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For Jessica, Hazel, Grace, Willa, Nora, and Betsey, with love



Patrick … is sixteen, the son of a London doctor. He began this story when he was fourteen and finished it in March of this year. “I did it mostly in my bedroom and a little when I should have been doing homework.”

—Caesar, 1930

Patrick O’Brian was born in the West of Ireland and educated in England. During the war he drove an ambulance in London and later joined the Political Intelligence Department of the Foreign Office. Mr. O’Brian began writing at an early age and had already produced four novels before the war, as a kind of literary exercise.

—The Walker and Other Stories, 1955

As to the personal side, the Spectator for March 1st 1710 begins, “I have observed, that a Reader seldom peruses a Book with Pleasure, till he knows whether the Writer of it be a black or fair Man, of a mild or cholerick Disposition, Married or a Batchelor, with other particulars of the like Nature, that conduce very much to the right understanding of an Author.” To gratify this curiosity, which is so natural to a reader, we may state that Mr. O’Brian is a black man, choleric, and married.

—Lying in the Sun, 1956

Nothing is more unjust, however common, than to charge with hypocrisy him that expresses zeal for those virtues, which he neglects to practise; since he may be sincerely convinced of the advantages of conquering his passions, without having yet obtained the victory, as a man may be confident of the advantages of a voyage, or a journey, without having courage or industry to undertake it, and may honestly recommend to others, those attempts which he neglects himself.

The interest which the corrupt part of mankind have in hardening themselves against every motive to amendment, has disposed them to give to these contradictions, when they can be produced against the cause of virtue, that weight which they will not allow them in any other case. … In moral or religious questions alone, they determine the sentiments by the actions, and charge every man with endeavouring to impose upon the world, whose writings are not confirmed by his life. They never consider that they themselves neglect, or practise something every day, inconsistently with their own settled judgment, nor discover that the conduct of the advocates for virtue can little increase, or lessen, the obligations of their dictates; argument is to be invalidated only by argument, and is in itself of the same force, whether or not it convinces him by whom it is proposed.

—Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, no. 14, May 5, 1750

When does one ever know a human being? Perhaps only after one has realized the impossibility of knowledge and renounced the desire for it and finally ceased to feel even the need of it. But then what one achieves is no longer knowledge, it is simply a kind of coexistence; and this too is one of the guises of love.

—Iris Murdoch, Under the Net, 1954
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Introduction

WHEN AN AMERICAN AND AN ENGLISH publisher jointly commissioned Patrick O’Brian to write a naval novel in 1967, no one expected it to be a great work of literature, and certainly no one knew that they had set in motion what would become one of the publishing phenomena of our time. The book was the commercial brainchild of an American editor who hoped to find the next C. S. Forester. A master of depicting naval battles, Forester had died the year before, leaving behind ten novels and a companion book about the exploits of Horatio Hornblower, officer of the Royal Navy. These well-written naval tales, published over the course of three decades, had captured the imagination of British schoolboys and statesmen alike—Winston Churchill included—and sold well on both sides of the Atlantic.

Based on O’Brian’s previous historical naval novels, The Golden Ocean (1956) and The Unknown Shore (1959), the editor at J. B. Lippincott, a Philadelphia publishing house, felt that the fifty-three-year-old novelist, whom he believed to be Irish, was well suited to duplicate Forester’s success. The editor knew he could expect an entertaining adventure story, including black squalls, weevils in the hardtack, and graphic sea battles, liberally dusted with O’Brian’s sprightly humor.

What he got from O’Brian was vastly more profound.

Master and Commander, published in 1969, was the first volume of what would turn out to be a monumental extended novel set during the Napoleonic wars, a roman-fleuve that filled twenty volumes, currently having sold more than three million copies in twenty languages and changed the lives of countless devotees, in the way that only great books can. However, at first, this seemed an unlikely scenario; neither of the publishers that commissioned Master and Commander would succeed with the series. Macmillan of England rejected the manuscript out of hand (William Collins published it instead), and Lippincott, after several poorly selling sequels, also dropped the author.

Nevertheless, O’Brian toiled away on the saga of his two fictional characters—the bluff Royal Navy captain “Lucky” Jack Aubrey and his disheveled “particular friend,” the naval surgeon and political intelligence agent Stephen Maturin, whose many passions included nature, music, and opium. Each new book was anxiously awaited by a small dedicated group of British intellectuals and naval veterans. O’Brian was routinely praised by scholars for his accurate naval history and his portrayal of Regency England. They also raved about his prose, which evoked the period authentically without the woodenness of so much historical fiction. Ironically, the books suffered from their own success at verisimilitude. Critics classified them as historical novels, a lowly genre that by definition precluded them from serious attention.

But O’Brian, a serious-minded writer, knew that his work was unfairly pigeonholed. His reputation had once briefly flared in the literary firmament in the 1950s when his novel Testimonies received a stunning endorsement from Delmore Schwartz. “Testimonies makes one think of a great ballad or a Biblical story,” the critic wrote. “The reader, drawn forward by lyric eloquence and the story’s fascination, discovers in the end that he has encountered in a new way the sphinx and riddle of existence itself.” Schwartz placed the book above recent works by Angus Wilson, Evelyn Waugh, John Steinbeck, and Ernest Hemingway.

But O’Brian’s reputation had receded as he continued writing tortured novels and short stories. He had turned to translating to make money, doing many of Simone de Beauvoir’s books and dozens of others, including the international best-seller Papillon. Returning to fiction in the Aubrey-Maturin novels, he had in a sense started writing afresh, with greater distance and less anger, about his former themes—love and friendship.

“The essence of my books is about human relationships and how people treat one another,” he later told the Financial Times. “That seems to me what novels are for.” In fact, he made that clear at the beginning of his naval series. In Master and Commander, when Aubrey, newly made captain of the pint-size warship HMS Sophie, asks Maturin to sign on as her surgeon, Maturin responds:


	“For a philosopher, a student of human nature, what could be better? The subjects of his inquiry shut up together, unable to escape his gaze, their passions heightened by the dangers of war, the hazards of their calling, their isolation from women and their curious, but uniform, diet. And by the glow of patriotic fervour, no doubt.”—with a bow to Jack—“It is true that for some time past I have taken more interest in the cryptogams than in my fellow-men; but even so, a ship must be a most instructive theatre for an inquiring mind.” (P. 43)



By 1990, O’Brian, seventy-five and working largely in obscurity in the south of France, where he had lived for the past four decades with his second wife, Mary, had written thirteen novels in the series, in which Aubrey and Maturin circumnavigate the globe, win and lose battles and their fortunes, fall in and out of love, marry, have children and, in Aubrey’s case, numerous affairs. While Aubrey’s wife, the motherly Sophie, and Maturin’s wife, the dashing, impulsive Diana, frequently embellish the narrative, the primary fuel of the series is O’Brian’s study of the relationship between Aubrey and Maturin.

Maturin is a philosopher—cold, saturnine, secretive—a careful examiner of man and nature, and at times a shrewd operator. Aubrey is a jovial, sanguine warrior, devoted to the Royal Navy and most proud that he has twice been spoken to by Horatio Nelson, Britain’s great naval captain:


	“The first time it was to say, ‘May I trouble you for the salt, sir?’—I have always said it as close as I can to his way ever since—you may have noticed it. But the second time I was trying to make my neighbour, a soldier, understand our naval tactics—weather-gage, breaking the line, and so on—and in a pause he leant over with such a smile and said, ‘Never mind manoeuvres, always go at them.’” (P. 115)



While Maturin keeps a coded journal and frequently has to decipher his mail, Aubrey lives by Nelson’s dictum. He is a straight-shooter. Despite their differences, Aubrey and Maturin find common ground in their shared values (courage, loyalty, honor, and dedication to their careers), in their mutual goal—the defeat of Napoleon—and in the pleasure of each other’s company. Nowhere are the two more in harmony than in the captain’s cabin in the evening playing a Mozart or Boccherini duet together, Maturin on the cello and Aubrey on the violin. In Post Captain, the second Aubrey-Maturin novel, the two happily seek refuge from oppressive shipboard responsibilities in their music:


	The cabin was filled with the opening movement of Boccherini’s Corelli sonata, a glorious texture of sound, the violin sending up brilliant jets through the ’cello’s involutions, and they soared up and away from the grind of pumps, the tireless barking [of a lunatic sailor], the problems of command, up, the one answering the other, joining, separating, twining, rising into their native air. (P. 236)



Naturally, each also has a selfish and a sometimes self-destructive side, particularly Maturin, who grows moody and volatile and doses himself with increasingly large amounts of laudanum. Aubrey tends to make impulsive and naïve decisions ashore, being easily duped by swindlers, gold-digging women, and political enemies. Sometimes the two friends’ personalities clash. Twice they come close to duels.

Forty years after O’Brian’s fleeting fame with Testimonies, the stage was set for a remarkable comeback. The British critic Peter Wishart had once called the intelligentsia’s failure to recognize Patrick O’Brian as a literary wonder of the age “as baffling as the Inca inability to invent the wheel.” However, that oversight was about to be corrected. The New York publisher W. W. Norton took a gamble and reissued the Aubrey-Maturin series in the United States. In the January 6, 1991, New York Times Book Review, the editor of American Heritage magazine called O’Brian’s Aubrey-Maturin books the “best historical novels ever written.” The bullet hit home. Suddenly, it became apparent that while O’Brian may or may not have surpassed Forester in sea action, he had created great novels that did not look quite like anything that had come before. His evocation of Nelson’s Royal Navy was an escapist world as appealing as J. R. R. Tolkien’s Middle Earth, as culturally rich as William Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, and as intriguingly ritualistic as Umberto Eco’s medieval monastery in The Name of the Rose. In this setting, almost flawlessly sustained in the more than five-thousand-page opus, O’Brian had examined his two primary themes, love and friendship, from myriad angles, with extraordinary lucidity and a stylistic range to rival the best novelists. Critics no longer compared him to C. S. Forester but to Jane Austen, Leo Tolstoy, Marcel Proust, and Homer.

O’Brian became a literary juggernaut, with a newsletter and Internet sites devoted to his books, companion books to the series, compact discs of the music mentioned in the novels, and even a slew of bumper stickers. He appeared on stage for interviews before sold-out audiences in the United States. One reader drove from South Dakota to Washington, D.C., just to have his book signed. While this new status as both a meritorious and popular writer was gratifying and financially liberating to O’Brian, he bristled at the media intrusion—encouraged by Norton’s publicity machine—that accompanied his anointment as a star.

Those familiar with the series now recognized Maturin’s secretive nature in the author. His disdain for personal questions made him testy with reporters and fans. Though he had himself written a biography of Picasso that thoroughly examined the artist’s personal life and its effect on his painting, O’Brian insisted that his own life had nothing to do with his writing. Maturin’s edict in the novel The Truelove (in Britain, Clarissa Oakes)—“Question and answer is not a civilized form of conversation”—was clearly O’Brian’s own.

When freelance journalist Mark Horowitz, writing a profile of O’Brian for the New York Times Magazine in 1993, went to interview O’Brian’s former editor before meeting the author himself, he discovered that even the editor had no idea where O’Brian was born and confessed that he did not trust much of what O’Brian said about himself, since he had contradicted himself in the past. O’Brian’s current editor bluntly warned Horowitz: “Patrick will make you feel … odious and wormlike if you look into his private life.”

“There is something the English would say was a bit precious about Patrick,” another editor who had worked with O’Brian told Horowitz. “His language, his address … there’s something slightly finicky, and even almost rather colorful about him in that way. He may have been trying to reshape an idea of himself.”

In fact, he had. He was not the Irishman he claimed to be, but a Londoner with an intricate personal history. In 1998, a BBC television profile suggested something was amiss in O’Brian’s account of his past, and the news of O’Brian’s secret identity was soon made public for the first time in an exposé in the London newspaper the Daily Telegraph. By the time of this revelation, I was already well into my research for Patrick O’Brian: A Life Revealed, seeking the motives that led O’Brian—born Richard Patrick Russ—to begin transforming his life into fiction at a very early age, and eventually also to fictionalize his life. This effort took me first to the west of Ireland, where O’Brian had said he was born, then to a house called Walden, near the town of Chalfont St. Peter, outside London, where he actually was born, and on to various sections of London and the towns of Kempsey and Lewes, where he spent much of his childhood.

Having lived through most of the troubled twentieth century, O’Brian has shared amply in its pain, developing a dualistic relationship with himself, both loving and hating his own life. As a child, he was sickly. His mother died when he was four, and his father was an aloof bankrupt. Patrick was apparently a misfit in his own family. In his foreword to the 1999 reprint of his novella Caesar (first published in 1930) and his novel Hussein (1938)—books written under his original surname and whose existence, until recently, he refused to acknowledge—O’Brian gazed seventy years back into his life and observed, “I doubt if my present self would have liked the twelve-year-old boy who wrote this tale—he was certainly not very popular among his brothers and sisters.” Just before World War II, he would walk out on his wife and two children. At the end of it, he would change his name and cultivate an Irish persona to match it, and in 1964 he would cease altogether to communicate with his only son (he had two granddaughters he never met).

In 1989, O’Brian’s brother Barney Russ wrote to their youngest sister, Joan: “I have had the most fearful letter from Patrick. I really think he thinks he is not my brother … but I have his birth certificate anyway and whether he likes it or not, I claim him as my brother. … The tone of his letter is so violent that I think we have to call an end to friendly correspondence.”

At age seventy-five, after having long since separated himself from the society of his family and peers—first moving to Wales and then to southern France—O’Brian was still severing family ties.

Though strange, none of this would be noteworthy if it were not for the fact that O’Brian, who failed in the most basic male relationships—son and father, father and son—was writing arguably the most profound literature of the century on the subject of male friendship.

Aubrey and Maturin are, in O’Brian’s own words, “variations on a theme of a man and himself.” That divided “man and himself”—two parts English, one part Catalan, and one part Irish, with passionate interests in riding and hunting, natural history and astronomy, music and language, wine, medicine, and the Royal Navy—is the author, as he was, as he perceived himself, and particularly as he wished to be.

While neither Aubrey nor Maturin is wholly autobiographical, the effort of examining their characteristics and circumstances through the prism of O’Brian’s life is certainly illuminating. Aubrey’s loss of his mother at an early age and intermittent poverty reflect O’Brian’s experience, while Maturin’s obsession with secrecy mirrors the author’s, and Maturin’s professional preoccupation with venereal disease matches that of O’Brian’s father. The ability of Aubrey and Maturin to overcome personal differences and to find and respect the boundaries of friendship creates an ideal relationship, something O’Brian sorely missed in his family.

It was O’Brian’s own loss and failure that created Maturin’s highest quality and principal goodness—his indignity at injustice and his love for and protection of the weak. When O’Brian twice had Maturin rescue a pair of children in the series, certainly he was thinking of his own two children abandoned in the flatlands of Norfolk.

Perhaps the most telling moment of this interrelationship between O’Brian and the physician-philosopher Maturin comes when Maturin helps save his young daughter, Brigid, from the netherworld of autism. In this he is aided by his giant and near-mute Irish manservant Padeen Colman, a character born of O’Brian’s fascination with the blurred border between human and animal spirits. Together, science and nature combine to bring to Brigid a salvation that O’Brian, or Russ, as he then was, could not provide for his own daughter, Jane, who died of spina bifida at age three.

When in The Hundred Days, the nineteenth book of the series, O’Brian revealed (in a few cavalier words from a Greek chorus of passed-over lieutenants on the Rock of Gibraltar) the momentous death of Diana Villiers, the searing love of Maturin’s life, O’Brian did so knowing of the impending death of his wife, Mary.

While the tortuous route that O’Brian’s snubbed novels took to their proper recognition as one of the century’s major literary achievements speaks about the nature of an artistic masterpiece and our ability to recognize one, the story of how these novels came to exist, what inner forces drove O’Brian to persevere during those long decades, is one about the sublime act of creation.

In his book Against Saint-Beuve (1909), Proust wrote that “a book is the product of a different self from the one we manifest in our habits, in society, in our vices. If we mean to try to understand this self it is only in our inmost depths, by endeavoring to reconstruct it there, that the quest can be achieved.” And it is only in knowing the truth about O’Brian’s life that we can fully grasp the magnitude and nature of his accomplishment. It is to be hoped that in this attempt to plumb the depths of O’Brian’s real life, the reader will come to agree that his genius was largely that he had continually connected with this “different self” to create from disappointing reality—quite magically—extraordinary fiction, fiction that, for so many of us, embodies the sheer joy of reading.



Author’s Note to the Paperback Edition

SO MUCH HAS HAPPENED SINCE I submitted the typescript of the first edition of Patrick O’Brian: A Life Revealed to my publisher in the fall of 1999. Sadly and suddenly, it seemed, O’Brian died in Dublin on January 2, 2000. He was eighty-five years old and had recently finished his twentieth Aubrey-Maturin novel. His death was veiled in secrecy just as his life had been. In the onslaught of publicity that followed, however, O’Brian’s fame reached new heights.

Ironically, as the biography was on the verge of going to press, new sources were becoming available to me.

In the original research and writing of this book, I faced the challenge of assembling the elusive facts of the life of a person who had changed his name and attempted to bury his past. (He did this so assiduously that his own stepson and heir, Nikolai Tolstoy, told The Times that he had to figure out for himself that his stepfather was not Irish.) On the subject of his personal history, O’Brian consistently dissembled, or permitted others unwittingly to dissemble for him. His own sinuous autobiographical accounts, usually contrived under pressure from his publisher or his audience, were misleading.

Nor did O’Brian, for obvious reasons, cooperate with this book. In some cases, he instructed friends and colleagues not to talk to me. Thus, uncovering his identity and his life story was a painstaking business. But it was also one with many rewards. Once I found out about and located O’Brian’s son from a first marriage, I had a candid source of the truth, grateful to be heard at last. Likewise, I tracked down other forgotten family members in Canada and Britain, as well as O’Brian’s best friend from World War II, a Welsh shepherd boy he befriended after the war, his oldest friend in France, and his principal agents and editors in England, Scotland, and the United States. Using their firsthand accounts as well as public records, letters, manuscripts, and documents from publishers’ archives, I slowly pieced together the fascinating, complex life story of the man (some would say the genius) behind the Aubrey-Maturin tales.

In this edition, I have been able to add a few important new pieces of the puzzle. Following the serialization of the book in Britain in February, I was contacted by readers who knew O’Brian in various capacities throughout his life, chief among them a lover from the 1930s whose story told me, among other things, that O’Brian claimed to be Irish long before he abandoned his original surname, Russ. I also had the pleasure recently of talking to Mary O’Brian’s family: her brother, H. F. S. Wicksteed; his wife, Dorothy; and their children, Peter, Jane, and Joanna. The latter three spent summers with the O’Brians in France during the 1960s, and their memories and letters shed a warm glow on that period. Peter became the only person to attest to the fact that O’Brian actually could sail.

All of this has helped round out this new paperback edition of the biography, now simply titled Patrick O’Brian: A Life, which I offer as a celebration of O’Brian’s monumental achievement, the Aubrey-Maturin novels, in the context of his fascinating, troublesome, often beguiling life.

—Dean King, September 28, 2000



PROLOGUE

London
July 1945

SATURDAY, THE SEVENTH of July, 1945, was a signal day in southern England. For a luxurious fourteen hours the sun bathed village greens and city row houses, visibly parting the lingering miasma of war and revealing the wonderfully immutable aspects of English life. At Eastbourne, Lord’s, and Westcliff, joyous crowds watched cricket matches on freshly mown pitches. On the River Thames, the Henley Royal Regatta had resumed, and spectators thronged the riverbanks for the All Comers’ Eights. And at Ascot, King George VI, Princess Elizabeth, and the fashionable cheered the Gold Cup sprint of Ocean Swell, offspring of sire Blue Peter.

In 1945, the barley wine had truly made the cuckoo stutter, and Britannia still ruled. Now the swallows of July were joined by the irrepressible din of humanity on the mend. Like the survivors of a shipwreck, those who had outlived Hitler showed an amazing capacity for looking at the bright side of life and moving on. Almost reflexively, England set about the task of righting itself. Committees met to plan the rebuilding of churches and neighborhoods. Military couples reunited or, all too often, faced up to sad truths and parted company. The past and future were now. Forgive or not, but move on, chin up.

Now that the war in Europe had ended and the Union Jack flapped triumphantly over Berlin, things were happening quickly for foreign office intelligence agent and erstwhile fiction writer Richard Patrick Russ. At last, there was a modicum of breathing room from war duties and war worries, and Russ, a slim, dark-haired, wan-complected resident of Chelsea, London’s tony, if somewhat bruised, neighborhood of artists and writers, was busy implementing certain changes in his life, preparing for his own new start after the war.

The first change was his marriage, his second, on the fourth of July, to Mary, the pretty English-born Russian countess Russ had known intimately, despite many complications, since the beginning of the war. Now, on the twentieth of July, a little more than two months after VE-Day, he was about to inscribe his signature—the last time he would use that particular one—on an important deed, a bold move but one, given the unpleasant circumstances, that he was determined to make. To take care of this bit of business, Russ traveled to Leadenhall Street in the City.

So much had changed since war had descended on Europe and on the self-absorbed twenty-five-year-old writer of nature and adventure stories he had been. The flood of war had in many ways scoured his slate clean. In the fight against Hitler, Russ had, to a degree, become his own antithesis. As a writer, he had been a revealer of truths—a promising voice, the critics had proclaimed. But the foreign office had needed his skills for other purposes. He had become a broker of secrets. The war had made him proficient at deception.

All of this was in the back—if not the fore—of Russ’s mind as he entered London’s devastated financial district. At one stretch, during the Blitz of 1940–41, London had been bombed on fifty-seven consecutive nights and some days as well. Waves of German bombers had dropped high-explosive bombs, capable of boring through fifty feet of earth, and incendiary bombs, whose fires raged throughout the city. Each night, Londoners had huddled for cover in underground stations, in brick-and-concrete neighborhood shelters, or in family lean-tos of corrugated steel and earth. Each night, hundreds had been crushed to death and thousands more wounded. An ambulance driver during the Blitz, Russ had seen his share of destruction firsthand.

Just west of Leadenhall Street, St. Paul’s Cathedral, a lonely survivor, stood watch over the wreckage. South of the cathedral, between Cheapside and Queen Victoria Street, much was obliterated, although miraculously the ruined church of St. Nicholas Cole Abbey had not been felled. To the east of Cheapside, where Leadenhall Street lay, the devastation was more complete still. On September 29, 1940, during the Blitz, the heart of the London book publishing industry, on Paternoster Row, near the cathedral, had been destroyed by bombs. The offices of Simpkin Marshall, the wholesaler and distributor for many publishing houses, perished. Six million books turned into pulp or ash in a single night.

How different, how frightening the ruin seemed now that the war in Europe was over. Without the immediate threat and passion of the war with Germany, the evil that caused it was almost incomprehensible. The sight of the destruction sobered him. Nothing, no amount of repair or rebuilding, could mitigate this disaster. Only time could remove its memory.

On Leadenhall Street, the magnificent centuries-old St. Katherine Cree Church had suffered only minor damage from the bombing, unlike the almost equally ancient Chelsea Old Church in Russ’s own neighborhood, where a German bomb had destroyed the sacred stone building in 1941, killing five fire watchers. But no matter how unaffected Cree Church appeared to be, Russ knew this was an illusion. No one and no place living through World War II was unaffected, and those directly in the warpath were in many ways changed forever.

Russ, his pulse elevated a notch, to be sure, opened the cut-glass doors of the three-story brick building at 77 Leadenhall Street and entered the offices of Baddeleys and Co. Solicitors. Through the window he could see the bomb craters, where pasts had been erased and where new buildings would soon rise. Anxiously, he awaited his turn to appear before the solicitors’ managing clerk, and then he conducted his business: he was there to sign and file the form that would give him, his new wife, and his son by his first marriage a different surname.

Russ was canny enough to sense that this turning point in world history cleared the path for a break in his own history. It was nothing short of a chance to start over, to put his personal failures behind him. He knew the power of a name. Whether “unsoil’d” or “black,” as Shakespeare had once qualified, a name had a defining nature.

If the war had encoded a new message on his slate, Russ would now choose which parts to reveal to others. Ironically, for a writer of fiction, and one who would prove to be among the best at his craft, the ultimate act of creating fiction came down to filling out a legal document:


	By this deed which is intended to be enrolled in the Enrolment Department of the Central Office of the Royal Courts of Justice, I the undersigned Patrick O’Brian of 1 Upper Cheyne Road, Chelsea, London S.W.3 in the county of London, Foreign Office Official, described in my certificate of birth as Richard Patrick Russ, a natural born British Subject DO HEREBY for myself and my wife Mary and remoter issue absolutely renounce and abandon the use of my said surname of Russ and in lieu thereof assume as from the date hereof the surname of O’Brian.

	AND in pursuance of such change of Surname as aforesaid I hereby declare that I shall at all times hereafter in all records, deeds and instruments in writing and in all actions and proceedings and in all dealings and transactions and upon all occasions whatsoever use and sign the name O’Brian as my surname in lieu of the said surname of Russ so renounced as aforesaid.

	AND I HEREBY authorise and require all persons to designate and address me and my wife and remoter issue by such assumed surname of O’Brian only.

	IN WITNESS whereof I have hereunto signed my first names of Richard Patrick and my assumed name of O’Brian this twentieth day of July one thousand nine hundred and forty-five.

	SIGNED, Sealed, and Delivered by the above named Richard Patrick O’Brian in the presence of: E. Rowe, Solicitors Managing Clerk, 77 Leadenhall Street, London E.C.3.

	[signatures] Richard Patrick Russ Richard Patrick O’Brian (Legal Seal)



Although the paperwork would take another month, for all practical purposes the deed was done. What the name change signified was this: Farewell, Richard Patrick Russ. You bore your pain. You made your mistakes. You served your country. Now, thank God, the madness is over.

With a stroke of the pen, he had dumped some of the baggage that weighed him down. He could now go where he wanted, do what he wanted, and make a fresh start in life with his new wife.

However, to one so sensitive to the power of words, the act of changing his name could not have been taken lightly. Symbolically, he was annihilating his past, and there was a taste of death in it. He was burying the child-writer prodigy he had been along with his problems. Or was he?



Part I GREEN

4th NOVEMBER 1893

CHRISTIAN CHARLES GOTTFRIED RUSS, my dear Husband and our good Father, died at 27 Clifton Hill, St John’s Wood, N.W. on Saturday Nov. 4th at 4:35 p.m.

He was born at Brandis, near Leipzig—on the 10th of February 1842. The fourth child and the second son of Christian Karl Gottfried Russ, citizen, houseowner, furrier and cap manufacturer at Brandis and of his wife Fredericka Wilhelmina geb. Rüdiger; baptized on the 13th of the same month and the following were his godfathers and godmothers:—

Gustav Arudt, tanner in Brandis.

Eleanor Rost, wife of Karl Rost shoemaker in Brandis.

Friedrich Hansmann junr., ropemaker in Brandis. The above details have been taken from the register of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Brandis, 16 vol. 1842 according to birth and baptismal certificate[s] sent by M.A. Müller, Pastor, and countersigned and certified by Mr. Döbler, Mayor of Brandis with the official stamp of the Council attached.

He was married January 25th 1872 to Emily Callaway at Albany Street, Regent’s Park by Rev. Burrows. She was born in London December 29th 1849. There was issue of this marriage 13 children, four daughters and nine sons; of whom twelve were alive at the day of his death.

—from the ledger of Emily Callaway Russ, grandmother of Patrick O’Brian



I

A Top Hat, a Clean Collar, and Clean Boots

1850–1900

THY WIFE SHALL BE as the fruitful vine: upon the walls of thine house. Thy children like the olive-branches; round about thy table.

—Psalm 128

It was once the custom in Germany that a young craftsman who had apprenticed for four years, usually with his father, took to the road to work for and learn from other masters at his craft. He was then a journeyman, and he carried a “wandering book,” which the masters inscribed with testimonials and the dates of his service. Before moving on to a new master to serve and learn in another town, the journeyman also acquired the signatures of the burgomaster and police chief and recorded the travel time to his next destination to prove his diligence. After several years on the road, the successful craftsman returned home or to another town where his services were needed and became a master in his own right.

Carl Russ’s good friend Carl Müller, a ropemaker seven years his senior, did just that, wandering from the town of Taucha, six miles northeast of Leipzig, in Saxony, all the way down to Bavaria and back. In 1858, at the age of sixteen, Carl, Patrick O’Brian’s future grandfather and the second son of a furrier in Taucha, a town of two thousand people, set his sights a bit higher. He had already worked in Leipzig, one of the fur centers of Europe. He now traveled to Paris, and after honing his skills there, he and an older cousin caught a ship bound for Edinburgh in 1862. Carl’s father had perhaps urged his son to go abroad, for he had fallen deeply in debt and would soon have to auction off his property.

As family lore has it, after the two cousins disembarked, they were walking along and saw a sixpence lying on the ground. They picked it up. A little farther along, they found a half crown, which they also collected. “There’s money in this city,” the cousin said to Carl. “I’m staying. You go down to London.” Russ dutifully headed south.

In London, the fur capital of the world, he found a burgeoning industry ripe for an ambitious young man. Pelts of every imaginable sort arrived there from around the globe: those of fur seals encrusted in salt, wrote an industry observer, were “moist, dirty, brown and most repulsive objects”; of beaver, “flat and hard as a board”; and of mink and ermine, “frequently inside out; exhibiting a singularly unpleasing appearance.” Sold at auctions in Mincing Lane, they were then transformed by the furrier.

By 1869, Russ had settled in Clerkenwell, a workingman’s district just northwest of the City, where he Anglicized his given name to Charles (although, for the purposes of this story, I will continue to call him Carl to differentiate him from his oldest son). Once a breezy hillside known for its spas, Clerkenwell had absorbed wave after wave of immigrants after the Napoleonic wars, creating a quagmire of sweatshops and noisome alleys.

The process of converting a “skin” into a “fur” took hours of tedious, often noxious, labor: blubbering, washing, unhairing, leathering, dying, fluffing, and combing, among other things. Only then was the skin called a fur, ready to be matched, styled, and assembled as a garment. A creative and enterprising sort, Russ fared well at his trade, which he knew thoroughly, from the dullest tasks of transforming the foul hide to the most artful: designing a voluptuous garment to sit on the shoulders of a rich woman. At twenty-six, he established his own business, leasing a residence and shop on Northampton Square for ten years at £50 per year.

Russ would do well both in business and family-making. After pledging his loyalty and fidelity to Queen Victoria and to the United Kingdom, he married Emily Callaway, the twenty-two-year-old daughter of a manager of one of London’s old-line furriers. By 1876, Emily, a raven-haired beauty with sparkling black eyes, a deep voice, and a curvaceous figure, had given birth to four of the couple’s thirteen children: three daughters and a son, Charles, Patrick O’Brian’s future father.

Russ set up a shop on New Bond Street, in London’s fashionable shopping district, and he quickly made a name for himself as one of the most innovative furriers of his day. By improving dressing and dying techniques, he popularized alternatives to expensive Russian sable. His work won a gold medal at the Paris Exhibition in 1878, and his furs caught the eye of Queen Victoria. But, as his advertisement indicates, he was not too proud to appeal to all women:


	[Carl] Russ, court furrier, invites inspection of his Large Assortment of all articles of Fashion in Furs, Embracing all the newest designs in Jackets and Paletots, lined and trimmed fur. Sortie de ball, etc, etc. Specialties. Genuineness of quality and excellence of workmanship at manufacturer’s prices. 70 New Bond Street.



“Never have sealskin jackets been so well and so elegantly shaped, and for the first time they fit the figure accurately,” the Queen, a women’s newspaper, wrote about his furs in 1888. And if sealskin was too expensive, one could try his musquash (muskrat), which resembled seal quite nicely.

Russ was not just good at his trade; unlike his father, he was a shrewd businessman as well. He owned several London properties and shares in four merchant ships: John Redhead, Carl Rahtkens, Fernbrook, and Baron Clyde. He grew rich and moved the family to St. John’s Wood, an upper-middle-class neighborhood, where nurses watched children playing in gardens and men in bowler hats commuted into the City on horse-drawn omnibuses. Russ’s grand home, Clifton Villa, filled with mahogany and walnut furniture and brass beds, was a monument to success. Thirty-one gilt-framed oil paintings and four watercolors decorated the dining room, which was furnished with a table for twelve, a couch and chairs, a massive mahogany sideboard, and both a Story and Clark organ from the United States and a pianoforte. After dinner, Russ and his male guests retired to the garden and smoked pipes or Egyptian cigarettes of the finest tobacco.

Clifton Villa teemed with children. Nonetheless, Emily, with her piercing eyes and lively manner, always looked the part of an elegant woman from a fine family. She wore gold spectacles, a sable cape, and diamond jewelry. She was unflappable, with a firm but pleasant manner that made the servants prompt and demure.

Carl was a stout, taciturn man, commanding, sometimes stern, but not unkind. His broad face was defined by an imposing beard, close-cropped on his square chin but hanging Poseidonlike from his cheeks. A dense mustache bridged his sidebeards. Naturally, to a man in his field, dress was important. At age sixteen, Fritz Müller, the third son of Russ’s boyhood friend Carl Müller, came to stay with the Russes in London, and Carl often admonished the boy, “Never forget, a top hat, a clean collar and clean boots make a gentleman.” But Russ had few words for his children, though he was good at providing for them. With Teutonic precision, he saw to it that they were all baptized at St. George’s Church in Hanover Square and given accounts at Westminster Bank. The family went to church twice on Sundays, and grace was said before each meal.

This industrious and happy life was tragically interrupted shortly after Emily delivered Walter, her twelfth and next-to-last child, on July 13, 1886. Five months later—on the evening of December 13—a cinder sparked from the fireplace and caught fire to the linen in his crib. Walter burned to death.

Soon thereafter the eight surviving boys were dispatched to Shebbear College, a long-established boarding school in North Devon. Charles, at age eleven, and his younger brothers Emil, Percy, and Sidney (who was just eight years old) left home in 1888. Ernest, Albert, Frederick, and William soon completed the Russ contingent at Shebbear, a school founded by a Low Church group and later affiliated with the Methodist Church. The brothers often remained at school even during holidays.

Boarding school was primarily a privilege of the rich, but conditions at Shebbear did not betray that fact. The boys took to eating their peach pits to stave off hunger, a habit that little Sidney would maintain the rest of his life. When at home, the brothers proved that they had absorbed their Latin lessons, calling their mother “Mater.” But they were not coddled at home either. “Pater” would not tolerate idleness or airs in his boys, who were put to work during holidays learning the furrier trade.

In 1891, the Russes’ oldest daughter, Emily, married Otto Müller, Carl Müller’s second but more enterprising son. Russ, perhaps feeling the stress of his intense career, retired the following year, and it was soon thereafter, during a trip to the Continent with Emily and Charles, that the first signs of his ill health appeared. On November 2, 1893, while Emily was in Germany helping with the birth of her second grandchild, Carl suffered a stroke. He had just finished celebrating his son Emil’s sixteenth birthday. Two days later, at the age of fifty-one, Carl died with his son Charles and Fritz Müller by his side.

Emily received a telegram informing her of her husband’s death. Charles, who at seventeen became the male head of the family, met her at Victoria station. “What terrible news,” she said, with remarkable composure. They took a cab home and ate supper. Then Emily went to the mortuary to see her husband’s body, remained there for an hour grieving, and returned to her home as unruffled as when she had arrived from Germany.

Despite Emily’s apparent stoicism, the loss of the almighty Russ patriarch shook the family profoundly. Patrick O’Brian’s grandfather was said to have been a spiky, brilliant, driven man, intensely private. He had been proud and showy in his newfound wealth but had never forgotten where he came from. These traits would travel farther in his descendants than the small fortune he had amassed. Russ’s children inherited a fair amount of money, and his sons were gratefully freed of the expectation of becoming furriers. But they also found themselves without their father’s discipline and practical guidance, which would prove financially disastrous for Charles, whom Mater particularly indulged. At one point, for example, Charles was enthralled with photography and owned twenty-three cameras. Charles’s extravagant ways and poor business sense would eventually color the lives of his children, particularly the younger ones, like Patrick.

One last sad event needs to be recounted before moving on to the next century and the next generation. Mater had already suffered the strange death of her youngest son. In June 1898, she lost her second daughter, Paulina, under distressing circumstances that would become a haunting fixture in the family lore.

At twenty-four, Lena, as she was called, was purportedly suffering from long-standing acute indigestion, which had led to low spirits. Her doctor recommended sea air, so she and Mater went to a boardinghouse in Cliftonville, on the coast of Kent. Soon Lena seemed to perk up, and Mater relaxed her vigilant watch over her daughter. One rainy, blustery morning, Lena slipped out of the boardinghouse to mail a letter, or so Mater later rationalized when she discovered the girl was gone. In fact, Lena had wandered out to the edge of the forty-foot cliff at Foreness Point, where she sat wild-eyed in the pouring rain.

Upon seeing Lena, a startled walker cautioned her: “It is a silly thing to sit so near the edge of the cliff, especially on such a day as this is; the cliff has been falling away lately and the cliff might go down and you might go with it.” Lena made a show of moving back. The man continued on the path down and around the cliff. But when he was below, Lena called out to him, “Please pick up my umbrella!”

The man found the umbrella lying on the rocky beach beneath the bluff and began to climb back up the path with it. But, at a bend, he looked up and saw a ghastly sight: Lena was teetering on the brink of the cliff, her arms raised in front of her, as if she were being beckoned into the precipice. As he raced up the path, he heard a dreadful scream. At another bend, he caught a glimpse of the girl. She was lying on the ground and slowly pushing herself over the ledge.

The man, Mr. Stephen Brown Balcome, a vacationing stockbroker from West Kensington, continued his frustratingly slow ascent. Jogging around a corner, he lost sight of Lena. When he finally arrived at the top, only the wind and rain greeted him. Lena had fallen to the beach below. Panicked, Balcome ran to a nearby restaurant for help. But when they reached Lena, she was barely alive. She died on the way to the hospital.

Charles, then a medical student, rushed to Cliftonville. At the inquest, Mater testified that Lena was happily engaged and that there had been nothing wrong other than the misery of her physical ailment. “The day prior … [Lena] had been for a long walk by herself and brought home a lot of wild flowers,” she recounted. “I think she was getting wild flowers and it being such a wet morning she must have slipped over the cliff.” But Balcome told the jury he thought the fall was intentional. Charles countered with pointed questions for Balcome: “To what incident in particular do you attribute your belief that she voluntarily went over the cliff? You did not exactly witness the fall of the body to the sands? Do you think it possible she might have become giddy?”

According to the newspaper, the jury ruled that Lena had “committed suicide whilst temporarily insane.” Over the years, family lore would go one better. The story passed down that Lena had been madly in love with a Catholic priest, but she could not persuade him to renounce his priesthood for her.

No matter the reason, Mater was devastated to lose “such a dear girl.” Once again, Charles escorted his mother home after a family tragedy.
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Walden

1914–1922

I AM STRUCK BY THE fact that the more slowly trees grow at first, the sounder they are at the core, and I think that the same is true of human beings. We do not wish to see children precocious, making great strides in their early years like sprouts, producing a soft and perishable timber, but better if they expand slowly at first, as if contending with difficulties, and so are solidified and perfected. Such trees continue to expand with nearly equal rapidity to an extreme old age.

—Henry David Thoreau, journal, November 5, 1860

That the strength of his understanding, the accuracy of his discernment, and ardour of his curiosity, might have been remarked from his infancy, by a diligent observer, there is no reason to doubt. For, there is no instance of any man, whose history has been minutely related, that did not in every part of life discover the same proportion of intellectual vigour.

—Samuel Johnson, “The Life of Sydenham,” 1742

When Britain entered the Great War in August 1914, Emily Russ’s two youngest sons, Frederick and William, both decided to serve their country. Frederick, who was still living at home, volunteered for the army. He would fight in the trenches in Belgium. After his second bout of pneumonia, however, the army refused to send him back to the front, so he became a balloonist in the Royal Flying Corps. William, the baby of the family, joined an artillery unit and was stationed outside London, not far from the home of his brother Charles, a medical doctor who commuted into London, and Charles’s wife, Jessie, and their seven children. Whenever Willy rode over for a visit, his nephews, eleven-year-old Godfrey, Victor, nine, and Michael, five, raced out to greet him and to lead his horse to the backyard, where it grazed on the Russes’ ample lawn.

The house the Russes called Walden lay in a wooded area in rural Buckinghamshire County, halfway between the towns of Chalfont St. Peter and Gerrards Cross. As the house’s name would indicate, it was an idyllic place to raise a family. Charles’s brother Sidney, also a London medical doctor and scientist, and two servants lived in the big house as well.

Though a quiet man, Uncle Sidney, whom the children called “Beany,” was much loved, especially when he arrived home in the evening with pockets full of candy. He usually placed the candy on a tray and held it over the children’s heads so that they had to jump up and knock it off, resulting in a mad scramble to see who could retrieve the most. Any sweet the youngest obtained in the melee was a gift from a protector or held in reserve by Beany, who, being a seventh child, understood the plight of the underdog.

By no means did the tranquillity of Thoreau’s Walden apply. In the long, bellicose winter of 1914, the house was close with children, and Jessie was again about to give birth. On December 12, in the big bedroom at the back of the house, she clutched her youngest’s hand as a roaring bird flew overhead. Through the window, the boy, Bernard, or “Bun,” as everyone called him, gawked with fascination. It was the first time he had seen an airplane. Shortly thereafter, Bun was tugged away from his mother and ushered from the room. Though not yet three years old, he sensed a momentous change.

Later that day, Jessie gave birth to a boy, her fifth. At last, Bun was allowed back into the room. He was shown his mother’s mysterious new parcel. The miracle being not nearly so wondrous as an airplane, he soon lost interest and was relegated to the floor. Deposed as the baby of the family, he crawled about forlornly on the large sheets of brown paper spread there, perplexed at just why such a small thing had required so much wrapping.

At least that’s how Bernard Russ recounted the story of Patrick’s birth some three-quarters of a century later in Lady Day Prodigal, his autobiography privately published for the family. Whether he could have experienced such consciousness at the age of two is debatable, as are a number of his other colorful recollections. What is certain is that Bun, later known as Barney, could spin a good yarn. Perhaps it was in his blood.

Actually, Patrick was not yet named, and the Russes were in no hurry to do so. In February 1915, when his birth was registered, he remained nameless. Finally, in a special certificate of naming, he was dubbed Richard Patrick. “Pat,” as they would call him, was not a healthy youth. He suffered from what was sometimes identified as bronchitis and sometimes as asthma or, as his brother Barney put it, “a weak chest.” According to a letter written much later by his brother, Pat would at some point in his younger years, like his mother, suffer from tuberculosis. But Pat proved to be a remarkably resilient fellow, and Walden was an appropriate birthplace for this extraordinary little boy, whose love of nature, literature, and writing arrived early, whose love of solitude would endure, and whose obsession for privacy would infuse his eventual literary tour de force, the Aubrey-Maturin novels.

As with Thoreau’s slow-growing tree, life’s difficulties would only make Pat sounder at the core, though they certainly would leave their share of knots in the trunk and odd bends to the branches.

Patrick’s father, Charles Russ, was a giant of a man, nearly six feet, five inches tall, but thin, boyish-looking, with wavy blond hair. He was exceedingly handsome, and he had a powerful mind to match his looks. He approached an intellectual or mechanical challenge with enthusiasm and a high degree of creativity. When he was not preoccupied with work, he was often tinkering with whatever automobile was in the driveway. These were his passions.

Carl Russ had intended for his sons to be furriers. But his absence and the fortune he left behind, an estate worth more than £40,000 (£2 million in today’s numbers), allowed them to choose their own paths. Charles and Sidney both decided on medical school. Whereas Sidney was steady, dependable, intensely private, and deliberate in his personality and career, Charles was prone to enthusiasms (his twenty-three cameras gave way to the cars), assertive, and something of a malcontent. Children, residences, and creative energy would flow willy-nilly.

In 1902, when he had married his sweetheart, Jessie Naylor Goddard, at St. Luke’s Church in Hampstead, he was studying medicine at London’s St. Mary’s Hospital, where Augustus Waller had discovered the electrical reaction of the human heart and Almroth Wright introduced immunization against typhoid fever. It was in this spirit of experimentation and discovery that Russ collected his medical diplomas in 1903 and prepared to make his mark on the world.

Nine months and a week after they had married, Jessie, a fetching brunette with full lips and thick chestnut eyebrows, the daughter of a town legal clerk, gave birth to a son, Charles Godfrey, at the couple’s home in West Hampstead. A towhead, young Godfrey barely had time to break in his lace knickers before Victor arrived on the scene in 1905. Olive followed in 1906, Michael in 1909, and, in 1910, twins Connie and Nora. During this time the Russes lived at almost as many addresses as they had children.

Charles, a bacteriologist, worked as one of two qualified assistants in Dr. G. L. Eastes’s laboratory of pathology and public health on Queen Anne Street. But after hours, he explored his own ideas, conducting groundbreaking research in electrolysis. In 1910, he demonstrated to members of the Royal Society of Medicine and later to the British Medical Association that an electrical current could kill bacteria suspended in a liquid. The following year he spoke at the International Hygiene Exhibition in Dresden.

The Royal Society encouraged Charles’s promising work with a £100 grant, and interested doctors provided him with cases. Charles eagerly applied his techniques to varicose ulcers, cholecystitis, and gonorrhea. As he worked, he improved means and methods. He was inspired. In March 1912, the same month that Jessie gave birth to Bernard, their seventh child, Charles presented a paper on an improved method of estimating the blood’s ability to consume bacteria. While conducting his tests, he invented a felt-lined portable radiator for blood cultivations. In August, he published his observations of syphilitic sera.

Perhaps all of this activity left the independent-minded scientist too little time for his assistant duties, for Dr. Eastes eventually fired him. Charles then set up his own lab less than a mile away, on Beaumont Street, igniting a bitter dispute. Claiming Russ had violated a noncompete clause in his contract, Eastes sued his former assistant. The Chancery court sided with Charles, deeming the contract, which he had never actually signed, flawed. Eastes appealed. At the close of 1913, he was rebuffed again. Charles was vindicated, but the case had attracted some unwanted attention in the medical world, and the unpleasant business had cost him a mentor. Now he had to create a practice of his own, and he would prove none too good at it.

While Charles was living the life of a maverick, his quiet younger brother Sidney had taken a more conventional route to unexpected prominence. At the University of Manchester, where he taught physics, he assisted 1908 Nobel laureate Ernest Rutherford, who identified the alpha particle of a helium nucleus that year. In 1910, Sidney moved back to London to become a fellow of the Cancer Research Laboratories of Middlesex College, and in 1913, he became physicist to Middlesex Hospital, evidently the first physicist ever appointed to a hospital staff.

Charles, meanwhile, affiliated himself with St. Peter’s Hospital in Covent Garden. His cholecystitis and gonorrhea treatments, despite their apparent potential in curing the diseases, had a serious drawback. They were frightful in their application. In the first, the patient wore a belt of metallic gauze surrounded by layers of lint, and in the second, a lint-covered metal pad was applied to his scrotum. A rubber catheter was inserted up his urethra to his bladder. One end of a platinum wire ran up the catheter, and the other attached to a battery. Another wire connected the battery to the belt or pad, making a complete circuit. The electrical current ran for up to ninety minutes (see illustration, page 4 of insert). After the setup, the procedure was painless, Charles assured his colleagues: “The patients are unaware of the current’s flow and recline at their ease, being occupied in reading, and often also enjoy a smoke.”

Off to London early in the morning and home late in the day, the doctors Russ played a secondary role in the life of Walden. The household was essentially run by Jessie and a nanny named Nellie Blencowe, whose Hertfordshire dialect sometimes made her difficult for the Russ children to understand, or so they claimed when it suited their designs.

The heavy decor of Walden recalled the splendor of Clifton Villa, Charles’s childhood home, but the focus here, as the name suggests, was on the out-of-doors. In front of the brick house, a horseshoe-shaped driveway with large gates opened onto Packhorse Road, where motorcars were occasionally seen and heard. A half acre of land, mostly in back of the house, provided space for Patrick to toddle and the other children to roam. There was much of interest: an orchard of fruit trees, a large vegetable garden, and, the Russes having a fondness for nicknames, a garage called “Toodles,” a teahouse called “Beadle,” and a garden shed called “Boodle.”

On a summer day, with the perimeter Lombardy poplars rustling softly in the breeze, Jessie could be found tending to her garden or sitting behind an easel painting watercolors of her flowers. Here she found a degree of serenity, something that had not come easily in her life. After her parents, Ernest and Mary Goddard, died when she was thirteen, she was sent to a Roman Catholic orphanage and became separated from her remaining sister, Mabel, and two brothers, Cecil and Morse.

But the quiet moments at Walden were rare. The eight children presented their challenges in as many different ways. Some of them, such as little Pat, who suffered from respiratory difficulties, required extra care. One of the twins, Connie, was afflicted with a rare form of muscular distrophy called Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease, which caused her feet to turn in. Sometimes she had to be pushed about in Pat’s pram.

Jessie doted on her children. She sometimes dressed her little boys in velvet jackets and lace collars, which made Bun, with his extravagant, golden curls, look like Little Lord Fauntleroy. He endured much teasing by his older brothers before Charles finally demanded that the curls be cut off. Jessie cried as the barber did his work in the nursery, but it was probably a relief for Bun. Likewise, little sympathy was reserved for the sickly young Pat, who, although not of Bun’s galling beauty, was the sort to attract a mother’s sympathy. A meek little fellow with straight brown hair, he resembled his Uncle Sidney. He had a round, impish face, a thin mouth, and protruding ears. He wore a thoughtful, open expression, which betrayed no signs of mischief, in marked contrast to his older other brothers.

In the evenings, Nellie served the children bread and meat drippings or bread and butter and jam for high tea. “Eat it up and be good, or I’ll smack you else,” she would say, in her thick dialect.

To which Olive, the eldest daughter, would mischievously reply, “I’m not Else, I’m Olive!”

The children were permitted special treats, like doughnuts or sticky buns, at weekend high teas. On one occasion, Olive was asked to set the tea table. Left on her own to perform the task, she secretly nibbled each of the buns and arranged them to conceal her transgression. Her hungry siblings gobbled down their treats without noticing. However, the trick did not fool Jessie, who notified Olive that since she had already eaten her bun, she needn’t have another.

The boys had their own way to needle Olive, whose middle name was Isobel. “Hello, Is-a-bell on a bicycle?” they greeted her, never failing to get her goat.

At last Nellie moved on, though she would keep in touch with some of the children for many decades. Another nanny, Mrs. Mason, signed on and became a close friend to Jessie. The children regarded her as yet another aunt and called her Aunty Mason. But Godfrey soon pegged her as “Hanty Mason,” and the name stuck.

Despite Charles’s strict Presbyterian upbringing and Methodist schooling, Jessie’s stay with the nuns, and their marriage in the Church of England (or perhaps because of this hodgepodge), there appears to have been no time or energy for religion at the Russ household. None of the children seem to have been baptized. The Russes liked to entertain, however, and holidays, especially Christmas, produced more aunts and uncles and cousins, of which there was no shortage, however dispersed they might be. Of Charles’s siblings, Edith had married a bank clerk in 1897 and Bertha a Quaker stationer in 1905. Albert worked as a draper and Frederick, following the war, as a civil servant in Her Majesty’s Office of Works. Two would become favorite uncles of Charles and Jessie’s children: rugged, raw-boned William, who became a geologist and explored Nigeria, and the gregarious Emil, who was said to have had a talent for writing when younger. In 1905, he had moved to India and, as William recorded, became “court tailor … and friend of Maharajah X.”

Emily and Otto Müller, who had gone bankrupt in Germany, were raising their twelve children in Canada. Other siblings not in attendance at Walden were Percy, a photographer who lived in Hawkes Bay, New Zealand, and Ernest, a soldier who had joined the military at age sixteen and during the Boer War had changed his surname from Russ to Russell to hide the German link. As his nephew Barney later put it, perhaps overstating the case a bit, for this betrayal he was “summarily dismissed with disgust from the family annals.”

No matter who came to the Christmas celebration, the Russes threw a lavish feast in their dark-paneled dining room, which glistened with polished silver. Each year, Jessie saved her silver threepenny pieces, and before Christmas she emptied her jar and bought presents to put under the tree. At one Walden Christmas, possibly Pat’s first, the younger children came down with chicken pox and then measles. Dressed in their nightgowns, they watched jealously from the second-floor balustrade. Godfrey and Victor, who had escaped both afflictions, taunted them from below.

In warm weather, driving became one of the family’s favorite activities. Charles traded in his motorcycle and sidecar, in which he and Jessie had often escaped into the countryside with a picnic basket, for a Globe. The car, which sported large carriage lamps on either side of the windshield, was always in a state of high polish, though its engine performance was not. Frequent breakdowns sent Charles—often in a formal suit and starched wing collar—under the car, while Jessie watched the children play.

One trip took them to Dashwood Hill, where they stopped to watch other cars attempt the steep climb. The failures were pronounced “crocks” by the children in a hail of laughter. “The fact that our car was itself a crock,” Barney later recalled, “did not seem to bother our parents at all, and everyone thoroughly enjoyed the fun.”

The worst car that Charles bought was a three-wheeler Morgan, a bad idea for a large man with a small wife: while rounding curves, it tipped over to his side. The best was a Wolseley, which, remarkably, could accommodate the whole family.

Patrick would have only the vaguest of memories of this early period of his life. Perhaps what is more important than what he remembered is what he later knew he had missed. For soon this would all be gone, and in the family memory it became almost a mythical time when everything was right with the world. A time when no matter what the trouble was, there was a loving mother there to fix it.

In 1916, Charles Russ, now in charge of the electro-therapeutic department of the Male Lock Hospital (“lock” signifying a hospital for venereal disease) and affiliated with a similar department of Middlesex Hospital, published A New Treatment of Gonorrhoea, which argued for his method of treating the disease. Although the Lancet, an influential medical journal, remained skeptical based on the lack of general trials, it ran a lengthy article by the doctor detailing four successful cases from the book. He also addressed an unpleasant side effect: “a spasmodic contraction upon the inserted catheter during the flow of the current.” Sometimes, he confessed, the urethra clamped onto the catheter and would not let go. He recommended reversing the current for several minutes—but by no means using force.

Charles’s treatment might have cured some patients, but his methods were neither proven nor practical. As venereal disease spread among troops stationed abroad—by 1918, as many as 300,000 were being treated (in a day when everyone did their utmost to ignore the problem)—concern for the potential mass infection of Britain’s women approached hysteria. Doctors and health officials rang the alarm louder and louder. In 1917, politicians passed legislation to provide treatment at free clinics, using equally dubious but more popular methods. Charles’s supply of patients dried up. Professionally and financially, his ruination had begun.

Before the end of the war, lovely Walden had been left behind. The Russes had moved to 10 College Road, Harrow, an address nearer to Mater’s house and closer to Charles’s work. Sidney no longer lived with them. He married a nurse named Mary Priestley and soon had three children of his own, but Mary disliked her husband’s ties to Germany and did her best to sever connections with his family. Some unsatisfactory financial dealings with Charles might also have clouded the brothers’ relationship, an early indication that Charles was already feeling the financial strain that would dog him the rest of his life. Sadly, Charles’s and Sidney’s children would never know each other.

On July 10, 1917, Charles and Jessie had yet another child—their ninth in fourteen years—a girl they named Sylvia Joan. But this birth was accompanied by complications. In August, Jessie underwent surgery for abdominal problems. She had a tumorlike growth caused by tuberculosis of her intestines. She could have contracted tuberculosis as a child when her father died of the disease, which under some circumstances can remain dormant in the body in the form of a granuloma. She never fully recovered.

One day in late March 1918, Hanty Mason gathered the children, and one by one they were taken in to see their mother. Behind the bed stood Charles, Sidney, and the physician attending Jessie, who was propped up in bed. Putting on a brave face and summoning her last ounces of strength, Jessie said good-bye to her children. Three-year-old Pat was lifted up to her, and she hugged and kissed him one last time. On the evening of March 30, with her husband by her side, Jessie, just forty years old, died of tuberculosis.

That night, Hanty Mason came to the bedside of each of the children. Weeping, she hugged them and told them that their other mother had left the world for a better place.

The, three youngest children, Bun, Pat, and Joan, did not attend the funeral. They were left to play in the nursery. Bun, who was now six, wandered through the halls and into his mother’s empty bedroom. Pale blue candles flickered at each corner of the wire bed frame, now stripped of its bedding. The terrifying sight of emptiness where his mother had lain so recently would haunt the boy for the rest of his life. None of the children escaped without a deep, permanent sorrow from the death of their mother. Jessie had been the soul of the family.

The impact on young Pat was clearly immense, and the loss of his mother would be an animus for his fiction. His first book, which he wrote when he was just fourteen, was about an orphaned wild beast. Subsequent stories and novels were peopled by orphans and abandoned children. His great characters Aubrey and Maturin would be virtually parentless, Aubrey having lost his mother at a young age and then suffering the offenses of a troublemaking father and Maturin being an Irish-Catalan bastard, whose childhood remains obscure.

Patrick’s first wife would be an orphan, too.

Charles Russ was devastated by the death of his wife. What he badly needed was a reserve of strength and grace. He had nine suffering children crying out for warmth and tenderness and time, but he was not up to providing these essentials. The Russ household was in shambles. Aunts and nannies tried to tame it but found the effort overwhelming. The infant, Joan, was sent to live with Aunt Bertha and Uncle Frank Welch, a Quaker, at their home in Pinner, a section in the far northwest of London. The three older boys—Godfrey, now fifteen, Victor, thirteen, and Mike, nine—attended day school at the John Lyon School for Boys. They had bicycles on which they came and went as they pleased. The rest were left largely on their own.

Charles could not bear to live in the house where Jessie had died, so he uprooted the family once again, moving to a rowhouse at 276 Willesden Lane, in Willesden Green, also a section of northwest London. Although he was desperately trying to evade the painful memories of his wife, he could not bring himself to abandon her beloved plants and flowers. So he instructed Victor to dig up as much of the garden as he could. On his bike, Victor pedaled the plants to their new home and planted them in the small garden in back.

One day, while he was working outside, a remarkable thing happened. He met a man dressed in naval uniform, who was walking about in the next yard. When Victor told the man his name, the man told him that he had a sister named Jessie, who had married a Dr. Russ. It turned out that the sailor next door was their uncle Morse Goddard, Jessie’s younger brother, who had gone to sea as a boy after their parents had died. He was now a worldly first mate in the Canadian Pacific Fleet, awaiting the completion of the fleet’s new flagship, Empress of Canada, which was being built in Glasgow. He had friends and acquaintances around the globe, but he had not seen his siblings for many years.

This fateful convergence had a calming effect on the Russ gang. Though the procession of nannies and temporary arrangements with aunts and uncles continued, now there was family—Uncle Morse, Aunt Grace, and cousin Molly—next door.

If ever there was a perfect inspiration for a young boy’s love of tales and the mystery of the sea, Uncle Morse was it. He fascinated the boys. He called the study his cabin, and there, in front of the fire, he told stories about his adventures. Starting out as a cabin boy at the age of twelve and earning a shilling a month, he had come home second in command. He sailed around Cape Horn in a steel-hulled windjammer, learning to insulate his feet from the frigid winds before a trick at the wheel by filling his boots with seawater. Stories of pirates in the China Sea, of storms, and of life on board Canadian steamers, such as the Empress of Russia, on which he had served as second mate, carried the boys away from their present sorrow, if only briefly, and gave them dreams for the future. Patrick was about five years old, an age when reality and fantasy engage in a delightful dance and when one’s own mythology is seared into the mind.

Uncle Morse would be the source of another bizarre coincidence in Patrick’s life. Although none of the Russ children knew it, Uncle Morse was not actually married to Grace. When he finally did marry, in Canada in 1925, it was to Emma Frances Anson-Cartwright, the sole heir of the Anson estates, including that of Admiral George Anson, whose voyage to the Pacific and capture of a treasure-laden Spanish galleon in 1743 became legendary. Ironically, Patrick would later write about Anson’s voyage, unaware, apparently, of the family tie.

Grace’s marital status notwithstanding, she was a beloved “aunt” and a cool hand at soothing the inevitable domestic squabbles that erupted among the nine motherless children. She kept an eye on the schooling situation, urging Charles to send Bun to kindergarten. He was soon enrolled at the nearby Maria Gray Preparatory and Kindergarten, which Olive and the twins also attended. Still too young, Pat, it seems, was left to his own druthers.

Shortly after moving to Willesden, on October 3, 1918, Charles Russ and family received another blow. At the age of sixty-eight, Mater, the strong-willed and elegant matriarch, who had suffered from diabetes for five years, lapsed into a coma and died.

Mater represented the last vestiges of the rich Victorian Russ family. Although Charles clung to the assumption of wealth and comfort the rest of his life, he did not have it long. Patrick would hear of the family’s former lifestyle and have glimpses of it in heirlooms and the indulgences of his father but did not grow up with the blessings of wealth himself. The remainder of the family fortune was now distributed. To Sidney, Mater left Carl’s gold medal from the Paris Exhibition of 1878 and a diamond earring, which, she instructed, was to be made into a ring or scarf pin. She left her daughter Bertha a “diamond and pearl earring to be made into a brooch, my sapphire and diamond ring, my gold bracelet with diamond and my gold glasses, and also my case containing a toilet set in cut glass bottles with silver tops.” Charles received Carl’s diamond ring. And so on down the line went the jewelry, along with instructions for its use.

But what Charles desperately needed was money. His father had left half of his estate to his children, which meant that it was split twelve ways. The other half had gone to Emily, but now she chose to divide all her money—save the £50 that she left to Florence, her servant—between her two sisters, Alice Callaway and Eliza Cooper.

In the space of six months, Charles had been present at the deaths of both his wife and his mother. He was devastated. In the past, he had taken pleasure in setting up elaborate toy train systems, complete with trestles and several gauges of tracks, with his boys. Godfrey was the master engineer while Victor, a collector of lead soldiers, played commander of the troops, setting up army depots. Mike, Bun, and Pat served as assistants and enthusiastic spectators. But now Charles grew more aloof, more the master and disciplinarian.

To escape his painful reality, he redoubled his work efforts. He had previously turned his attention to research involving the eye, and, in 1918, he patented an eye-ray instrument set in motion by the human eye—“i.e., by vision,” as he described it. “The instrument is the practical embodiment … of experiments which I have made to ascertain whether there is a ray or radiation proceeding from the human eye,” he explained in his patent description, though he did not suggest practical applications for the instrument. Despite his optimism, it would not be a lucrative invention.

Charles continued to treat gonorrhea patients with electrolysis and carefully measure the results. In 1920, he published The Conquest of Venereal Diseases, and in 1922, Gonorrhoea Treated by Electrolysis: Results in 500 Cases, which presented evidence to support his work. But it was an uphill battle, and, with expenses mounting at home and his income unsteady, he was struggling financially.

Domestically, the children were in the care of a widow named Mrs. Newton, who had been a colonel in the precursor to the Women’s Army Corps and sometimes wore her war ribbons and medals on her large bosom. Her military experience proved handy in the present situation, and she was able to keep the troops mostly in line. Though not altogether approving of her methods, Charles, preoccupied with his work, was reluctant to interfere. So the children rebelled in all manner of bad behavior. Michael proved to be the most creative at tormenting Mrs. Newton when he decided to see how long it would take to fill up the umbrella stand with urine. Mrs. Newton soon caught wind of the caper and put an end to it.

Mrs. Newton eventually gave way to another widow, a Mrs. Ashmore, whose husband, the manager of a salt mine in South Africa, had been overly fond of the bottle. Her style was entirely different from Mrs. Newton’s and far more pleasing. She befriended the children, who liked her more than anyone since Hanty Mason. Mrs. Ashmore was appealing in other ways as well. After Uncle William returned from France in 1919, he took a fancy to her. But apparently she had set her sights on marrying her tall, handsome employer.

It was not to be. Mrs. Ashmore was succeeded by Scotch Annie, who was already part of the domestic staff, in charge of doing the shopping. But Scotch Annie did not like to leave the house, let alone go to the market, so she regularly bribed one of the children with a penny to run her errands. Scotch Annie did garden, though, as did the children, each of whom had his or her own plot at Willesden.

Naturally, they competed in every way imaginable, as siblings will do, to see who could produce the prettiest flowers or the largest vegetables and win the praise of their seniors. This competition among the impatient children often led, of course, to an excess of gardening enthusiasm, usually to the detriment of the poor plants, carrots being prematurely uprooted for inspection, new sprouts being greeted with overabundant libations, delicate flowers being pawed.

Nevertheless, their hands-on experience taught the budding young horticulturalists a thing or two about gardening. One costly lesson arrived in the form of a cage of bantam hens, which Charles had received in lieu of cash as payment for his medical services. The boys built a henhouse. But the cunning hens managed to escape en masse and wreaked havoc in the garden. They were soon dispatched.

So, too, were the older children. Godfrey had enrolled at Dean Close School, an evangelical Church of England school in Cheltenham, as early as 1915, and Victor the next year. In 1921, Michael and Bun, who, like his Uncle Sidney, was just eight years old when he left home, matriculated at Shebbear College, the alma mater of the previous generation of Russ brothers. The boys quickly assumed their father’s and uncles’ collective nickname, “the spindoos,” for their long spindly legs and were hazed with boyish brutality, including floggings with knotted wet towels and burns from cigarettes.

Olive, Connie, and Nora attended Edgehill College, just fifteen miles from Shebbear, and so boarded the same train for Devon as Mike and Bun. Although the schools were not far by train from Willesden—the British rail system being probably the best in the world at the time—during holidays all five stayed in North Devon with three spinster sisters, Kittie, Ethie, and Trixie Hill, at London Lodge, a gatehouse of the grand eighteenth-century estate Clovely Court. Though it was not home, they were treated kindly by the Hills, who became substitute aunts.

Despite this breakup of the family and the distance from their father, the children adjusted. Yet they would remain bitter about spending holidays on their own, an understandable complaint since Charles seems to have made a conscious decision to keep them at arm’s length. Ultimately they fared better than Pat, who was too young and too sickly for boarding school, and thus remained at home in the now almost empty house, perhaps sometimes staying with aunts or uncles or friends of the family.

Although Joan had been sent away as an infant, she at least had the advantage of living in a stable household with her Aunt Bertha, Uncle Frank, and cousins Margaret and Christine. Even Uncle Morse shipped out in August 1921, on board the Empress of India, since the Empress of Canada was still not yet ready for sea. With Charles buried in his work at Beaumont Street or in his inventions (in November 1921, he applied for a patent for his improvements on airtight tins), this was a low point for the family.

But there was reason for optimism. The slimmed-down family, namely Pat, had a new governess, Zoe Center, the daughter of a Staffordshire vicar. She proved to be the tonic that the family so badly needed, in more ways than one. She was charming, beautiful, and comfortably situated if not wealthy. She apparently doted on Pat, and she certainly smote his father.

Like Charles, Zoe had suffered tremendously. In World War I, her husband, William Center, a surgeon, had served on board the battleship Russell in the heavily mined Dardanelles. So strategic were these waters that First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill had declared to the fleet commander, “The results to be gained [in the Dardanelles] are … great enough to justify the loss of ships and men if success cannot be obtained without it.” It could not be. Before dawn on April 27, 1916, HMS Russell struck two, mines, caught fire, and sank. Center died from burns and gas poisoning from flaming cordite.

Patrick’s eighth birthday was the most exciting of his young life. A week later he would have a new mother. It had been four years since Jessie’s death, four crucial years with a gaping void in his life. But now his father chose well, especially for Pat. Although he would always lament the loss of his mother, this new addition to the family would go far in righting his world, or at least in making it bearable. He would grow very fond of his stepmother, as would all the boys.

On December 20, 1922, at St. Paul’s Church in Knightsbridge, Charles Russ, now forty-five, married Zoe Center, a year younger. The two chose to honeymoon in Malta, where they went to pay their respects to the departed William Center at plot 43 in the Malta Naval Cemetery, across the Grand Harbour from Valletta. This act of sentimentality was something of an aberration for Charles, who was never able to open up emotionally to his children.

The trip says much for Zoe’s determination to preserve the memory of her first husband, something she would accomplish far beyond her imagination. For Patrick became her dear boy. What favorite son does not dream of fulfilling his mother’s most longed-for wish? Patrick’s finest fictional character, of course, would be a naval surgeon.
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The Pen Mightier than the Pain

1923–1930

WE HAD NOT BEEN A very close family, emotionally, perhaps because of my mother’s early death and the subsequent preponderance of housekeepers coupled with my father’s active mind but failing physical health, which necessitated cutting short some of our schooling.

—Barney Russ, Lady Day Prodigal, 1989

A truly good book is something as wildly natural and primitive, mysterious and marvelous, ambrosial and fertile, as a fungus or a lichen. Suppose the muskrat or beaver were to turn his views to literature, what fresh views of nature would be present! The fault of our books and other deeds is that they are too humane. I want something speaking in some measure to the condition of muskrats and skunk-cabbage as well as of men,—not merely to a pining and complaining coterie of philanthropists.

—Henry David Thoreau, journal, November 16, 1850

Patrick Russ’s stepmother was beautiful and unpretentiously stylish. Her perkiness contrasted markedly with Jessie’s wistful demeanor. In one early portrait, Zoe looks fetching in a dark feather boa over a simple white dress and a round-brimmed hat decorated with full roses. In the Russ household, her presence was a source of both joy and resentment, with emotions running more or less along gender lines.

To the boys, she was loyal, steadfast, and passionately kind. Barney, in a poem written upon Zoe’s death in 1964, remembered her as eternally optimistic that “goodness must prevail.” He also wrote that “Zoe certainly had the knack of making everyone feel better.” She was especially fond of Patrick, who was young and impressionable enough when she arrived to be essentially hers. She took him to see her sister, who gave the bright boy a copy of the Reverend J. G. Wood’s Natural History, a hefty mid-nineteenth-century tome filled with information on birds and beasts. The readable prose and vivid engravings of wildlife in their habitats fed his interest in the animal kingdom, an interest already sparked in part by his brother Michael’s enthusiasm for birds. Zoe might also have funded Patrick’s early education by sending him for a time to prep school (generally for ages six to thirteen in England) in Torbay, where he came to know the coast of Devon. “The Atlantic Fleet used to gather and King George would come down to review them,” Patrick later recollected for the London newspaper Independent. “The destroyers would tear along. Four funnels they had, with black smoke streaming from them.”

Patrick returned Zoe’s affection, and perhaps their bond created some jealousy among his siblings. Joan, who came back to the Russ household after Zoe and Charles married, later harbored an astonishing degree of animosity toward Zoe. Joan was something of a ragamuffin, so skinny that she was nicknamed “Bone,” and she was always going about with knickknacks stuffed in her pockets. She was perhaps not the sort of girl who would appeal to a fastidious and coquettish mother like Zoe. But Joan lived at home until she was twenty-two, when the war gave her a reason to move out and to establish her independence, and she seemed happy enough during those years. In a wartime letter to Barney, she spoke very affectionately of Charles and Zoe, expressing particular concern for their health. However, later, when she was no longer a dependent of her father and stepmother, she claimed Zoe had been cruel to her when she was a child, locking her in closets and leaving her unclean.

Nora and Connie shared Joan’s dislike for Zoe. They complained that she showered attention on the boys while ignoring the girls. They felt unwanted. Zoe was no doubt a target for the girls’ anger over their mother’s death. They naturally balked at the idea that Jessie could be replaced, and Zoe may have used heavy-handed tactics to affirm her position as the children’s mother, ultimately harming the fragile family.

Zoe’s insecurity in her new role was probably increased by Olive’s decision to live with her aunt and uncle, Bertha and Frank Welch, rather than with her father and new stepmother. Indeed, it appears that Zoe was hurt by this arrangement and may have colored young Joan’s memories of her time spent with the Welches. A subsequent letter from Barney to Joan reveals that Zoe suggested that she had saved Joan from an unhappy situation: “I well remember hearing of your being rescued by dear Stepmother from Auntie Bertha and Frank Welch, Margaret and Christine, where you [were] being kept in the servants’ quarters or at least were having your meals with the skivvies and I still feel indignant about it, because the rescue by our Stepmother was timely and effective.” This portrayal does not seem to be accurate, however. In fact, far from considering Joan an outsider, the Welches had offered to adopt her.

It was a confusing time for the family, which was beginning to disintegrate. Aloof and self-centered, Charles had little talent or will to unite his family. What little he did have he appears to have focused on the two oldest boys, Godfrey, who was mechanically minded and his particular favorite, and Victor, both of whom remained close to him throughout his life. The others repudiated their father in clear ways. Olive stayed with the Welches, never moving back home. Nora took the vows of a Catholic nun, and Joan married into the working class and adopted Catholicism, despite (or perhaps because of) Charles and Zoe’s disapproval. Among the boys, Mike would abandon the family name, and he and Barney would move to Australia to escape the dreary conditions at home. But none would fall farther from the tree than Patrick, who would not only change his surname but eventually concoct an entire new persona.

Despite the friction with the girls, Zoe for a time brought a degree of normalcy to the family. One can picture a brief happy interlude before financial and personality troubles beset the family and created more strife, disappointment, and hardship. Christmas of 1923, a year after Charles and Zoe’s wedding and two weeks after Pat’s ninth birthday, was a special occasion for the Russes. They spent the holiday, the first in which the family was all together in its new form, in the village of Kempsey, four miles south of Worcester in central England. They stayed at Melbury Lodge, a rambling Napoleonic wars-era house in the Regency Gothic style that belonged to Zoe.

One family story has it that when Zoe married Charles, she thought there were just three children. If so, she was soon disabused of the notion as the other six found their way to Melbury for Christmas. Godfrey and Victor, then ages twenty and eighteen respectively, rode their bikes all the way from London to Kempsey for the occasion. Mike, then fourteen, and Barney, eleven, caught the train up from Shebbear College, and their new stepmother, whom they had never met, picked them up at the station in Worcester. When they arrived at Melbury Lodge, six-year-old Joan opened the door to greet her brothers. Mike and Barney, who had been left in North Devon for the past several Christmas and summer holidays, had seen their little sister only once—very briefly at the Welches’ home in Pinner—since their mother died five years earlier.

Seventeen-year-old Olive and the thirteen-year-old twins, Connie and Nora, were all there. Between the excitement of the reunion and the anticipation of Christmas, the clamor in the great house must have been terrific.

With its thatch-roofed houses, ancient church, and distant views of the snow-covered Malvern Hills, Kempsey could not have been more idyllic. Together at last, the family, which had suffered so much, enjoyed the wintery weather and traditions of the season: Christmas carolers, the music of the village band, and mince pies from the local bakery. The six-bedroom Melbury Lodge, so named by the previous owner after his childhood home, Melbury Osmond in Dorset, was a delightful hodgepodge of quirky rooms and additions, including glassed-in summer house pavilions on either side of a glassed-in front terrace. Originally called Gothic Villa, the house had south-facing living rooms with pointed stained-glass windows. Each day the boys spent an hour hand-pumping well water up to the hundred-gallon tank on the roof, which also collected rainwater from the gutters. The hard well water, tasting slightly of limestone and salt, made an excellent cup of tea.

The ever-active doctor, perhaps as part of a continuous effort to limit his boys’ mischief making, decided that the stagnant pond at Melbury Lodge’s greenhouse needed draining. Instead of handing out the water bucket by bucket, Charles thought it an opportunity to demonstrate the interesting physics involved in siphoning. This, however, was a slow process, and as the boys were charged with returning every so often to carry off the full bucket and replace it with an empty one, they grew impatient. When their father was not around, they emptied the pond in the traditional manner, scooping the water up with buckets and unceremoniously dumping it on the ground. This greatly displeased Charles, who was not able to complete his lesson.

At some point, a toy bow and arrow surfaced, probably a Christmas present for Pat. His brothers promptly tied him up to one of the big trees on the property and launched arrows at him. This was a humiliating turn of events, but Barney later recalled that Pat proved his mettle by taking his punishment with no tears and without tattling. When at last it fell his turn, Pat had only one reasonable choice for sibling target practice, his sister Joan. As luck would have it, a well-aimed shot hit her near the eye, cutting her. Pat pleaded with his bleeding sister to tell their father that she had tripped and fallen down. She did. But Charles studied the evidence and knew better, and again poor Patrick suffered from this child’s play. His father gave him a sound thrashing.

The Russes stayed on in Kempsey briefly, presumably for its restorative qualities, namely the clean air and medicinal waters for which the area was famous. (Children with respiratory problems from heavily polluted Birmingham were sent to the area to convalesce.) Wheezy Patrick probably benefited from the climate. This might be where he, on bad days, was examined and dosed by medical men, as he later recalled, and lay in bed reading the Gentleman’s Magazine, for it was most likely here that he discovered in the basement a chest full of copies of the eighteenth-century publication once edited by Samuel Johnson and considered the first magazine in the modern sense of the word, offering a variety of articles and subjects. The magazine brought the manners and wit, the tales and news stories of Johnson’s era vividly to life for the curious boy.

On good days, though, Pat could roam around the grounds beneath the large sycamore, wellingtonia, black mulberry, and cedar trees spotting birds and other wildlife. An easy five minutes’ walk took him to the ferry crossing of the forty-foot-wide Severn River, where old barges known as trows were tied to the bank. There is no doubt that Melbury Lodge left an impression on him. He later borrowed the name for the “neat gentleman’s residence” that Jack Aubrey leases in the novel Post Captain.

After the all-too-brief hiatus at Kempsey, the coming year brought more disruption. Charles published another treatise, Drink Versus Prohibition and applied for another patent for “instruments set in motion by the human eye,” extending research that had already produced a patent in 1918. Although he hoped the eye study would pay off, his practice was failing. He abandoned his office at 25 Beaumont Street, his only consistent address over the previous decade, and set up at 63 Wimpole Street. To save money during school holidays, the boys cleaned the office and washed the glass vessels and the instruments that Charles used in his bacteriological practice. But within a year, he closed this office as well. In June 1924, Zoe sold Melbury Lodge, which became a rooming house. Charles borrowed money.

Despite their worsening financial straits, Charles, conditioned to having what he wanted in his youth, found it impossible to alter his lifestyle. He continued to dine out and attend the theater with Zoe, pleasures they could not afford. In May 1925, with liabilities of more than £4,000 and assets of only about £150, Charles was forced to declare bankruptcy. To make matters worse, he continued to work on his doomed treatment, publishing Gonorrhoea Treated by Electrolysis: Results in 1,000 Cases in 1930. His eye-related invention, to which he also dedicated much time and energy, was equally ill-fated. Although he would publish an article, “Magnetic Spectacles for Ptosis,” in the British Medical Journal in 1936, nothing ever came of it.

Charles toiled in a dark cloud of insolvency for more than a decade, and this had a profound impact on his family. Following the summer term in 1924, he had been forced to pull his older children out of boarding school. Pat would never attend Shebbear, and Joan would never attend Edgehill. Mike and Barney, who had been at Shebbear spring, summer, and fall since January 1921, left at the end of July. Mike and Olive were both distinguished students. He had passed the senior entrance exam for Cambridge with honors and an exemption in mathematics, while Olive, who excelled at art and biology, had passed the junior exam, qualifying her to take the senior exam the next year. Instead, she went to a London secretarial school.

Pat enrolled at Marylebone Grammar School, where Barney, who also attended Marylebone, gave him a hand with his English homework, something Barney would laugh about later in life given his brother’s mounting literary achievement. Jerome K. Jerome, the author of Three Men in a Boat and other humorous works, was an alumnus (or “old boy,” as the English say) of Marylebone. Barney and Pat heard him speak and became fans of his whimsical writing. They shared their enthusiasm with Joan, and the three found a bond in the pleasure of this playful reading.

Patrick, who later wrote that recurrent illness interfered with his education and made his adolescence introspective and frequently lonely, found refuge in books. At times he read almost incessantly, continuing the day’s reading at night in bed by flashlight. As can be seen in his early literary efforts, he was moved by Rudyard Kipling’s animal stories and his novel Kim, set in colonial India, as well as by Ernest Bramah’s Kai Lung stories. Zoe’s collection of books from the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries made its impact too. Patrick absorbed the Reverend Walter’s account of Admiral Anson’s celebrated, if costly, voyage to the South Pacific. More than half the crew perished, but the survivors got to parade the riches of a captured Spanish galleon through the streets of England. Like his Uncle Morse’s adventure tales, the chaplain’s account touched the boy’s imagination. The seed of the writer was taking root in him. During the next decade, he devoured the works of Tobias Smollett, Jonathan Swift, Samuel Richardson, Henry Fielding, Samuel Johnson, Edward Gibbon, and Richard Hakluyt.

In May 1926, the General Strike, organized by the Trades Union Congress in support of mineworkers, paralyzed England for nine days. Troops and teams of volunteers prevented the strike from creating even greater havoc. Godfrey Russ, who was training as an electrical engineer, drove shunting train locomotives. Michael, who worked in a surveyor’s office, substituted as a longshoreman and was chased by a mob of armed union men while moving meat from a refrigerated storage area.

Around this time, Charles moved what was left of the family to Lewes in Sussex, a town that must have stoked Patrick’s awareness of history. The family lived at 10 Priory Crescent, an arc of adjoining townhouses beside the Parish Church of St. John the Baptist, formerly a Norman hospital and the burial site of a knight of William the Conqueror. A basking shark weather vane topped the church’s Georgian tower.

One end of the path behind Priory Crescent opened onto Southover High Street near a sixteenth-century timber-framed house once owned by Anne of Cleves. In the other direction the path led to the ruins of Lewes Priory, founded in 1077 and destroyed by Thomas Cromwell in 1538. A little farther down the path came the Mount, an Elizabethan prospect mound, and the Dripping Pan, a medieval salt pan now used as a municipal gathering spot. In his novel The Yellow Admiral, Patrick would borrow this geographic feature, place it in Dorset, and stage a bare-knuckle fist-fight there.

Lewes was staunchly Protestant, and on Guy Fawkes Day, a raucous parade with marching bands converged on the Dripping Pan before the townspeople tossed an effigy, not of Fawkes, as was customary in most towns, but of a pope, from the bridge into the River Ouse. Lewes relished the occasion, and Joan, Pat, and Barney never forgot the excitement of the day. Nor, according to Barney, did they forget David Lloyd George, perhaps the greatest orator of his day, “shaking his silver locks” as he spoke to a throng in the Dripping Pan. Unfortunately for the Russes, it was only a visual memory because they were perched too far away to actually hear the former prime minister.

Barney and Pat attended Old Grammar School, which stood next to a Norman castle and traced its roots back to a thirteenth-century school connected to Lewes Priory. Each morning the two brothers walked up a steep cobblestone road to the High Street to reach the school, where it paid to show up on time, for it was well known that the headmaster, the Reverend Griffith, who doubled as the vicar of Glynde, was unsparing in his use of the cane. Barney, who was fond of writing verse, later commemorated the headmaster with these lines:

I am the Vicar of Glynde

For a change, it is pleasant, I find,

In my school, full of noise,

To chastise the boys

By dusting them well behind.

The Russes did not last long in Lewes. They soon moved back to London. But while in the south, Charles seems to have focused on his inventions. On December 12, 1927, he applied for a patent for an electric heater that prevented the water in car radiators from freezing, a device that Barney helped him demonstrate at an exhibition of inventions and that he apparently sold to an automaker, which unfortunately ended up shelving it. In the fall of 1928, Charles would apply for a patent for winding and constructing electrical heating elements, the description of which filled three pages. Three months after that, he patented an “improved protector for venereal discharges.” On each of these, his address is listed as 50 George Street, indicating that, even while residing in Lewes, he managed to keep an office in London.

Times were hard for the whole family, and the children received little assistance in moving on with their lives. In 1927, Barney had sat for and passed his Oxford junior exam, with first-class honors in eight subjects: English, history, geography, religious knowledge, Latin, French, arithmetic, and mathematics, and with “distinction” in history and French. He seemed destined to go to college, but Charles could not afford it. Instead, Barney moved to London, and, at fifteen, took a dreary job collecting rents in the East End’s slums. There could be no clearer example of Charles Russ’s failure to provide for his family.

Like Pat, Barney turned to books to escape this grim reality. He often passed his lunch hour at the Guildhall Library, immersed in Sidney Colvin’s John Keats, His Life and Poetry and Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene. He discovered Blake, Wordsworth, and Coleridge in an Arthur Thomas Quiller-Couch anthology. During subsequent travels he sought refuge in the anthology, long after it had grown “sweat-stained and ink-blotted, the pages loose and the binding almost all gone”(Lady Day Prodigal, p. 65).

Olive, who was still living with the Welches, made the most of her secretarial training. She joined Standard Telephones and Cables, Ltd., in its Aldwych, London, office and became the personal secretary of Sir Thomas Spencer, managing director. At Standard, she soon met and became engaged to Reginald Cole, an electronics engineer with a physics degree from Cambridge. When Olive took “Reg,” as he was called, to meet Charles and Zoe, her father heartily congratulated the couple on their impending nuptials but absolved himself from paying by quickly adding, “Oh, well, no doubt Frank Welch will organize the wedding.” Charles had little money to spare, and sometimes even less charm.

In preparing for the wedding, Olive decided to be baptized and confirmed in the Church of England. At the same time she anglicized to Elizabeth her middle name, Isobel—the name her brothers had found great mirth in teasing her about. Her decision to change her name incensed Charles. He refused to attend the wedding. Zoe might well have encouraged this break with Charles’s oldest daughter, who had performed in a motherly role for her younger siblings after Jessie’s death. Though there would be some reconciliation just before Charles’s death, decades later, this turn of events caused a permanent rift between father and daughter. Charles Russ had become hard and intolerant.

In April 1927, Michael, fed up with the family and the bleak outlook in London, enrolled in the Dreadnought Scheme, a program (financed by surplus World War I funds originally meant for building a Dreadnought battleship) that sent young men and women to Australia to assuage its manpower shortage. After arriving in Australia, men trained for three months at dairy and vegetable farming, blacksmithing and horse management, and construction, and women worked as nannies, maids, and cooks. In June, Michael boarded a steamer for New South Wales.

Over the next year and a half, he wrote letters home depicting Australia as wide-open, full of opportunity and new companions. He sent Patrick the pelt of an opossum and the sixteen-foot skin of a carpet snake (an Australian python), which had made the mistake of peering at Michael over some crops that he was harvesting. “He took its head off with a machete,” a beaming Patrick later recounted to the BBC, “skinned it and so sent it back.” In London, Patrick taped the snake skin to his bedroom wall. This was enough for Barney, who decided to join his brother Down Under. He secured a Dreadnought passage at the Australian embassy and landed in Sydney in November 1929, just days after the U.S. stock market crash shocked the world. It would take Barney three years to pay back his Dreadnought fare of £12.

On December 12, 1928, Patrick turned fourteen. Whether or not he had remained at the Old Grammar School for another year is unclear, but it seems he was now living with his parents in London.* He says he was unpopular with his brothers and sisters, perhaps for the pampering from Zoe or perhaps he simply had a low opinion of himself and assumed others did too. He definitely resembled his later fictional character Stephen Maturin, who was paying “serious attention to voles” by the age of seven and often “wandered alone … peering into the water-shrew’s domain … and making a rough inventory of birds” (The Yellow Admiral, p. 49). Patrick also kept an aquarium.

It was around this time that he began to write. As he later described in his foreword to the reprint of his first book, Caesar, he began writing while spending “long sessions in the incubator room” (p. v) in his father’s laboratory, where Charles confined Patrick ostensibly to improve his health. Sitting at a metal table with a glass top, Patrick finished the tasks assigned to him by his tutor, and barred from bringing in a book to read, he began to write his own. At other times, he told the BBC, he wrote when he was confined to bed “rather fanciful things of a person of my own age making surprising voyages and so on … wish-fulfillment.”

From his great-grandfather and grandfather he had inherited a keen interest in wild animals; from his father, the curiosity and acuity of a scientist, as well as the fertile imagination of an inventor; and from his mother, a passion for botany and birds. For his first book, Patrick invented his own beast: the offspring of a male giant panda and a female snow leopard, which he called a panda leopard. He wrote in his bedroom, sometimes with a guilty conscience because he should have been doing his homework. He narrated the story from the point of view of the beast, named Caesar by his master. Much of the tale involves Caesar’s hunting. He grows to be a lithe, powerful animal, but each potential meal presents its own challenges and sometimes dangers. When he is not hunting, he is often fending off predators, from warrior ants with disproportionate jaws to starving wolves.

Not surprising, given Patrick’s childhood, Caesar’s coming-of-age story involves much early suffering. Shortly after his birth, he loses a sister to a black bear and a brother to a hyena. While he is still a youth and just learning to hunt, his mother and remaining brother are killed in a forest fire. The loss of his mother haunts him. After one brutal fight, Caesar dreams about the fire that took his mother: “I saw her quite plainly just before the pine killed her,” he reports, “and I felt very sad” (p. 17).

When Caesar is grown, his mother appears in phantom form to scare off a large python. “Then the thought that perhaps she had lived through the fire flashed through my mind,” Caesar relates, “and I started forward with a purr of delight to meet her, but to my horror and amazement there was nothing there” (pp. 61–62). Clearly, Patrick, who had experienced this kind of pain firsthand, had a gift for writing with detachment.

Left to fend for himself, Caesar at first searches for easy prey, which he finds in domestic livestock. This naturally leads to an encounter with humans. For a fourteen-year-old, Patrick wrote with striking sangfroid in describing the encounter: “With a shriek of fear he struck me with a stick, and missed. We fell together, but his skull was cracked like an egg-shell. It was ridiculously easy to kill him” (p. 10).

Always true to the voice of his carnivore hero, Patrick coolly—and without a hint of sentimentality—described another scene in which Caesar has caught a mountain goat kid and is attacked by its mother:


	She charged with her long horns lowered. I darted to one side, and with my paw I got in a blow which ripped her open to the shoulder-bone. Then wonderfully quickly she turned and gored me in the side. I leaped dear, and we stood panting and looking at each other for a second. Then I charged, and leaping on to her back I broke her neck.

	Then I took up the kid again, and set off home. (P. 15)



By now, the Russ family had moved again, to Sutherland Avenue in the Maida Vale section of London. Pat finished his book in March 1930, just four months after his fifteenth birthday. It was a more than respectable effort for a boy of his age, and Charles decided to seek a publisher.

Barney, who turned eighteen the same month, was about to become a farm laborer in Goolgowi, Australia, four hundred miles west of Sydney. He lived in a tin-roofed shack with a dirt floor, slept on a piece of canvas stretched on metal poles, and performed backbreaking labor all day. Despite Australia’s claim to egalitarianism, the family for whom Barney worked made him eat alone in the kitchen. He later expressed his outrage at this humiliation: “Now, I had come from a fairly good English home and my father was a professional man. I was totally unused to life among the lower classes. Yet here were these definitely inferior beings treating this son of a gentleman like a common peasant!” (Lady Day Prodigal, p. 37).

Though Pat and Barney were less than three years apart in age, how different their lives had become. Barney would remain in Australia for almost a decade, and though his situation eventually improved, he had not hit rock bottom yet. Pat would endure his own dose of demoralizing poverty; however, it came later, and more on his own terms.

* According to school officials, all early school records were destroyed in 1965.
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Beasts Royal

1930–1934

THE IGNORANT AND THE weak only are idle; but those who have once acquired a good stock of knowledge, always desire to increase it. Knowledge is like power, in this respect, that those who have the most are most desirous of having more. It does not clog, by possession, but increases desires; which is the case of very few pleasures.

—Lord Chesterfield, letter to his son, August 23, 1748

Entering this gray decade in England, Patrick Russ, a shy fifteen-year-old, was a promising writer of stories, with a mental library far beyond his years and emotional baggage too ponderous for so young a man. Leaving the 1930s, he would be a worldly veteran of the air force and a father of two children. Once again he would find himself in an unhappy house. Again his health would fail. While life did its best to confuse and cause chaos, Patrick would read and invent. And again his written words would amaze and delight.

Under the most stable of conditions, the transition from teenager to adult is trying, and Patrick’s life was anything but stable. The boy with a tumultuous childhood and adolescence became a restless young man. By now his five oldest siblings were out on their own. Godfrey, an electrical engineer, and Victor, a bank clerk, were making careers for themselves. Olive had succeeded as a secretary and married well. Mike and Barney were struggling in Australia.

Patrick would later claim in an autobiographical essay and in published interviews some unlikely adventures during this time, including sailing on an uncle’s two-ton sloop. (This uncle was certainly not a Russ, and there appears to be no Goddard uncle or Blakeway stepuncle who would be a likely candidate.) He also said that he sailed on a French-built three-masted yacht owned by the wealthy cousin and guardian of a friend named Edward, with whom he shared a tutor. The man loved to sail and to test out his theories regarding new sail configurations. The yacht sometimes moored in Bantry Bay off Cork, and presumably that is where Patrick and his friend boarded her.

According to Patrick, the vessel sailed to the Azores and down the coast of Africa to test her owner’s sailing theories on the edge of the trade winds. Shellbacks crewed her, but she also carried a few adventurous schoolboys who performed the lowliest duties, such as deck swabbing and rope pulling. But eventually the boys learned to climb the masts and work on the yards, to hand and reef a sail, and to steer, the skills of an ordinary seaman.

Perhaps Patrick did have such an experience, or perhaps it was a convenient invention when some claim to square-rigged sailing expertise was desirable. In either case, it made no impact on his prewar writing; one friend with whom he would later discuss naval strategy and literature would not recall ever hearing him talk about such an experience; and Barney would later write to Joan that Patrick’s “apparent knowledge of seamanship under sail and the naval terminology never ceases to amaze me. As far as I know he has never been to sea in a tall ship or any other for any distance.” Such an experience was never mentioned in any of the biographical sketches accompanying Patrick’s early stories or sea books. What does infuse his stories from this decade is his continuing fascination with animals and his burgeoning interest in colonial India.

By the end of May 1930, Charles Russ had negotiated a deal with G. P. Putnam’s Sons to publish Patrick’s first book. Charles and editor Geoffrey Lackstead met at the Press Club in St. Bride’s House, near Fleet Street, and signed a contract. Pat’s advance on royalties came to £10. He dedicated the book, titled Caesar: The Life Story of a Panda Leopard, to his stepmother, Zoe.

With subdued pride, the doctor wrote a foreword, focusing on the nature of the panda leopard invented by his son. “As the author of the story is only fifteen years old,” Charles noted, “he may have unwittingly provided zoologists with a small problem in prophecy as to Caesar’s distinguishing features. Fortunately the story does not, I think, chiefly rely for its interest or attraction on its zoological aspect.” The book’s illustrator, Harry Rountree, simply ignored the mixed parentage of the hero-beast, depicting him entirely as a leopard.

Charles concluded his foreword, “I believe the author’s immaturity of literary style and method—which are quite unspoiled by any senior pen—may also contribute to its favourable reception.” Putnam’s Sons published Caesar in October 1930.

Charles was correct in believing that his son’s prose gained from this ingenuousness. In the first place, few would attempt a story in which the narrator is an animal, let alone a predator, and one who understands the words of men, and fewer still would have gotten away with it. But Patrick did. With the clear conscience of youth, he neither blushed nor blinked nor rationalized. He wrote clean, active prose, and he successfully entered Caesar’s mind, as when the captive beast confesses, “I was given at a regular time every day a smelly, stale and bony lump of flesh with no blood in it. That which I missed most of all was the killing of my own food” (p. 47). And when Caesar kills in the wild, whether an animal for food or a man in self-defense, there is no great human moralizing, no struggling with the meaning of existence (though he raises many issues in the reader’s mind), but an elegantly straightforward presentation of the story.

In fact, Patrick displayed in his first published work a remarkable number of the techniques of his most accomplished writing, a quarter century away. Already, he deftly undercut potentially melodramatic scenes. He established his authority with pithy facts: many wild animals drink only in the evening; pythons like to eat monkeys; leopards break the necks of their prey; elephants kill their foes by kneeling on them. His narrative style relied on a tight point of view, seeing through the eyes and mind of the beast, while the author remained almost wholly invisible. The story benefited from this immediacy as well as from the animal-narrator’s flawed perception of his environment.

Caesar was a worthy first manifestation of Patrick’s skill at characterization. Likable and moral, given his own understanding of the world, Caesar is, nevertheless, a killer of men who slays out of rage. “When I calmed down enough to stop the useless killing, I found myself alone covered with blood, with two dead men,” he tells us after fighting shepherds. “I dimly felt sorry that I had needlessly killed these two useless things, for though I was hungry I could not bring myself to eat these smelly men” (p. 20). Yet Patrick did not fall into the trap of trying to impress the reader. Caesar does not become the stereotypical king of the jungle. In fact, he frequently pursues the weak and the young—natural behavior in the animal kingdom, for which Patrick made no apologies.

Another strength Patrick demonstrated was a knack for the telling detail. On a hunting trip after long being caged, Caesar says, “My master gave me a large piece of the antelope’s shoulder, and I remembered that I always used to begin my meal at the shoulder of my prey instead of at the haunch, as I had seen some animals doing” (p. 56). Not only does this passage make the reader pause to consider that a ferocious animal might have idiosyncrasies but, more important, it helps define the relationship between Caesar and his master. The man knows things about Caesar that the animal in captivity has himself forgotten. In fact, they become particular friends, a relationship Patrick never ceased to explore in his fiction.

The book was a critical success. In December 1930, the New Statesman included Caesar in its Christmas recommendations for children. Putnam’s sold Danish translation rights in February 1931, and the book reached stores in the United States that summer. In August, the New York Herald Tribune wrote, in a generally favorable review, “Caesar may be too human—or boylike—in his reactions for complete plausibility, but his sleek, catlike nature, his carnivorous appetite, his ruthless skill in killing for food, all these are clearly pictured in simple, adequate, straightforward narrative.”

The Saturday Review of Literature commented that the book was written in the “spirit of an explorer relating his adventures. … There is rapid action, copious bloodshed, and later, the extraordinary devotion felt by the mammoth killer for the master who trains it to hunt for him. Boys themselves will love all that.” However, the publication warned, “The question in our minds is this: what effect will such a dish of mental food have on the growing boy, and what kind of dreams will it cause the sensitive child to have? “

Before departing for Australia, Barney Russ had harbored a secret (and never realized) dream: to ride his bike from London to Rome to pay homage to Keats at the poet’s tomb. Like Barney and their father, Patrick was prone to enthusiasms. He too had a propensity for fantasizing, which might have been in reverse proportion to the family’s ability to display emotions. On Joan’s fourteenth birthday, July 10, 1931, Pat gave his sister an inscribed copy of Caesar, a kind and personal gift, but with the dry inscription “To Joan from Pat.” Love was not a topic to be mentioned. Other subjects were taboo as well. Neither Charles nor Zoe offered advice regarding the facts of life, a matter that affected Joan deeply. Barney was also kept in the dark, though his experiences were more comical. At seventeen, handsome in the mold of his father, but not as tall, he had departed for Australia a sexual naïf. As might be expected, the Dreadnought Scheme attracted the bold and the outcast. At sea, Barney marveled at the hanky-panky in the supposedly strictly segregated bunk rooms. In Australia, when an attractive married woman lured him to her hotel room, he carried on an honorable conversation with her all the while ignoring the fact that she was half naked.

Later, Patrick, too, would find himself the object of an older woman’s affection, one whose powers of seduction were more impressive than those of Barney’s Australian temptress.

Pat and Joan, it seems, were left to discover the world on their own, and this they did primarily through Pat’s passions—“tearing and painful ones,” he later confessed to the BBC—which came in waves. Perhaps under the influence of Ernest Bramah’s clever mock-Chinese Kai Lung stories, Pat became fascinated by the Far East. He drank exotic teas and ate litchis, and he gave Joan a flat metal Chinese mirror decorated with a dragon on one side and polished to a reflective gleam on the other. He collected Japanese Samurai swords. He also developed a fervor for India, perhaps through Uncle Emil’s tales of his years there and certainly deepened by Kipling’s writing. Several years later, under the influence of the writings of James Joyce, he developed a passion for Ireland and claimed to be Irish, a charade he maintained the rest of his life.

Books, nature, and music were his abiding interests. When they could afford it, Pat and Joan attended the popular and inexpensive Proms concerts of classical, patriotic, and show music at Queen’s Hall. Sometimes Victor, who loved music, joined them. Literature played a big part in Pat and Joan’s fantasy lives. They read endlessly, mostly novels and the Strand, the magazine whose catchy illustrated articles, political pieces, interviews, and fiction, mainly detective stories and tales of the weird, were originally chosen to appeal to the railway commuter. The Strand had launched Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories in 1891, and in the 1930s featured the writing of Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers, among others. The stories combined the clever and witty with the thrilling and sensational, feeding the young Russes’ imaginations and love of reading. Patrick was not the only writer in the family. Joan wrote well, and in high school, she won a copy of Somerset Maugham’s Of Human Bondage as a literary prize. She later published a chapbook of poetry.

But Patrick simply had to write. It was his chief form of expression and a substitute for the physical activities that his delicate constitution so limited. He published his first story in a fall 1931 issue of Chums Weekly, a London boys’ magazine, which reported that the sixteen-year-old had “produced what may be described as the boys’ best-seller” and that he had been “hailed as the boy-Thoreau.” Not only had Caesar found its way to the United States and Denmark, but it had been translated and published in Sweden, Norway, and Japan. Despite the success, the magazine noted, “he is exceedingly modest about his achievement and is much more interested in watching the behaviour of the dog-fish and cat-fish in his aquarium than discussing his book.”

“Patrick is a great lover of Nature and a keen observer, and that perhaps is the secret of his success as a writer of Nature stories,” wrote the magazine. “In truth, Patrick is not a book-worm, but prefers to draw his inspiration from the countryside.” Or the sea.

His first venture into the deep blue concerned not naval life but nature. The story, “Skogula,” follows the rise to adulthood of a bull whale, whose mother is one of the seven wives of the pod leader, a powerful sixty-foot bull who rules “with his ten-foot ivory-clad under-jaw.” During a migration south, a whaler harpoons Skogula, but he escapes when a second harpoon, attached to the first by a short length of rope, snags a whaler boat. The force of Skogula’s dive rips the harpoon out of his flesh. At their destination, a southern seas lagoon, the behemoth leader of another pod challenges Skogula’s father. As they fight, the sea grows pink. Frenzied sharks gather for the kill. The struggle rages out of sight, and Skogula never again sees his father.

The new chief bull is a great traveler, leading the pod to the Indian Ocean, Zanzibar, and the coast of Brazil. He is also a tedious bully. Skogula eventually comes of age while fighting three giant swordfish off St. Helena. One stabs him, causing him to spout blood. He responds with fury. Wrote Patrick, “For the first time, using his full strength, he lashed with his tail hard enough to blind his enemies, and then turning, he bit one right through the middle of the body.” Off the Falkland Islands, Skogula finally challenges the leader over rights to an attractive cow named Miska. The ruthless old warrior rips the blubber from the sides of Skogula’s head in long strips and dislocates his jaw before a freak occurrence saves his life. The leader bumps against a contact mine that explodes and destroys him. In “Skogula,” as in Caesar, Patrick used a tight third-person narration very effectively, entering the minds of the whales when he chose. What allowed him to do this was his command of the details of their lives and his ability to anthropomorphize with a minimum of human emotion. In his first story published in a magazine, Patrick proved that the success of Caesar was no fluke.

England was now in the thick of the global depression, with unemployment surpassing two million people. The Russes were essentially broke, though there does seem to have been a reserve of cash, perhaps coming from Zoe, who certainly at one point loaned her husband money. Somehow Charles and Zoe preserved at least a minimal middle-class lifestyle. Though information about this time is sketchy, they apparently lived for a while south of the Thames, in Putney, close enough to the river to see the start of the Oxford-Cambridge boat races from their house in the summer. Perhaps inspired by Patrick’s success,’ Charles indulged in a literary endeavor of his own. In July and August 1931, Warwick James repertory company performed his four-act play, Hidden Power, at King George’s Theatre on Great Russell Street.

Intrigued by the potential for doctors to misuse their powers (he noted that in the previous seventy years at least four doctors had been executed for murder in Britain), Charles constructed a love triangle resulting in a murder during surgery and leading to another love triangle. The Lancet wrote in its August 1 issue: “It is a drama full of medical interest, for its opening (and only) murder is committed by the anaesthetist during an operation, and his guilt is subsequently discovered by hypnosis. This gives Dr. Russ a good opportunity for discussing, through his characters, some important aspects of mind and body, and he makes suggestive comments on psychological analysis as practised by doctors and clergy.”

But the journal conceded that the play “lacks surprises, and it certainly requires ruthless compression.” In fact, it was a dubious distinction that during “moments of crisis in the consulting room” the reviewer took great delight in perusing the “names of well-known surgical instrument makers in place of the usual ‘wigs by Clarkson’” in the program.

In September 1932, at the depths of the depression, Patrick’s oldest brother, Godfrey, now an electrical engineer, married the daughter of a clerk in London. Victor, who had become a bank clerk, witnessed the ceremony. Not present were Michael and Barney, who were still struggling to survive in Australia, which was no better off than England. National income had plummeted by a third, unemployment had skyrocketed, shops lay deserted and factories idle. Ironically, Mike, the grandson of a furrier to Queen Victoria, found himself on the bottom rung of the ladder in the fur trade, and an outlaw at that. Mike had become, among other things, a platypus poacher, killing the aquatic mammals for their valuable pelts.

Since Mike was a bit of a star in the family no matter what he did, Patrick almost certainly heard of his illicit trapping in the wilds of Australia through his letters home. No doubt Mike’s exploits sounded romantic to the teenager, who was fascinated by the animal kingdom and who had so often been confined to bed, but perhaps he was saddened by his brother’s hunting of such a rare and exotic species. Sixty years later, Patrick would allow the duck-billed platypus a measure of revenge in his novel The Nutmeg of Consolation, when a male of the species viciously barbs Stephen Maturin with his venomous spur. Maturin’s exaggerated reaction, a near-death coma (the sting would usually require only a painkiller), paid the platypus back with interest.

What Patrick and the others did not know was that Mike was living the life of a scoundrel in other ways too. He had previously impregnated a farmer’s teenage daughter, married her a month before she gave birth to a son, Stanley Charles Russ, and then run out on them to Queensland. He also changed his name. Just why he picked the name O’Brien is hard to say. However, the founder of his school, Shebbear College—and indeed of the Bible Christian Church, a tributary of the Methodist Church of England—was named William O’Bryan, and it could have been a name that resonated for him. If so, Mike ironically renamed himself for a very pious man.

In the midst of these oppressive times, when his family, like others, was learning to live on a more down-to-earth scale, Patrick turned, as he always would, to his writing. In March 1933, he published another story. “A Tale About a Great Peregrine Falcon” ran in the Edinburgh-based Great-Heart: The Church of Scotland Magazine—for Boys and Girls. The magazine, aimed at the under-fifteen set and costing a penny, noted that “R. P. Russ has made a name for himself by Nature stories, although he is not much older than Great-Heart readers.”

In this story, as in “Skogula,” Patrick described the life of the animal in detail, evoking the female peregrine’s flight, her hunt on the downs for food, her battle with a pair of falcons who attempt to steal her prey, and her relationship with her relatively weak mate, who is unable to fend off the human intruder of their nest. The story’s mood is rather glum, in part because Patrick did not name the falcons and did not romanticize their plights at all. When a nameless and doomed oologist raids their aerie, placing the eggs he is stealing in his mouth to protect them as he tries to escape, the peregrine attacks him with the passion and determination of a mother defending her offspring—so different from that of the ineffectual father—a theme that Patrick returns to on several occasions in his early work.

As Patrick advanced through his teen years, finding success writing stories, it is not surprising that he developed a bit of a swagger. At times he played the sophisticate, wearing colorful waistcoats and silk dressing gowns a la Noel Coward, whose comedy Cavalcade had taken the British stage by storm in 1931. Patrick smoked French or Turkish cigarettes in holders and even acquired a hookah. He continued to smoke for many years, and Joan, his teenage sidekick, never quit.

In 1933, Patrick also published his first story in Oxford Annual for Scouts, a publication of Oxford University Press. “Wang Khan of the Elephants” introduced his latest passion: the culture of colonial India. India was Rudyard Kipling’s and E. M. Forster’s literary turf, but Patrick was not intimidated. He wrote fearlessly.

Young or old, he always wrote best when plunging headfirst into another world, be it the animal kingdom, India, or the Royal Navy of 1800. Freed of the demons of his daily existence, he roamed in each of these fictional worlds with uncanny detachment, examining both its particular minutiae and the eternal truths.

Though it was still an animal tale, “Wang Khan” was Patrick’s first work with central human characters. In the hot summer dust, Wang Khan, a three-ton bull elephant in the employ of the Amalgamated Teak Company, carries his mahout, Mod Lai, and Moti Lai’s young son, Little Moti, on his back as he roots up stumps with his tusks and drags trees to the river. As Wang Khan labors, the boy chastises the powerful beast, calling him “fat pig” and “sluggard.” When a logjam forms in the river, the negligent superintendent orders Moti Lai to fix the problem with his mighty elephant. However, just as Wang Khan, working on the downriver side of the dangerous snarl, frees it and moves to safety on the bank, Little Moti falls into the river. Knowing that his own escape is impossible, the elephant again heaves against the mounting timber and weight of the river. Moti Lai rescues his son, but Wang Khan is lost.

In this relationship between man and beast, Patrick found a rich vein to mine. An elephant often served several generations of a mahout family, allowing for comparisons between grandfather, son, and grandson, each of whom in his turn commanded, cared for, and established his unique rapport with the elephant. The mysterious dynamics of Indian culture—with its outcastes and gods, curses and magic—had also captured Patrick’s imagination. It was a world in which the good, intelligent common man had to make his way against the tide of petty tyranny, corruption, and slothful governance that existed in the moral conundrum of English colonialism. For Patrick, harmony with nature and animals was one way for the native to maintain the moral high ground. He would explore this theme in a number of stories and ultimately in a novel.

With “Wang Khan,” Patrick began a lasting relationship with the editors of Oxford University Press’s story collections Oxford Annual for Scouts and Oxford Annual for Boys. From 1933 to 1940, he published eight stories in editor Herbert Strang’s two annuals, which were run primarily by Charles John Kaberry, a juvenile department veteran and children’s book author who encouraged the young, talented writer.

The 1934 Scouts annual included “The White Cobra,” an especially noteworthy tale because here Patrick created his first human protagonist, and a complex one. Hussein, a Sufi Muslim snake charmer, is determined to steal from the Hindu village Kurasai a rare white cobra called Vakrishna, considered by the villagers to be an incarnation of the god Vakrishna and a bearer of good luck. Over a period of days, Hussein befriends the village’s headman and priest, dupes them into trusting him, and hatches a scheme to steal the snake, which lives in a hole beneath a pipal tree.

Hussein paints one of his own snakes white, feeds Vakrishna a drugged rat, and then swaps the two. He flees with the white cobra, but that evening, the imposter snake sheds its painted skin. Hussein wakes up the next morning in a village ten miles away to face an angry mob that has pursued him overnight. They beat him unconscious and leave with Vakrishna. The priest remains behind, revives Hussein, beats him again, more fiercely than before, and leaves him for dead. It was the first but not the last time that Patrick would turn a story on the hypocrisy of a priest.

Patrick wrote with the sure voice of an experienced tale spinner, as when he succinctly characterized the villagers through their own factionalism and stereotypes: “It transpired that Hussein was a Sufi—a freethinker, as opposed to the orthodox Shiites. This at once raised him in the estimation of the villagers, whose neighbors towards the north were strict Shiites, and great cattle thieves.” He once again showed an uncanny ability to establish his authority on an unlikely subject and to almost effortlessly transport the reader to another world, one that he had only learned about vicariously. While much is made of the importance of writing from experience, Patrick, even at this young age, showed a genius for the opposite. He could convincingly roam India like a mahout, climb into the soul of a falcon, or hunt as remorselessly as a leopard. This extraordinary capability would find its full fruition years later in the Aubrey-Maturin novels.

It was probably in the winter of 1933–34 that Patrick put the finishing touches on a collection of tales, which included the four he had already published, with minor edits (though he much improved “A Peregrine Falcon” by subtly honing the ending), and eight new ones. His father sold the manuscript, “Twelve Animal Stories,” to G. P. Putnam’s Sons in May. Patrick’s advance tripled to £30. Of the eight new stories, six had animals as main characters, the last Patrick wrote of this sort, and two continued the adventures of the snake charmer and mahout Hussein. Although Patrick had completed the animal-centric phase of his writing career, he maintained a personal devotion to animals, particularly birds, and his eventual literary alter ego, Stephen Maturin, would delight in the discovery and care of animals throughout the Aubrey-Maturin books. While in these early stories Patrick examined the lives of animals very seriously, later he frequently found humor there, particularly in Maturin’s animal keeping on board ship. In one amusing incident, the sailors get his potto (a slow-climbing African primate) drunk, and in another, Maturin proudly brings an active beehive into the captain’s cabin so that they can have honey on the voyage.

Patrick dedicated the story collection, titled Beasts Royal and issued in September 1934, “To my father.” To illustrate it, Putnam’s chose Charles Tunnicliffe, a budding master at natural history illustration who had recently established himself in Henry Williamson’s Tarka the Otter. (That book was not illustrated originally, but Tunnicliffe sent Putnam’s several aquatints of Tarka that were so exquisite the publisher reissued the book with art.) It was a good match. Both Tunnicliffe, who drew birds that were accurate to within a millimeter, and Patrick cherished detail, and Tunnicliffe’s illustrations stood up reasonably well to Patrick’s dense, often brooding tales.

Beasts Royal featured prominently in an omnibus review of nature books in the November 22 Times Literary Supplement, where an enthusiastic reviewer called Tunnicliffe’s illustrations “very striking” and managed to give away the endings of several of the animal tales. He rightly reserved the highest praise for the Indian stories: “The best things in the book are four Indian episodes concerned with one Hussein, ex-Mahout and elephant-thief, snake-charmer and swindling discoverer of cobras with which he had ‘salted’ likely bungalows with the aid of the bribed staff. These are very well told, and have every appearance of truth to fact.”

This encouraged the nineteen-year-old, who had by no means exhausted his enthusiasm for India.
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