet for his well-being. Relations between them would remain
  fraught, verging upon bitter, for most of the subsequent decade. As Martin puts it, he never came back as a child of the house. He was gone. Contrast this with Colin Howards
  comments. Gone in the sense that he rarely stayed for more than a night or two, but he made his presence felt. When they [Martin and Philip] were together they were formidable
  . . . Perhaps Kingsley and Jane would have got on better, in the end, if it hadnt been for the boys. No one could blame them, but Kingsley managed to avoid most of their wrath. Both
  had inherited from their father a talent for mimicry and Janes verbal mannerisms  unselfconsciously upper class  along with her postures and head movements were gradually
  assimilated and malevolently reproduced, particularly when responding to her complaints about their behaviour and suggestions as to how they might improve themselves. All accounts of the period
  present Martin and Philip as equally hostile to Jane and shrewd in their handling of Kingsley.


  Colins close friend the artist Sargy Mann became a more frequent visitor and moved in full-time in 1967. Aside from Martin, only Colin remained in regular contact with Philip after he
  left. He introduced Philip to Sargy who encouraged his nascent interest in painting and advised him to enrol at the Camberwell School of Art. I remember, Sargy Mann observes,
  some time after Philip had enrolled at Camberwell, Kingsley asked him what he was doing  and I dont know if he was feigning ignorance or really knew nothing of his
  sons activities. Anyway Philip told him and he grimaced and said, But painting, visual arts . . . its all very second-rate, isnt it? Maybe he was joking, it was difficult to tell with
  Kingsley, but I thought it one of the most hurtful, poisonous things Id heard him say. He could make fun of people without being vitriolic but this upset Philip greatly. I ask Martin
  now if he thinks that Philip was the instigator of much of the hostility. No, no, we were equally responsible. Then why, I wonder, did the household become more relaxed and untroubled
  after Philip chose to stay away for longer periods? I was, what, coming close to seventeen and there seemed little point in continuing to make life difficult. His response is candid
  enough but it involves a half truth. He was certainly causing fewer problems in the house, but elsewhere he maintained the unaccountable lifestyle of the Kings Road hippie.


  He was in 1966 still enrolled at Davies Laing and Dick, retaking the five, failed, O-levels from his previous year. On average he would turn up for two days per week while the rest of the time
  he spent largely in the company of Rob Henderson, also doing resits. Rob and I looked very similar, skinny and infuriatingly short. He sounded as though he came from minor nobility 
  hed also been expelled, but from Westminster. We shared enthusiasms. We were both lazy. Neither of us could stand the sort of activity that involved effort and concentration, let alone
  mental commitment. It would be wrong to say that Rob took over from Philip as Martins mentor in insouciance but the two of them certainly enjoyed an attraction to fecklessness. They
  spent most of the period between autumn 1966 and summer 1967 in coffee bars on the Kings Road venturing out only in pursuit of girls who had fallen prey to their inept but cautiously planned
  introductions, or to nearby bookies to place bets; only on the dogs insists Martin. Their reluctance to countenance horse racing reflected their downmarket affectations. Nevertheless
  they wore skin-tight velvet trousers  jeans were still at the time exclusively denim  and jackets of fashionably loud colouration. A caf called The Picasso was a particular favourite. Neither of them paid heed to the high cultural register of its name  it was run apparently by an East End slum landlord  but girls
  from nearby offices would use it for coffee or lunch and at least two of its regular customers dealt in cannabis. Martin and Rob were more interested in the office girls. Trying to get girls
  was all we ever did, so naturally we had some successes. I dont know about Rob, but love was always the quest for Phil and me. I fell in love in 1967 (with Rachel). I wanted
  that to happen again.


  Much has been written of the closing years of the 1960s, particularly 1967 when allegedly Europe and the US were seized by various states of transformative zeal, from hedonism disguised as
  political activism to rare examples of commitment and courage. Did he notice? I ask Martin. Before the age of sixteen I had lived in the provinces. I had no reason to assume that London in
  the late 1960s was any different from the way it had always been. But there was an unmistakable loosening in the air. Only later did it become clear that some kind of cultural convulsion had taken
  place.


  In Maida Vale the antagonism fomented by himself and Philip mutated to lazy attrition and by mid-1967 Martin had, wittingly or not, come to resemble the standard middle-class model of dutiful
  stepson. Kingsley and Jane had married in June 1965, with a civil ceremony in Marylebone followed by a short honeymoon in Brighton. The location was convenient for the London-based media: for the
  subsequent week the press was full of reports and pictures of the two photogenic literary superstars. The publicity had been orchestrated by Kingsleys editor at Cape, Tom Maschler, who also
  arranged a lavish party at the Cape office for the couple on their return to London. Hilly had no illusions about a reconciliation but to witness Kingsley and Jane disporting themselves in the
  newspapers as a mature yet romantically besotted couple  there were accounts of their favourite restaurants, choices of wine and even on which sides of the bed they had elected to sleep
   was especially distressing. They lived only two miles away and within a month Hilly had decided to remove herself and Sally from London. She enjoyed Wivenhoe, the
  small coastal village where she spent regular weekends at the Gales house, according to Peregrine Worsthorne part baronial pile, part gin palace. Within a few weeks she had
  found something more modest for herself and her daughter, a new semi-detached which Kingsley paid for. By early 1966 she had formed an attachment with D. R. Shackleton Bailey, occasional visitor at
  the Gales and a Cambridge don. If one were tasked to imagine an embodiment of everything that Kingsley was not Shackleton Bailey would have been it. He was a modest imbiber of alcohol and
  humourless observer of mankinds various foibles which he felt largely undeserving of his comments. These he preserved for his academic interests, particularly Cicero and the language and
  culture of Tibet, of which he was Cambridges only specialist. Rumour had it that Hilly was his first girlfriend, though the term seems inappropriate for two people well into
  their forties. Martin remembers him with a mixture of civility and disbelief. Yes, he says, I think she wanted someone so unlike my father that she ended up with his polar
  opposite. They married in September 1967.


  On the surface, then, the destructive effects of the break-up had been repaired, with the two previous partners remarried and comfortably resettled forty miles apart. Philip, now living
  separately and enrolled for courses at Camberwell, kept in occasional touch with his mother but retained only formal contacts with Jane and his father, most specifically in relation to his
  allowance of 55 per month. Martin too was provided with generous funding for clothes and other unaccounted purchases and he would set off daily for further resits, now alongside A-levels, at
  Notting Hill. In Maida Vale, dinner parties and other civilized gatherings had replaced the raucous indulgences of Swansea and Cambridge and this seemed to have a collateral effect upon the second
  son whose behaviour, at least indoors, was orderly and not unlike the reformed almost decorous version of Kingsley which had evolved through his relationship with Jane.


  


  Once beyond an accountable distance of the front door, however, Martin spent virtually all of his time with Rob. Unsurprisingly in 1967 he failed all of his A-levels having managed over the
  previous two years to acquire in total six middle-grade O-levels. Kingsley had shown no particular interest in Martins, or for that matter Philips, educational prospects and Jane,
  grateful for the newly pacific domestic atmosphere, thought it best not to provoke further discord with too many enquiries on his progress. The question that had hovered and would now have to be
  addressed was that of university entrance. Martin had, he informed them with casual indifference, filled in his UCCA forms, though he did not comment on where he hoped to gain entrance let alone
  what he had applied to read. (Today he claims to have no clear recollection of this first attempt, nor even of having posted the form.)


  A small conference was convened involving Jane, Colin and with some reluctance Kingsley. Martin, now eighteen, had shown little interest in high culture. Every now and then I read
  something like C. S. Foresters Brown on Resolution. And that was all. And I studied the set texts for O- and A-level. As for Kingsley . . . Well I knew what he did for a living, that
  he was a writer, but I didnt know what kind of writer he was. For all I knew he couldve been producing Westerns. According to Jane she had in summer 1966 tentatively
  asked him what he wanted to do and he had answered, to her astonishment, become a writer. I cannot help but ask him to confirm this and he half concedes: Yes, I was serious,
  though given my circumstances at the time it seemed absurd. All adolescents want to become writers, dont they? Nevertheless Jane encouraged him to read Jane Austens Pride
  and Prejudice which he claims to have enjoyed, though this brief introduction to serious fiction had no discernible effect upon his, as he puts it, lazy and easily distracted
  approach to A-level English.


  At the post-A-level (failed) meeting in 1967 Martins grand vocational ambitions were sidelined by more immediate questions; specifically, did he seriously intend to
  try for university? He replied that he did, though again without indicating preference for a particular subject. Jane said that she knew of a crammer that was far more distinguished and efficient
  than the Notting Hill institution. It was called Sussex Tutors, based in Brighton, and over the next few weeks she telephoned and wrote to Mr Ardagh, Senior Tutor for Arts and Humanities A-levels.
  She name-dropped and convinced him that Martin, despite his dismal record, had potential. Given that money was now available in abundance (it should be pointed out that Kingsley was now richer than
  he had ever previously been; along with solid royalties from his earlier Gollancz novels his advances from Cape were considerable) Martin was enrolled. He would begin study in Brighton in late
  August and in the interim Jane and Colin, suspecting that his extra-curricular activities had contributed to his dismal academic performance, arranged for him part-time office work. In his spare
  time and for the remainder of the summer he and Rob resumed their odyssey of dope and chasing girls.


  Martin, in Experience, presents his year in Brighton with the kind of faux embarrassment granted by fame and maturity, in which the slothful teenager toys pretentiously with intellectual
  aspiration. In truth, however, the period was far more transitional and formative than that. Sussex Tutors was as Jane promised, efficient and productive, assessing the intellectual capabilities of
  new entrants before allocating appropriate courses and modes of instruction. Mr Ardagh was in charge of English and Jane travelled to Brighton to meet him in August 1967. Kingsley, while aware of
  the new arrangement and prepared to cover the fees, showed no great interest in what it would actually involve; his wife went to Brighton alone. She and Ardagh agreed that Martin was gifted with a
  portentous natural intelligence. He was witty and linguistically far more adept than the vast majority of eighteen-year-olds. Ardagh found him slightly unnerving given that he had never before met
  someone so bright who had also consistently avoided any formal acquaintance with knowledge or learning. Ardagh and his colleagues had of course some vicarious notion of the
  Romantic idiot savant, uncorrupted by burdensome culture, but Martin was clearly not one of those. He could write sentences that turned eloquently upon their subject and he was ruthlessly
  articulate, able to diminish the confidence of other speakers simply by saying something.


  The agreed objective would be to turn Martin into a suitable candidate for university entry in 1968, which for someone who had spent the previous thirteen years resolutely apathetic to standard
  routines of memorizing anything seemed an absurd ambition. But once Martin had decided to learn by rote and assimilation he acquired two further O-levels and passed three A-levels  at grades
  A, B and D. One O-level was in Latin, undertaken at Ardaghs advice as a necessary requirement for Oxbridge entrance. He was also being tutored by Ardagh for the Oxford entrance examination.
  Martin spoke occasionally to Jane about his aims. He had decided that he wanted to read English and mentioned that he had been thinking about Exeter and Durham universities.


  Martins year in Brighton was significant in another way too. I asked, When did you first get to know your father, the novelist? I was eighteen and I started with
  Lucky Jim. The novel was part of our lives but I didnt actually read it until then. When I first arrived in Brighton I stayed at the school, a slight improvement upon a hostel, and
  the boy in the room next door asked me if I was related to the famous novelist, I said that I was and lent him my copy of Lucky Jim. I knew it was funny, and more than that, and what really,
  perhaps subconsciously, made me aware of what I liked about it was the sound that came from the room next door. His laughter came in painful bursts . . . he was trying to control himself but
  couldnt.


  Lucky Jim is far more than the prototype comic campus novel. It is a triumph of mischievous coercion, dividing readers initially between those who loved it and those, ridiculously, who
  saw it as presaging the decline of modern civilization. The novel is undoubtedly dominated by Jims presence and outlook, but this figure who is so resolutely set
  against the intelligentsia is clearly the product of an immensely intelligent literary craftsman. After reading it, I ask Martin, did he see his father differently. Yes, and no. As a man he
  was like a novel, simultaneously functioning at different levels, each slightly at odds with the others.


  At school and at Oxford Kingsley became famous and notorious as an imitator. He could reproduce the often eccentric locutionary habits of dons and other students and his alertness to the gap
  between what a person appeared to be and what they are went further than a talent for entertainment. It was the subject for his, failed, postgraduate thesis, became the engine for the novel that
  would launch his career and dog his reputation as a major writer: the literary establishment would never fully accept a man who seemed to perceive everything as open to caricature and ridicule.
  Although Martin is nowhere near as adept as his father at impersonation he had by his early teens developed a comparable talent for caricature, particularly in his ability to prey upon the
  guileless speech habits of others and present them as intellectual blemishes. Janes brother Colin Howard recalls that his powers of detection were extraordinarily well developed. He
  could descry the subtlest weaknesses or peculiarities in people intuitively, and sometimes find a way of recreating them. It was not a vindictive quality, though rather unnerving. Just as
  Kingsley had created an interplay between his visceral disrespect for anything that made claims upon seriousness and the demands of writing fiction, so Martin in Brighton began to find a similar
  means which would prefigure the style of his own early novels. The most telling record of this is in the letters he wrote to Jane and his father during his twelve months on the Sussex coast.
  Thirty-five years later the letters between Amis senior and Philip Larkin would be published and recognized as the most outrageous epistolary novel ever, but written by very real correspondents. In
  the late 1960s no one apart from Kingsley and Larkin themselves had seen them, but there are quite remarkable parallels between Martins letters to his father and
  stepmother and Kingsleys to his closest friend. Martin closes one of his first with an appraisal of authors encountered both on the A-level syllabus and recommended by Ardagh as supplements
  to impress interviewers. He now feels qualified to say why Lawrences The Rainbore  is no good. War and Peace and Daniel Deronda present him with no
  great misgivings and he ventures:


  
    
      
        More light[n]ing opinions 


        
          
            	
              EzraPound

            

            	
              

            

            	
              Trendy little ponce

            
          


          
            	
              Auden

            

            	
              

            

            	
              Good but I feel he must be an awful old crap

            
          


          
            	
              Hopkins

            

            	
              

            

            	
              Great fun to read, but doesnt stand up to any analysis

            
          


          
            	
              Donne

            

            	
              

            

            	
              Very splendid

            
          


          
            	
              Marvell

            

            	
              

            

            	
              ,, ,,

            
          


          
            	
              Keats

            

            	
              

            

            	
              All right when hes not saying Im a poet. Got that? La Belle Dame Sans Merci  almost my favourite poem.

            
          

        

      

    

  


  His comments are unsubstantiated by argument but this is where the resemblances between him and his father, circa 1946, are all the more striking. Typically: Now I must
  go and get some books out of the library to write an essay on Spenser and the New Poetry. IM NOT INTERESTED IN THAT. Spenser, monarch of the Renaissance English canon,
  features prominently in Kingsleys complaints simply because he is sacrosanct and compulsory, and Chaucer is subjected to caricature and derision for the same reason: the academic
  powers-that-be have elected a hierarchy of figures and will countenance no disfavour from those whom they are supposedly encouraging to think independently.


  When Kingsley became a lecturer he maintained his tirades against literary icons, especially those he was obliged to teach, and his antipathies, and preferences, closely
  resemble his sons. In a letter to Larkin, he finds Keats a boring, conceited, self-pitying, self-indulgent silly little fool . . . incompetent, uninteresting, affected,
  non-visualizing.3 Martin at least thought La Belle Dame a redeeming piece and enjoyed reading Hopkins despite the fact that under
  analysis he seemed incomprehensible. Kingsley, almost twenty years earlier in another letter to Larkin, had been less charitable: his silly private language annoys me  what I
  am in the habit of calling inscape wellgetoutofthehabitthen . . . I find him a bad poet . . . Though I can see why people like him.4 Pound was at the top of Martins list of miscreants and after teaching a class on EP Kingsley complained to Larkin that I cant see what
  people mean who say hes good. I mean, good in any way at all. Just cant see anything in him, what? And what is more he had said as much to the
  class.5 Kingsleys favourites, pre-twentieth century, were Donne, whose muscular lyricism his own verse recalls and Marvell. He wrote to
  Larkin praising a draft of his friends If, My Darling: it has the ironic ambiguous feeling about it I admire in such as Marvell, as if you were pretending to be serious
  when really amused.6 According to Martin both Donne and Marvell are Very splendid. More as confirmation than genuine enquiry, I ask
  if prior to then he had discussed poetry with his father. Never, no. Nor with anyone else for that matter. What about D. H. Lawrence, for whom Kingsley reserved a lifetime of
  unqualified contempt? No, not even Lawrence.


  There are obvious differences, of course; principally Martin is either too in awe of the canon or lacking in confidence to turn intuition into vilification. Either way his inhibitions would soon
  be dispersed. It is astonishing that within four years of his having first properly encountered literature per se Martin would be writing pieces for the TLS, the New Statesman and
  Observer that caused great trepidation among the most established writers with books out for review.


  Aside from their shared tastes and literary predispositions one other parallel is striking. This was the first time that Martin had written letters to anyone. In
  Experience he calls the exercise my half of this embarrassing correspondence,7 (p9), which is part honest self-deprecation, part
  false modesty. Composing a letter to an intimate friend, a lover or a relative is the closest in real life that we come to writing fiction. In both instances we concern ourselves with marshalling
  our untidy wealth of activities, information and emotions into a coherent narrative, one that will by degrees convince, engage or entertain the reader. Some letter writers are embarrassingly or
  shamelessly ingenuous and one could find counterparts in fiction in Mr Pooter or Bridget Jones. The Amises, however, like to amuse their correspondents and, to an extent, indulge themselves, with
  admirably wrought tales. They dont dispense with authenticity  what they write is based principally on what they feel  but both enjoy the opportunity to fabricate, to create
  worlds in miniature from the raw material of otherwise dreary existence.


  In his letters, particularly to Larkin and Robert Conquest, Kingsley freed himself from the confining routines of what could or could not be said. He confessed to everything, especially his
  extra-marital activities, but he also allowed the letter to become a conceit, a juggling act between report and ostentation. Imagine him as an eager novice. Sorry to hear youre not
  getting on too well with the colonials  are they all crappy. And youre working hard too. Still, youll be back before you know it. Yes, thats when youll be
  back. This is the son, and there is something about the closing sentences  a self-conscious impatience with platitudes  that recall the father perfectly. Within six months
  Martin was trying out virtuoso intolerance, setting up targets from his catalogue of peers and tutors.


  
    
      
        A pleasing extra is that the awful little Hun called Schicht, with whom I took the Latin exam, who got up after three quarters of an hour saying Interesting . . .
        interesting, failed. The Hobbiegobbie [Ardagh] himself has fixed me up with lessons once a week in Brighton. I go to an old shag called Mr Bethell who, I
        should say, is experiencing puberty for the second, or possibly the third time. This old dullard can speak seventeen languages fluently, including Latin, Ancient Greek, Welsh, Anglo-Saxon,
        Romney [sic], and the language of the tinkers. He says things like There are 140 first conjugation deponent verbs: I say Well I never and he says
        They are Venor, Conor and so on and on and on. He is also a high-priest of B.O. well versed in its most secret arts, and master of the most esoteric precepts of his craft. He
        still enjoys frequent use of his limbs although they taper off, after the second joint, to gangrenous supporating threads.8

      

    

  


  In 1946 Kingsley explained to Larkin why he enjoyed writing to him . . . because I never feel I am giving myself away and so can admit to shady, dishonest, crawling,
  cowardly, brutal, unjust, arrogant, snobbish, lecherous, perverted and generally shameful feelings that I dont want anyone else to know about; but most of all because I am always on the
  verge of violent laughter.9 Kingsley and Jane were not Martins confessors to the extent that Larkin was for Kingsley but they had
  unwittingly encouraged him to invest in letter writing that curious mixture of disclosure and performance that is the trademark of good fiction. Here is Kingsley:


  
    
      
        This is not going to be very long I am afraid as I have got to go out to tea with a young lady; so charming (Like a picture, Herr Issyvoo), whom I met this
        morning at her mothers instigation. Somehow I dont feel we are going to get along all that well: it was betrayed that I had literary ambitions, to which she remarked: I
        love arty people er awr  ah-eeh mmm ooooh er-beeeeeeeee.10

      

    

  




  And Martin:


  
    
      
        I met a fine girl called Charlotte a couple of weeks ago and I went round to her flat in Hamilton Terrance to take her out. I was introduced solemnly to her mother who,
        after asking if she could offer me a drink, expressed a desire to know where I lived. I told her and she exclaimed ecstatically: Oh! You must live near Elizabeth Jane Howard! I
        calmly told her just how near Jane Howard I lived. She was suitably impressed and went on to eulogize After Julius. As it happens, I went on to make Charlotte mine; a complement
        to an enjoyable evening.11

      

    

  


  Kingsley, whatever he really felt about the arty young lady, was confiding to Larkin an early example of unfaithfulness; he was at the time going out with Hilly. Martins
  fine girl called Charlotte was real enough, though he did not have sex with her. Pretending that he had done, to Jane and his father, belonged in the same class of thrill as
  Kingsleys confidential story for his friend: for each of them truth was something to be manipulated and controlled.


  The presence evoked by the Brighton letters would re-emerge, more polished and ruthless but essentially intact, as Charles Highway narrator of Martins first novel The Rachel
  Papers. See if you can detect which the two pairs of passages below comes from the novel and which from the letters. They even evolved exclusive, self-deprecating codes for their
  correspondents. Kingsley, after sending his regards to Larkin (Yours etc. . . .) always finds space for bum, while Martin, more decorously, renames himself
  Osric for all letters to his father and Jane.


  
    
      
        Dont I ever do anything else but take soulful walks down the Bayswater Road, I thought, as I walked soulfully down the Bayswater Road . . . Is that all it
        fucking is, I thought. For the question that interested me about this feeling was not What is it? so much as Does it matter? Is it worth
        anything? Because if there isnt a grain of genuine humility there, its the electrodes for me.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        We have had ten days of torrential rain punctuated with blizzards, hurricanes, whirlwinds, earthquakes, and like upheavals. My only comfort is indulgence in gruelling,
        man-of-the-elements walks through the blinding rain. I have also been known to look out of my window and silently determine, with haggard stoicism, that I shall wear white flannel trousers
        and walk upon the beach.

      

    

  


  Brighton, recalls Martin, was exhausting but also satisfying in a way. Very little happened. There was a calendar of deadlines for examinations and
  interview dates for university entrance. I went to Bristol and Durham, was accepted by both, but the Oxford Entrance seemed impossible. Ardagh fixed me up with a job at a prep school just outside
  Brighton where I taught everything that I wasnt studying, largely mathematics, and I was placed in charge of rugby training. I was rather good at that. I needed some money to show that I
  could look after myself, in the hope that Kingsley would chip in and help me rent a flat, well a bedsit, on Marine Parade away from the hostel. So yes I take your point. There is a remarkable
  contrast between the letters and my memories of that year.


  Were you amusing yourself, or trying to entertain or impress Jane and Kingsley?


  Both. Of course both.


  



End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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