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“Without a life of the spirit
our whole existence becomes

unsubstantial and illusory.”

—THOMAS MERTON

THE SEVEN STOREY MOUNTAIN is one of the most famous books ever
written about a man’s search for faith and peace. While still in his early
twenties, Merton, an intensely passionate and brilliant man, found that
nothing in his worldly life assuaged a growing restlessness. His curiosity
about spiritual matters led him first to baptism as a Catholic and ulti-
mately to entry into a Trappist monastery—"the four walls of my new
freedom.” There he wrote this extraordinary testament, a unique spiri-
tual autobiography of a man who withdrew from the world only after
he had fully immersed himselfin it. In the half-century since its original
publication, The Seven Storey Mountain has been recognized as one of the
most influential religious works of our time. Translated into more than

twenty languages, it has touched millions of lives.

Thomas Merton was born in France in 1915. Despite
choosing a life of contemplation and prayer, he continued
to communicate with some of the most famous activists,
artists, politicians, and theologians of his day, and wrote
many books, articles, and essays. He died during a visit to
Thailand in 1968.
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INTRODUCTION

by Robert Giroux

The Seven Stovey Mountain was first published fifty years ago, on October
4, 1948. As Thomas Merton revealed in his journals, he had begun to
write his autobiography four years earlier, at the Trappist monastery in
Kentucky where he had journeyed in December 1941, at age twenty-six,
after resigning as a teacher of English literature at St. Bonaventure Col-
lege in Olean, New York. “In a certain sense,” Merton wrote, “one man
was more responsible for The Seven Storey Mountain than | was, even as
he was the cause of all my other writing.” This was Dom Frederic
Dunne, the abbot who had received Merton as a postulant and ac-
cepted him, in March 1942, as a Trappist novice.

“I brought all the instincts of a writer with me into the monastery,”
Merton revealed, adding that the abbot “encouraged me when I wanted
to write poems and reflections and other things that came into my head
in the novitiate.” When Dom Frederic suggested that Merton write the
story of his life, the novice was at first reluctant to do so. After all, he had
become a monk in order to leave his past life behind. Once he began to
write, however, it poured out. “I don’t know what audience | might
have been thinking of,” he admitted. “I suppose I put down what was in
me, under the eyes of God, who knows what is in me.” He was soon
“trying to tone down” his original draft for the Trappist censors, who



had criticized 1t severely, especially the account of his years at Clare
College (Cambridge University), during which he had become the fa-
ther of an illegitimate child (killed with the mother apparently in the
bombing of London). For this Merton was “sent down”—expelled—
from college, and his English guardian advised him (both his parents
were dead) to leave England. He also told Merton to forget about his
hopes of a London career in the diplomatic service, so Merton sailed for
America and enrolled at Columbia College, where | met him 1n 1935.

The United States was still in the Depression; the times were seri-
ous and so were most undergraduates. Among Merton’s and my class-
mates were Ad Reinhardt, who became a famous painter; John Latouche,
who became famous in the musical theater; Herman Wouk, who became
a famous novelist; John Berryman, who became a famous poet, Robert
Lax, Edward Rice, Robert Gibney, and Sy Freedgood, close friends who
were associated with Merton on the college humor magazine, Zester; and
Robert Gerdy, who became an editor at the New Yorker.

We met on the campus when Merton walked into the office of the
Columbia Review, the college literary magazine, and showed me some
manuscripts, a story, and several reviews, which I liked and accepted. |
thought to myself, “This man is a writer.” He was stocky, blue-eyed,
with thinning blond hair, and he was a lively talker, with a slight British
accent. He was a junior and | was a senior. He told me of his interest in
jazz, Harlem, and the movies—especially W. C. Fields, Chaplin,
Keaton, the Marx Brothers, and Preston Sturges, enthusiasms [ shared.
We were also enthusiastic about Mark Van Doren as a teacher. We went
to a couple of movies at the old Thalia, and of course in those leftist
days words like religion, monasticism, and theology never came up. |
graduated in June 1936, failing to get a job in book publishing (as [ had
hoped) and finding one at CBS. Then in December 1939 Frank V.
Morley, head of the Trade Department of Harcourt Brace & Company,
hired me as a junior editor, with the approval of Donald C. Brace (who
had cofounded this distinguished firm in 1919 with Alfred Harcourt).
Among the first manuscripts | was asked to evaluate was a novel by
Thomas James Merton, submitted by Naomi Burton of the Curts
Brown Ltd. literary agency. The hero of The Straits of Dover was a
Cambridge student who transfers to Columbia and gets involved with
a stupid millionaire, a showgirl, a Hindu mystic, and a left-winger; it all



took place in Greenwich Village. | agreed with the other editors that
the writer had talent but the story wobbled around and got nowhere.
Six months later Naomi resubmitted it as The Labyrinth, an improved
replay of the same novel, which was also rejected. Merton was an in-
teresting writer but apparently not a novelist.

For the first time after college, I encountered him in Scribner’s
bookstore on Fifth Avenue; this was in May or June 1941 I had been
browsing and felt someone touch my arm. It was Merton. “Tom!” | said,
“it’s great to see you. | hope you're still writing.” He said, “Well, I've just
been to the New Yorker and they want me to write about Gethsemani.”
I had no idea what he meant and said so. “Oh, it’s a Trappist monastery
in Kentucky, where I've made a retreat.” This revelation stunned me. |
had had no 1dea that Merton had undergone a religious conversion or
that he was interested in monasticism. “Well, I hope to read what you
write about it,” | said. “It will be something different for the New Yorker”
“Oh, no,” he said, “I would »ever think of writing about it.” That told me
a great deal. For the first time I understood the extraordinary change
that had occurred in Merton. I wished him well and we parted.

I next heard about him from Mark Van Doren, when I called our
old teacher at New Year’s. “Tom Merton has become a Trappist monk,”
Mark said. “We’ll probably never hear from him again. He's leaving the
world. An extraordinary young man. [ always expected him to become
a writer.” Tom had left with Mark his manuscript, Thirry Poems and
Mark later submitted it to my friend Jay Laughlin at New Directions,
who published it in 1944. Little did we know how many other books
would follow.

The partially approved text of The Sever Storey Mountain reached Naomi
Burton late in 1946. Her reaction, as Tom noted in his journal, was good:
“She 1s quite sure it will find a publisher. Anyway my idea—and hers
also—1s to turn it over to Robert Giroux at Harcourt Brace.” This
entry was dated December 13. Fourteen days later he wrote in his jour-
nal: “Yesterday at dinner Father Prior handed me a telegram.... The
first thought that came into my mind was that the manuscript of Moun-
tain had been lost. Naomi Burton gave it to Harcourt Brace only a week
ago. | knew quite well that publishers always make you wait at least two
months before saying anything about it.. .. [ waited until after dinner



and opened the telegram. It was from Bob Giroux and it said: ‘Manu-
seript accepted. Happy New Year!’”

After I had received it by messenger from Naomi, I began reading
the manuscript with growing excitement and took it home to finish it
overnight. Though the text began badly, it quickly improved and I was
certain that, with cutting and editing, it was publishable. It never once
occurred to me that it might be a best-seller. Since Frank Morley had
left the firm, Donald Brace was temporarily my boss. When I asked him
to read it, | was finessed by his asking, “Do you think it will lose
money?” “Oh, no,” I replied, “I'm sure it will find an audience.” I told
him that Tom had been my classmate at Columbia (both Brace and
Harcourt were Columbia men), but I was worried that I might not have
been as objective as I should be. “Merton writes well,” I added, “and [
wish you'd take a look at it, Don.” (I had just become the editor-in-
chief)) “No, Bob,” he said, “if you like 1t, let’s do it.” The next day I
phoned Naomi with (for that era) a good offer, which she accepted on
the monastery’s behalf. (Merton, of course, did not receive one penny of
his enormous royalties owing to his monastic vow of poverty; all income
went to the community.) Then I sent off the telegram to the monastery.

There were two editorial problems—the offputting sermon-essay
with which the book opened and the need of cutting. The opening was
an example of misplaced “fine” writing. It began as follows:

When a man is conceived, when a human nature comes into being as
an individual, concrete, subsisting thing, a life, a person, then God’s
image is minted into the world. A free, vital, self-moving entity, a
spirit informing flesh, a complex of energies ready to be set into fruit-
ful motion begins to flame with potential light and understanding and
virtue, begins to flame with love, without which no spirit can exist. It
is ready to realize no one knows what grandeurs. The vital center of
this new creation is a free and spiritual principle called a soul. The
soul is the life of this being, and the life of the soul is the love that
God. The body that here has
been made will not live forever. When the soul, the life, leaves i, it

will be dead. . ..

unites it to the principle of all life

And so on and on for many more pages. I pointed out to Tom that he
was writing an autobiography, and readers would want to know at the



start who 4e was, where he came from, and how he got there. The open-
ing was too abstract, prolix, dull. He cheerfully accepted the criticism
and finally found the right beginning. In books that become classics (“A
classic 1s a book that remains in print”—Mark Van Doren) the opening
words often seem to be inevitable, as if they could not possibly have

been otherwise—“Call me Ishmael,” “Happy families are all alike,” “It
was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” Merton’s new opening
began: “On the last day of January 1915, under the sign of the Water
Bearer, in a year of a great war, and down in the shadows of some
French mountains on the borders of Spain, 1 came into the world.” This
is personal, concrete, vivid, and it involved the reader in the story im-
mediately. There remained the job of editorial polishing—removing
excess verbiage, repetitions, longueurs, dull patches. I must say that
Merton was very responsive and cooperative about all these minor
changes. “Really, the Mountain did need to be cut,” he wrote a friend.
“The length was impossible. The editor at Harcourt was, is, my old
friend Bob Giroux. ... When you hear your words read aloud in a re-
fectory, it makes you wish you had never written at all.”

Then a crisis arose in the midst of the editing. Merton told Naomi
that another censor, the last to be heard from, was refusing permission
for the book to be published! Unaware that the author had a contract,
this elderly censor from another abbey objected to Merton’s “colloquial
prose style,” which he considered inappropriate for a monk. He advised
that the book be put aside until Merton “learned to write decent
English.” Naomi expressed my opinion when she wrote: “le consider
your English to be of a very high order.” We also felt that these anony-
mous censors would have suppressed St. Augustine’s Confessions if given
the chance. Under the circumstances [ advised Merton to appeal to the
Abbot General in France and to our relief the Abbot General wrote that
an author’s style was a personal matter. This cleared the air and the
censor wisely reversed his opinion. (My own guess was that Merton,
born in France, wrote the Abbot General—who did not read or speak
English—in such excellent French that he concluded Merton’s English
prose must also sing.) At last the Mountain could be published.

When advance proofs arrived in the summer of 1948, 1 decided to
send them to Evelyn Waugh, Clare Booth Luce, Graham Greene, and



Bishop Fulton Sheen. To my delight they all responded 1n laudatory,
even superlative terms, and we used the quotes on the book jackets and
in ads. At this point Mr. Brace increased the first printing from §,000 to
12,500 and later to 20,000 when three book clubs took it. In November,
a month after publication, it sold 12,951 copies but in December it shot
up to 3028, From mid-December to after New Year’s is usually the
slowest period for orders, because bookstores are so well stocked by
then. This new pattern of sales was significant—the Mountain was
a best-seller! It’s hard now to believe that the New York Times refused
to put it on their weekly list, on the grounds that it was “a religious
book.” By May 1949, when the monastery invited me and other friends
for Merton’s ordination as a priest, | brought along, as a gift, copy
No. 100,000 1n a special morocco leather binding. (During a visit there
last year, Brother Patrick Hart, who had been Merton’s secretary,
pointed it out to me on their library shelf.) The records show that the
original cloth edition sold over 600,000 copies in the first twelve months.
Today, of course, including paperback editions and translations, the
total sale has reached the multiple millions, and Mountain continues to
scll year after year.

Why did the success of the Mountain go so far beyond my expectations
as an editor and a publisher> Why, despite being banned from the best-
seller lists, did it sell so spectacularly? Publishers cannot create best-
sellers, though few readers (and fewer authors) believe it. There is
always an element of mystery when it happens: why rbis book at this
moment? | believe the most essental element 1s right timing, which
usually cannot be foreseen. The Mountain appeared at a time of great
disillusion: we had won World War II, but the Cold War had started
and the public was depressed and disillusioned, looking for reassurance.
Second, Merton’s story was unusual—a well-educated and articulate

young man withdraws—mwhy?—into a monastery. The tale was well
told, with liveliness and eloquence. There were other reasons, no
doubt, but for me this combination of the right subject at the right time
presented in the right way accounts for the book’s initial success.

One sign of its impact was the resentment it inspired in certain
quarters—not only with hostile reviewers but with fellow religious



who thought 1t inappropriate for any monk to write. | remember re-
ceiving hate mail saying, “Tell this talking Trappist who took a vow of
silence to shur up!” Though silence is a traditional part of their lives,
Trappists take no such vow. Maintaining silence (to increase contem-
plation) does not by itself rule out communication (which they do in
sign language). I had an answer for the hate-mongers: “Writing is a form
of contemplation.”

One amusing incident soon after publication was a phone call | re-
ceived from a police station 1n the Midwest. Some drunk, loudly pro-
claiming he was Thomas Merton and had left the monastery, was
arrested for disturbing the peace. The police asked me to talk to him,
buc I said, “There’s no need for that. Just ask him to name his literary
agent.” Of course he didn’t know her name and exposed himself as a
fraud.

The celebrity that followed the book’s publication became a source
of embarrassment to Tom, one reason being that he quickly left his
twenties behind and developed incredibly as a scholar and writer. Like
Huckleberry Finn, he grew up fast. Of all the writers I've known—and

I've known some great ones—none had his speed of intellectual
growth, which deepened and matured as the years went by in a way
that 1s remarkable. [f he had expected to “withdraw” from the world, it
did not happen. Instead, as his fame and writing increased, he heard
from Boris Pasternak in Russia, from Dr. Daisetz Suzuki mn Japan, Dr.
Louis Massignon and Jacques Maritain in France, Canon A. M. Allchin
at Canterbury Cathedral, poet Czeslaw Milosz in Poland, and Dr.
Abraham Joshua Heschel at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New
York. Many others, famous and unknown, with whom he corresponded
widened his horizons more and more.

Two years before his death he wrote a preface to the Japanese edi-
tion of The Seven Storey Mountann, which contains his second thoughts
about the book almost twenty years after he had written it

Perhaps if | were to attempt this book today, it would be written dif-
ferently. Who knows? But it was written when [ was still quite young,
and that is the way it remains. The story no longer belongs to me. . ..
Therefore, most honorable reader, it 1s not as an author that [ would
speak to vou, not as a storyteller, not as a philosopher, not as a friend



only. I seek to speak to you, in some way, as your own self. Who can
tell what this may mean? I myself do not know, but if you listen,
things will be said that are perhaps not written in this book. And this
will be due not to me but to the One who lives and speaks in both.

Thomas Merton died in 1968 while attending a conference of eastern
and western monks in Bangkok. Today, on the fiftieth anniversary of
Mountain, | think again of Mark Van Doren’s words, which Tom and [ as
students heard in his classroom: “A classic 1s a book that remains in

print.”



A NOTE TO THE READER

i o

by William H. Shannon

Founding President of the
International Thomas Merton Society

Published on October g4, 1948, The Seven Storey Mountain was an instant
success. Hailed as a twentieth-century “version” of the Confessions of
St. Augustine, it has for fifty years continued to sell and sell and sell.
Evelyn Waugh, no easy critic, wrote prophetically that The Seven Storey
Mountain “might well prove to be of permanent interest in the history
of religious experience.” Graham Greene suggested that it was “an
autobiography with a pattern and meaning valid for all of us.” Its read-
ership has continued to expand, extending far beyond its country of
origin. More than twenty foreign language translations have appeared,
one of the most recent being Chinese.

Published just three years after the end of World War 11, 7he Sever
Storey Mountain struck an instant and sensitive nerve in America and
eventually in other parts of the world. Its timing was perfect, coming as
it did when, disillusioned by war and searching for meaning in their
lives, people were ready to hear the well-told story of a young man
whose search ended in remarkable discovery.

Yet, like every classic work, The Seven Storey Mountain may need
some introduction for the new reader. Since it is being released in a
special anniversary edition, this Note to the Reader may be able to an-
ticipate some difficulties and offer some clarifications so that the reader



can approach the book in a comfortable mood and with a clear under-
standing of what Thomas Merton is about as he narrates with youthful
enthusiasm the story of his conversion to the Catholic faith.

[ see three principal ways in which The Seven Storey Mountain may
surprise or confuse readers: the outdated religious atmosphere that per-
vades it; the missing information a reader would like to have but on
which the author is silent; the interpretation the writer gives to his
story.

RELIGIOUS ATMOSPHERE

This book, written by a young monk wondrously happy in his early
years in a Trappist monastery and writing while still under the glowing
ardor of his conversion experience, is of course unabashedly Roman
Catholic. But the Roman Catholic Church you encounter in this book
1s almost light years removed from the church that we recognize as the
Roman Catholic Church today. Today’s church is the product of the
revolution (not too strong a term) set in motion by the Second Vatican
Council.

The pre—Vatican II church into which Merton was baptized was a
church sull reacting—even three centuries later—to the Protestant
Reformation of the sixteenth century. Characterized by a siege men-
tality, wagons-circled around doctrinal and moral absolutes, it clung to
its past with great tenacity. An institution apart, it showed little desire
to open itself to the questions and needs of a world undergoing huge
and unprecedented changes. The church prided itself on the stability
and unchangeable character of its teaching in this context of a world in
flux. At the time Merton wrote his book, Roman Catholic theology had
become a set of prepackaged responses to any and all questions. Polemi-
cal and apologetic in tone, its aim was to prove that Catholics were
right and all others wrong. This arrogance and confident air of superi-
ority are charmingly captured in a Brendan Beahan story about the
Catholic bishop of Cork, Ireland, who, when informed by his secretary
that the Church of Ireland bishop of Cork had died, smugly remarked:
“Now he knows who is the real bishop of Cork.”



Today, fifty years removed from this rigid ecclesial aumosphere, it
may be difficult to identify with Thomas Merton’s enthusiastic accep-
tance of the church’s triumphalist mentality. Yet, like many converts
who found their way into the church after years of aimless wander-
ing, he initially welcomed it lock, stock, and barrel. He was happy
to replace the doubts and uncertainties of his past with the un-
questioned and unquestioning certitude of the Catholic Church of the
mid-twentieth century. Confident in his belief that he belonged to the
“one true” church, he all too often speaks disparagingly about other
Christian churches—mirroring the church’s complacent triumphalism
himself. Even fifty years ago this triumphalism proved a problem for
some readers of other religions, who sensed the book’s power but were
bewildered by its narrow religiosity. One young woman, although obvi-
ously moved by her reading, lamented: “Why is he so vituperative
about Protestants? Are they that bad?” Readers today will be better able
to put this narrowness in historical perspective and thus be less both-
ered by it.

People continue to read The Seven Storey Mountain because the story
of how Merton arrives at this certitude is so compelling. We are swept
along with this young man as he seeks to make something out of his
heretofore undisciplined life. Today, as we hover on the verge of a new
millennium, we can identify with his searching, if not always with the
specific direction it took. Merton’s personal magnetism, the enthusi-
asms of his convictions, the vivid narratives of this born writer, tran-
scend the narrowness of his theology. His story contains perennial
elements of our common human experience. That is what makes it
profoundly universal.

MISSING INFORMATION

In the early summer of 1940 Thomas Merton, accepted by the Francis-
can Order, was living in Olean and planning to enter the Franciscan
novitiate 1n August. In the middle of the summer he was struck with a
sudden anxiety. He realized that he had not told the novice director the
complete story of his life. There were facts about his past that he had



failed to reveal. He returned to New York City to “tell all,” hoping
that his past would not matter. Apparently it did. He was instructed to
withdraw his application to the Franciscans. His hopes were shattered.
Brokenhearted, he looked for a job and was hired to teach at St. Bon-
aventure University.

In 1948—and later as well—readers had no inkling what he meant
by “telling all.” Some years later the story emerged that, while at Clare
College, Cambridge, Merton’s sexual drives, unaccompanied by any
sense of their true human meaning, led to disaster not only for him but
also for an unmarried woman who bore his child. Nothing further is
known of her or the child. At one time (in February 1944) Merton did
try to get in touch with her, but she seems to have disappeared.

After this devastating experience in New York City, Merton was
convinced that he was forever barred from the Roman Catholic priest-
hood. He does not tell his readers the reason for this conviction, but it
must have been based on the conversation he had had with the Francis-
can novice director. The Seven Storey Mountain is silent about what was
said in that conversation. More than a year later, however, a Franciscan
priest at St. Bonaventure told him that he had been mistaken in think-
ing that his rejection by the Franciscans meant that he could never be-
come a priest. There was no impediment to his ordination. This news
freed him to go to the Trappist monastery in Kentucky, where in 1949
he was ordained a priest.

INTERPRETING THE MERTON STORY

Like many great works, the Merton story may be read on three differ-
ent levels of meaning. First, there is the histworical level: what actually
happened in his life. Second, there is the remembered level: what Merton
was able to recall of the events of his life. Memory is often selective,
which means that the remembered past may not always coincide with
the historical past. Finally, there is the level of monastic judgment. By this
I mean that Merton wrote The Seven Storey Mountain as a monk. His
monastic commitment colors the way Thomas Merton (his religious



name was Father Louis) tells the story. The Seven Storey Mountain, | be-
lieve it can be said, 1s the story of a young man named Thomas Merton
being judged by a monk named Father Louis. It is helpful to the reader
to understand that at times the monk tends to be quite severe in his

judgments of the young man.

Thomas Merton concludes his story with these words: Sit finis libri, non
[Jinis quaerendi. 'They may be translated, “Let this be the ending of the
book but by no means the end of the searching.” These are prophetic
words. The Merton of The Seven Storey Mountain did not disappear; he
simply grew. His later writings are the story of his growth to maturity
and openness to the future. Observing this growth is the delight that
awaits those who go on from The Seven Storey Mountain to read his later

works.
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PRISONER’S BASE

N THE LAST DAY OF JANUARY 191§, UNDER THE SIGN OF
@ the Water Bearer, in a year of a great war, and down in the
shadow of some French mountains on the borders of Spain, I came into
the world. Free by nature, in the image of God, | was nevertheless the
prisoner of my own violence and my own selfishness, in the image of
the world into which I was born. That world was the picture of Hell,
full of men like myself, loving God and yet hating Him; born to love
Him, living instead 1n fear and hopeless self-contradictory hungers.

Not many hundreds of miles away from the house where 1 was
born, they were picking up the men who rotted in the rainy ditches
among the dead horses and the ruined seventy-fives, in a forest of trees
without branches along the river Marne.

My father and mother were captives in that world, knowing they
did not belong with it or in it, and yet unable to get away from it. They
were in the world and not of it—not because they were saints, but in a
different way: because they were artists. The integrity of an artist lifts a
man above the level of the world without delivering him from it.

My father painted like Cézanne and understood the southern
French landscape the way Cézanne did. His vision of the world was
sane, full of balance, full of veneration for structure, for the relations of



masses and for all the circumstances that impress an individual identity
on each created thing. His vision was religious and clean, and therefore
his paintings were without decoration or superfluous comment, since a
religious man respects the power of God’s creation to bear witness for
itself. My father was a very good artist.

Neither of my parents suffered from the little spooky prejudices
that devour the people who know nothing but automobiles and movies
and what’s in the ice-box and what’s in the papers and which neighbors
are getting a divorce.

[ inherited from my father his way of looking at things and some of
his integrity and from my mother some of her dissatisfaction with the
mess the world is in, and some of her versatility. From both I got ca-
pacities for work and vision and enjoyment and expression that ought
to have made me some kind of a King, if the standards the world lives
by were the real ones. Not that we ever had any money: but any fool
knows that you don’t need money to get enjoyment out of life.

If what most people take for granted were really true—if all you
needed to be happy was to grab everything and see everything and in-
vestigate every experience and then talk about it, [ should have been a
very happy person, a spiritual millionaire, from the cradle even until
now.

If happiness were merely a matter of natural gifts, [ would never
have entered a Trappist monastery when I came to the age of a man.

I1

MY FATHER AND MOTHER CAME FROM THE ENDS OF THE EARTH,
to Prades, and though they came to stay, they stayed there barely long
enough for me to be born and get on my small feet, and then they left
again. And they continued and I began a somewhat long journey: for all
three of us, one way and another, it is now ended.

And though my father came from the other side of the earth, be-
yond many oceans, all the pictures of Christchurch, New Zealand,



where he was born, look like the suburbs of London, but perhaps a
little cleaner. There is more sunlight in New Zealand, and 1 think the
people are healthier.

My father’s name was Owen Merton. Owen because his mother’s
family had lived for a generation or two in Wales, though I believe they
were originally Lowland Scotch. And my father’s father was a music
master, and a pious man, who taught at Christ’s College, Christchurch,
on the South Island.

My father had a lot of energy and independence. He told me how
it was in the hill country and in the mountains of the South Island, out
on the sheep farms and in the forests where he had been, and once,
when one of the Antarctic expeditions came that way, my father nearly
joined it, to go to the South Pole. He would have been frozen to death
along with all the others, for that was the one from which no one
returned.

When he wanted to study art, there were many difficulties in his
way, and it was not easy for him to convince his people that that was
really his vocation. But eventually he went to London, and then to
Paris, and in Paris he met my mother, and married her, and never went
back to New Zealand.

My mother was an American. | have seen a picture of her as a
rather slight, thin, sober little person with a serious and somewhat anx-
ious and very sensitive face. And this corresponds with my memory of
her—worried, precise, quick, critical of me, her son. Yet in the family
she has always been spoken of as gay and very lighthearted. My grand-
mother kept great locks of Mother’s red hair, after she died, and
Mother’s happy laughter as a boarding-school girl was what never
ceased to echo in my grandmother’s memory.

[t seems to me, now, that Mother must have been a person full of
insatiable dreams and of great ambition after perfection: perfection in
art, in interior decoration, in dancing, in housekeeping, in raising chil-
dren. Maybe that is why I remember her mostly as worried: since the
imperfection of myself, her first son, had been a great deception. If this
book does not prove anything else, it will certainly show that [ was
nobody’s dream-child. | have seen a diary Mother was keeping, in the



time of my infancy and first childhood, and it reflects some astonish-
ment at the stubborn and seemingly spontaneous development of
completely unpredictable features in my character, things she had
never bargained for: for example, a deep and serious urge to adore the
gas-light in the kitchen, with no little ritualistic veneration, when I was
about four. Churches and formal religion were things to which Mother
attached not too much importance in the training of a modern child,
and my guess 1s that she thought, if T were left to myself, [ would grow
up into a nice, quiet Deist of some sort, and never be perverted by
supersticion.

My baptism, at Prades, was almost certainly L'ather’s idea, because
he had grown up with a deep and well-developed faith, according to
the doctrines of the Church of England. But | don’t think there was
much power, in the waters of the baptism [ got in Prades, to untwist the
warping of my essential freedom, or loose me from the devils that hung
like vampires on my soul.

My father came to the Pyrenees because of a dream of his own:
more single, more concrete, and more practical than Mother’s numer-
ous and haunting ideals of perfection. Father wanted to get some place
where he could settle in France, and raise a family, and paint, and live
on practically nothing, because we had practically nothing to live on.

Father and Mother had many friends at Prades, and when they had
moved there, and had their furniture in their flat, and the canvasses
piled up in the corner, and the whole place smelling of fresh o1l-paints
and water-color and cheap pipe tobacco and cooking, more friends
came down from Paris. And Mother would paint in the hills, under a
large canvas parasol, and Father would paint in the sun, and the friends
would drink red wine and gaze out over the valley at Canigou, and at
the monastery on the slopes of the mountain.

There were many ruined monasteries in those mountains. My
mind goes back with great reverence to the thought of those clean, an-
cient stone cloisters, those low and mighty rounded arches hewn and
set in place by monks who have perhaps prayed me where [ now am.
St. Martin and St. Michael the Archangel, the great patron of monks,
had churches in those mountains. Saint Martin-du-Canigou; Saint



Michel-de-Cuxa. Is it any wonder [ should have a friendly feeling about
those places?

One of them, stone by stone, followed me across the Adantc a
score of years later, and got itself set up within convenient reach of me
when I most needed to sec what a cloister looked like, and what kind of
place a man might live in, to live according to his rational nature, and
not like a stray dog. St. Michel-de-Cuxa 1s all fixed up in a special and
considerably tidy little museum 1n an uptown park, in New York, over-
looking the Hudson River, in such a way that you don’t recall what
kind of a city you are in. It is called "The Cloisters. Synthetic as 1t 1s, it
still preserves enough of its own reality to be a reproach to everything
else around it, except the trees and the Palisades.

But when the friends of my father and mother came to Prades, they
brought the newspapers, rolled up in their coat pockets, and they had
many postcards carrying patriotic cartoons, representing the Allies
overcoming the Germans. My grandparents—that is, my mother’s fa-

ther and mother in America—were worried about her being in a land
at war, and 1t was evident that we could not stay much longer at Prades.

I was barely a year old. I remember nothing about the journey, as
we went to Bordeaux, to take the boat that had a gun mounted on the
foredeck. I remember nothing about the crossing of the sea, nothing of
the anxiety about U-boats, or the arrival in New York, and in the land
where there was no war, But I can easily reconstruct the first encounter
between my American grandparents and their new son-in-law and their
grandson.

For Pop, as my American grandfather was called in the family, was
a buoyant and excitable man who, on docks, boats, trains, in stations, in
elevators, on busses, in hotels, in restaurants, used to get keyed up and
start ordering everybody around, and making new arrangements, and
changing them on the spur of the moment. My grandmother, whom
we called Bonnemaman, was just the opposite, and her natural delib-
erateness and hesitancy and hatred of acuvity always seemed to in-
crease n proportion to Pop’s excesses in the opposite direction. The
more active Pop became and the more he shouted and gave directions,
the more hesitant and doubtful and finally inert was my grandmother.



But perhaps this obscure and innocent and wholly subconscious con-
flict had not yet developed, in 1916, to the full pitch of complications
which it was to attain some fifteen years later.

[ have no doubt that there was a certain amount of conflict between
the two generations when Father and Mother determined that they
were going to find their own kind of a house and live in it. It was a small
house, very old and rickety, standing under two or three high pine
trees, in Flushing, Long Island, which was then a country town. We
were out in the fields in the direction of Kiljordan and Jamaica and the
old Truant School. The house had four rooms, two downstairs and two
upstairs, and two of the rooms were barely larger than closets. [t must
have been very cheap.

Our landlord, Mr. Duggan, ran a nearby saloon. He got in trouble
with Father for helping himself to the rhubarb which we were growing
in the garden. I remember the grey summer dusk in which this hap-
pened. We were at the supper table, when the bended Mr. Duggan was
observed, like some whale in the sea of green rhubarb, plucking up the
red stalks. Father rose to his feet and hastened out into the garden. |
could hear indignant words. We sat at the supper table, silent, not eat-
ing, and when Father returned I began to question him, and to endeav-
our to work out the morality of the situation. And I still remember it as
having struck me as a difficult case, with much to be said on both sides.
In fact, I had assumed that if the landlord felt like it, he could simply
come and harvest all our vegetables, and there was nothing we could do
about it. [ mention this with the full consciousness that someone will
use it against me, and say that the real reason | became a monk 1n later
years was that [ had the mentality of a medieval serf when | was barely
out of the cradle.

Father did as much painting as he could. He filled several sketch
books and finished some water-colors along the waterfront in New
York, and eventually even had an exhibition in a place in Flushing
which was maintained by some artists there. Tio doors away from us,
up the road, in a white house with pointed gables, surrounded by a
wide sweep of sloping lawn, and with a stable that had been turned into
a studio, lived Bryson Burroughs, who painted pale, classical pictures



something like Puvis de Chavannes and who, with some of the gentle-
ness you could see in his work, was very kind to us.

Father could not support us by painting. During the war years
we lived on his work as a landscape gardener: which was mostly plain
manual labor, for he not only laid out the gardens of some rich people
in the neighborhood, but did most of the work planting and caring for
them: and that was how we lived. Father did not get this money under
false pretenses. He was a very good gardener, understood flowers, and
knew how to make things grow. What is more, he liked this kind of
work almost as much as painting.

Then in November 1918, about a week before the Armistice of that
particular World War, my younger brother was born. He was a child
with a much serener nature than mine, with not so many obscure
drives and impulses. | remember that everyone was impressed by his
constant and unruffled happiness. In the long evenings, when he was
put to bed before the sun went down, instead of protesting and fight-
ing, as | did when I had to go to bed, he would lie upstairs in his crib,
and we would hear him singing a little tune. Every evening it was the
same tune, very simple, very primitive; a nice little tune, very suitable
for the ume of day and for the season. Downstairs, we would all fall
more or less silent, lulled by the singing of the child in the crib, and we
would see the sunrays slanting across the fields and through the win-
dows as the day ended.

I had an imaginary friend, called Jack, who had an imaginary dog,
called Doolittle. The chief reason why I had an imaginary friend was
that there were no other children to play with, and my brother John Paul
was still a baby. When I tried to seek diversion watching the gentlemen
who played pool at Mr. Duggan’s saloon, | got into much trouble. On
the other hand, I could go and play at Burroughs’ place, in their garden
and in the room full of old lumber over the studio. Betty Burroughs
knew how to join in games in a way that did not imply patronage,
though she was practically grown up. But for friends of my own age, |
had to fall back on my imagination, and it was perhaps not a good thing.

Mother did not mind the company | kept in my imagination, at
least to begin with, but once I went shopping with her, and refused to



cross Main Street, Flushing, for fear that the imaginary dog, Doolittle,
might get run over by real cars. This I later learned from her record of
the affair in her diary.

By 1920 I could read and write and draw. I drew a picture of the
house, and everybody sitting under the pine trees, on a blanket, on the
grass, and sent it to Pop in the mail. He lived at Douglaston, which was
about five miles away. But most of the ume | drew pictures of boats.
Ocean liners with many funnels and hundreds of portholes, and waves
all around as jagged as a saw, and the air full of “v’s” for the sea-gulls.

Things were stumulated by the momentous arrival of my New
Zealand grandmother, who had come from the Antipodes to visit her
scattered children in England and America, as soon as the war had
ended. | think she brought one of my aunts along with her, but I was
most of all impressed by Granny. She must have talked to me a great
deal, and asked me many questions and told me a great number of
things, and though there are few precise details | remember about that
visit, the general impression she left was one of veneration and awe—
and love. She was very good and kind, and there was nothing effusive
and overwhelming about her affection. I have no precise memory of
what she looked like, except that she wore dark clothes, grey and dark
brown, and had glasses and grey hair and spoke quietly and earnestly.
She had been a teacher, like her husband, my New Zealand grandfather.

The clearest thing | remember about her was the way she put salt
on her oatmeal at breakfast. Of this I am certain: it made a very pro-
found impression on me. Of one other thing I am less certain, but it is
in itself much more important: she taught me the Lord’s Prayer. Per-
haps I had been taught to say the “Our Father” before, by my earthly
father. I never used to say it. But evidently Granny asked me one night
if [ had said my prayers, and it turned out that I did not know the “Our
Father,” so she taught it to me. After that I did not forget it, even though
[ went for years without saying it at all.

It seems strange that Father and Mother, who were concerned al-
most to the point of scrupulosity about keeping the minds of their sons
uncontaminated by error and mediocrity and ugliness and sham, had
not bothered to give us any formal religious training. The only expla-
nation | have is the guess that Mother must have had strong views on



the subject. Possibly she considered any organized religion below the
standard of intellectual perfection she demanded of any child of hers.
We never went to church in Flushing.

In fact, | remember having an intense desire to go to church one
day, but we did not go. It was Sunday. Perhaps it was an Laster Sunday,
probably in 1920. From across the fields, and beyond the red farmhouse
of our neighbor, [ could see the spire of St. George’s church, above the
trees. The sound of the churchbells came to us across the bright fields.
[ was playing in front of the house, and stopped to listen. Suddenly, all
the birds began to sing in the trees above my head, and the sound of
birds singing and churchbells ringing lifted up my heart with joy. |
cried out to my father:

“Father, all the birds are in their church.”

And then I said: “Why don’t we go to church?”

My father looked up and said: “We will.”

“Now?” said 1.

“No, it is too late. But we will go some other Sunday.”

And yet Mother did go somewhere, sometimes, on Sunday morn-
ings, to worship God. | doubt that Father went with her; he probably
stayed at home to take care of me and John Paul, for we never went.
But anyway, Mother went to the Quakers, and sat with them in their
ancient meeting house. This was the only kind of religion for which
she had any use, and I suppose it was taken for granted that, when we
grew older, we might be allowed to tend in that direction too. Probably
no influence would have been brought to bear on us to do so. We would
have been left to work it out more or less for ourselves.

Meanwhile, at home, my education was progressing along the lines
laid down by some progressive method that Mother had read about in
one of those magazines. She answered an advertisement that carried an
oval portrait of some bearded scholar with a pince-nez, and received
from Baltimore a set of books and some charts and even a small desk
and blackboard. The idea was that the smart modern child was to be
turned loose amid this apparatus, and allowed to develop sponta-
neously into a midget university before reaching the age of ten.

The ghost of John Stuart Mill must have glided up and down the
room with a sigh of gratification as | opened the desk and began. [ forget



what came of it all, except that one night [ was sent to bed early for
stubbornly spelling “which” without the first “h™ “w-i-c-h.” I remem-
ber brooding about this as an injustice. “What do they think [ am, any-
way?” After all, I was stll only five years old.

Sull, I retain no grudge against the fancy method or the desk that
went with it. Maybe that was where my geography book came from—
the favorite book of my childhood. I was so fond of playing prisoner’s
base all over those maps that I wanted to become a sailor. [ was only too
eager for the kind of foot-loose and unstable life I was soon to get into.

My second best book confirmed me in this desire. This was a col-
lection of stories called the Greek Heroes. It was more than I could do to
read the Victorian version of these Greek myths for myself, but Father
read them aloud, and I learned of Theseus and the Minotaur, of the
Medusa, of Perseus and Andromeda. Jason sailed to a far land, after
the Golden Fleece. Theseus returned victorious, but forgot to change
the black sails, and the King of Athens threw himself down from the
rock, believing that his son was dead. In those days I learned the name
Hesperides, and it was from these things that I unconsciously built up
the vague fragments of a religion and of a philosophy, which remained
hidden and implicit in my acts, and which, in due time, were to assert
themselves in a deep and all-embracing attachment to my own judge-
ment and my own will and a constant turning away from subjection, to-
wards the freedom of my own ever-changing horizons.

In a sense, this was intended as the fruit of my early training.
Mother wanted me to be independent, and not to run with the herd. I
was to be original, individual, I was to have a definite character and
ideals of my own. I was not to be an article thrown together, on the
common bourgeois pattern, on everybody else’s assembly line.

If we had continued as we had begun, and if John Paul and I had
grown up in that house, probably this Victorian-Greek complex would
have built itself up gradually, and we would have turned into good-
mannered and earnest sceptics, polite, intelligent, and perhaps even in
some sense useful. We might have become successful authors, or edi-
tors of magazines, professors at small and progressive colleges. The
way would have been all smooth and perhaps I would never have
ended up as a monk.



But 1t is not yet the time to talk about that happy consummation,
the thing for which I most thank and praise God, and which is of all
things the ultimate paradoxical fulfilment of my mother’s ideas for
me—the last thing she would ever have dreamed of: the boomerang of
all her solicitude for an individual development.

But oh, how many possibilities there were ahead of me and my
brother in that day! A brand-new conscience was just coming into exis-
tence as an actual, operating function of a soul. My choices were just
about to become responsible. My mind was clean and unformed
enough to recetve any set of standards, and work with the most perfect
of them, and work with grace itself, and God’s own values, if I had ever
had the chance.

Here was a will, neutral, undirected, a force waiting to be applied,
ready to generate tremendous immanent powers of light or darkness,
peace or conflict, order or confusion, love or sin. The bias which my
will was to acquire from the circumstances of all its acts would eventu-
ally be the direction of my whole being towards happiness or misery,
life or death, heaven or hell.

More than that: since no man ever can, or could, live by himself
and for himself alone, the destinies of thousands of other people were
bound to be affected, some remotely, but some very directly and near-
at-hand, by my own choices and decisions and desires, as my own life
would also be formed and modified according to theirs. | was entering
into a moral universe in which [ would be related to every other ra-
tional being, and in which whole masses of us, as thick as swarming
bees, would drag one another along towards some common end of
good or evil, peace or war.

I think it must have been after Mother went to the hospital that,
one Sunday, [ went to the Quaker meeting house with Father. He had
explained to me that the people came and sat there, silent, doing
nothing, saying nothing, until the Holy Spirit moved someone to
speak. He also told me that a famous old gentleman, who was one of
the founders of the Boy Scouts of America, would be there. That was
Dan Beard. Consequently I sat among the Quakers with three more
or less equal preoccupations running through my mind. Where was
Dan Beard? Would he not only be called beard, but have one on his



chin? And what was the Holy Spirit going to move all these people to
do or say?

I forget how the third question was answered. But after the man sit-
ting in the high wooden rostrum, presiding over the Quakers, gave the
signal that the meeting was ended, | saw Dan Beard among the people
under the low sunny porch, outside the meeting-house door. He had a
beard.

It was almost certainly in the last year or so of Mother’s life, 1921,
that Father got a job as organist at the Episcopalian church in Douglas-
ton. It was not a job that made him very happy or enthusiastic. He did
not get along very well with the minister. But [ began to go to the
church on Sundays, which makes me think that Mother was in the hos-
pital, because | must have been living with Pop and Bonnemaman in
Douglaston.

The old Zion church was a white wooden building, with a squat,
square little belfry, standing on a hill, surrounded by high trees and a
large graveyard, and in a crypt underneath it were buried the original
Douglas tamily, who had settled there on the shore of the Sound some
hundred years before. It was pleasant enough on Sundays. | remember
the procession that came out of the sacristy, a choir of men and women,
dressed in black, with white surplices, and led by a Cross. There were
stained glass windows up behind the altar, one had an anchor on i, for
its design, which interested me because | wanted to go to sea, and travel
all over the world. Strange interpretation of a religious svmbol ordinar-
ily taken to signify stability in Hope: the theological virtue of Hope,
dependence on God. To me it suggested just the opposite. Travel, ad-
venture, the wide sea, and unlimited possibilities of human heroism,
with myself as the hero.

Then there was a lectern, shaped like an eagle with outspread
wings, on which rested a huge Bible. Nearby was an American flag, and
above that was one of those little boards they have in Protestant
churches, on which the numbers of the hymns to be sung are indicated
by black and white cards. | was impressed by the lighting of candles on
the altar, by the taking up of the collection, and by the singing of
hymns, while Father, hidden behind the choir somewhere, played the
organ.



One came out of the church with a kind of comfortable and satis-
fied feeling that something had been done that needed to be done, and
that was all I knew about it. And now, as I consider it after many years,
[ see that it was very good that I should have got at least that much of
religion in my childhood. It 1s a law of man’s nature, written into his
very essence, and just as much a part of him as the desire to build
houses and cultivate the land and marry and have children and read
books and sing songs, that he should want to stand together with other
men 1in order to acknowledge their common dependence on God, their
Father and Creator. In fact, this desire is much more fundamental than
any purely physical necessity.

At this same time my father played the piano every evening in a
small movie theater which had been opened in the next town, Bayside.
We certainly needed money.

[T

AND PROBABLY THE CHIEF REASON WHY WE NEEDED MONEY
was that Mother had cancer of the stomach.

That was another thing that was never explained to me. Everything
about sickness and death was more or less kept hidden from me, be-
cause consideration of these things might make a child morbid. And
since | was destined to grow up with a nice, clear, optimistic, and well-
balanced outlook on life, I was never even taken to the hospital to see
Mother, after she went there. And this was entirely her own idea.

How long she had been ill and suftering, stll keeping house for us,
not without poverty and hardship, without our knowing anything of
what it was, I cannot say. But her sickness probably accounts for my
memory of her as thin and pale and rather severe.

With a selfishness unusual even in a child, [ was glad to move from
Flushing to my grandparents’” house at Douglaston. There | was al-
lowed to do more or less as [ pleased, there was plenty of food, and we
had two dogs and several cats to play with. I did not miss Mother very
much, and did not weep when I was not allowed to go and see her. [ was



content to run in the woods with the dogs, or climb trees, or pester the
chickens, or play around in the clean little studio where Bonnemaman
sometimes painted china, and fired it in a small kiln.

Then one day Father gave me a note to read. | was very surprised.
[t was for me personally, and it was in my mother’s handwriting. [ don’t
think she had ever written to me before—there had never been any
occasion for it. Then I understood what was happening, although, as |
remember, the language of the letter was confusing to me. Neverthe-
less, one thing was quite evident. My mother was informing me, by
mail, that she was about to die, and would never see me again.

I wook the note out under the maple tree in the back yard, and
worked over it, until I had made it all out, and had gathered what it
really meant. And a tremendous weight of sadness and depression
settled on me. [t was not the grief of a child, with pangs of sorrow and
many tears. It had something of the heavy perplexity and gloom of
adult grief, and was therefore all the more of a burden because it was,
to that extent, unnatural. [ suppose one reason for this was that [ had
more or less had to arrive at the truth by induction.

Prayer? No, prayer did not even occur to me. How fantastic that
will seem to a Catholic—that a six-year-old child should find out that
his mother 1s dying, and not know enough to pray for her! It was not
until | became a Catholic, twenty years later, that it finally occurred to
me to pray for my mother.

My grandparents did not have a car, but they hired one to go in to
the hospital, when the end finally came. I went with them in the car, but
was not allowed to enter the hospital. Perhaps it was just as well. What
would have been the good of my being plunged into a lot of naked suf-
fering and emotional crisis without any prayer, any Sacrament to stabi-
lize and order it, and make some kind of meaning out of it? In that
sense, Mother was right. Death, under those circumstances, was noth-
ing but ugliness, and if it could not possibly have any ultimate mean-
ing, why burden a child’s mind with the sight of 12

[ sat outside, in the car, with the hired driver. Again, | knew noth-
ing definite about what was going on. But [ think there was also by this
ume no little subconscious rejection of everything that might have



given me any certainty that Mother was really dying: for if I had
wanted to find out, I would not have had much trouble.

[t seemed like a very long ume.

The car was parked in a yard entirely enclosed by black brick
buildings, thick with soot. On one side was a long, low shed, and rain
dripped from the eaves, as we sat in silence, and listened to the drops
falling on the roof of the car. The sky was heavy with mist and smoke,
and the sweet sick smell of hospital and gas-house mingled with the
stuffy smell of the automobile.

But when Father and Pop and Bonnemaman and my Uncle Harold
came out of the hospital door, I did not need to ask any questions. They
were all shattered by sorrow.

When we got home to Douglaston, Father went into a room alone,
and [ followed him and found him weeping, over by the window.

He must have thought of the days before the war, when he had first
met Mother in Paris, when she had been so happy, and gay, and had
danced, and had been full of ideas and plans and ambitions for herself
and for him and for their children. It had not turned out as they had
planned. And now 1t was all over. And Bonnemaman was folding away
the big heavy locks of red hair that had fallen from the shears when my
mother was a girl, folding them away now in tissue paper, in the spare
room, and weeping birterly.

They hired the same car again a day or so later, for another journey,
and this time I am definitely glad I stayed in the car.

Mother, for some reason, had always wanted to be cremated. 1 sup-
pose that fits in with the whole structure of her philosophy of life: a
dead body was simply something to be put out of the way as quickly as
possible. I remember how she was, in the house at Flushing, with a rag
tied tghtly around her head to keep the dust out of her hair, cleaning
and sweeping and dusting the rooms with the greatest energy and in-
tensity of purpose: and it helps one to understand her impatience with
useless and decaying flesh. That was something to be done away with,
without delay. When life was finished, let the whole thing be finished,
definitely, for ever.

Once again, the rain fell, the sky was dark. I cannot remember if



Cousin Ethel (my mother’s cousin, called Mrs. McGovern, who was a
nurse) remained in the car to keep me from getting too gloomy. Never-
theless I was very sad. But [ was not nearly so unhappy as [ would have
been if I had gone up to that mournful and appalling place and stood
behind a big pane of glass to watch my mother’s coftin glide slowly be-
tween the steel doors that led to the furnace.

v

MOTHER’S DEATH HAD MADE ONE THING EVIDENT: FATHER
now did not have to do anything but paint. He was not ied down to any
one place. He could go wherever he needed to go, to find subjects and
get ideas, and [ was old enough to go with him.

And so, after | had been a few months in the local school at Doug-
laston, and had already been moved up to the second grade, in the evil-
smelling grey annex on top of the hill, Father came back to New York
and announced that he and [ were going somewhere new.

It was with a kind of feeling of triumph that | watched the East
River widen into Long Island Sound, and waited for the moment when
the Fall River boat, in all her pride, would go sweeping past the mouth
of Bayside Bay and | would view Douglaston, as [ thought, from the su-
periority of the open water and pass it by, heading for a new horizon
called Fall River and Cape Cod and Provincetown.

We could not afford a cabin, but slept down below decks in the
crowded steerage, if you could call it that, among the loud ltalian fami-
lies and the colored boys who spent the night shooting craps under the
dim light, while the waters spoke loudly to us, above our heads, pro-
claiming that we were well below the waterline.

And in the morning we got off the boat at Fall River, and walked up
the street beside the textile mills, and found a lunch wagon crowded
with men getting something to eat on the way to work; and we sat at the
counter and ate ham and eggs.

All day long after that we were in a train. Just before we crossed the
great black drawbridge over the Cape Cod Canal, Father got off at a



station and went to a store across the street and bought me a bar of
Baker’s chocolate, with a blue wrapper and a picture of a lady in an
old-fashioned cap and apron, serving cups of chocolate. | was almost
completely overwhelmed with surprise and awe at the fact of such
tremendous largesse. Candy had always been strictly rationed.

Then came the long, long journey through the sand dunes, stop-
ping at every station, while I sat, weary and entranced, with the taste of
chocolate thick and stale in my mouth, turning over and over in my
mind the names of places where we were going: Sandwich, Falmouth,
Truro, Provincetown. The name Truro especially fascinated me. !
could not get it out of my mind: Truro. Truro. It was a name as lonely
as the edge of the sea.

That summer was full of low sand dunes, and coarse grasses as
sharp as wires, growing from the white sand. And the wind blew across
the sand. And [ saw the breakers of the grey sea come marching in to-
wards the land, and | looked out at the ocean. Geography had begun to
become a reality.

The whole town of Provincetown smelled of dead fish, and there
were countless fishing boats, of all sizes, tied up along the wharves; and
you could run all day on the decks of the schooners, and no one would
prevent you, or chase you away. | began to know the smell of ropes and
of pitch and of the salt, white wood of decks, and the curious smell of
seaweed, under the docks.

When [ got the mumps, Father read to me out of a book by John
Masefield, which was full of pictures of sailing ships, and the only pun-
ishment [ remember getting that summer was a mild reproof for refus-
ing to eat an orange.

By the time we returned to Douglaston, and Father left me with
my grandparents, where John Paul had been all the time, | had learned
how to draw pictures of schooners and barks and clippers and brigs,
and knew far more about all these distinctions than [ do now.

Perhaps I went back to the rickety grey annex of the Public School
for a couple of weeks—not for longer. Because Father had found a new
place where he wanted to go and paint pictures, and having found it
came back to get his drawing boards and me, and there we went to-
gether. It was Bermuda.



Bermuda in those days had no big hotels and no golf-courses to
speak of. It was not famous for anything. It was simply a curious island,
two or three days out of New York, in the Gulf Stream, where the
British had a small naval base and where there were no automobiles and
not much of anything else either.

We took a small boat called the Fort Victoria, with a red and black
funnel, and surprisingly soon after we had left New York harbor, the
flying fishes began to leap out of the foam before her bows and skid
along over the surface of the warm waves. And although 1 was very
eager for my first sight of the island, it came upon us suddenly before 1
was aware, and stood up before us in the purple waters, green and
white. You could already see the small white houses, made of coral,
cleaner than sugar, shining in the sun, and all around us the waters
paled over the shallows and became the color of emeralds, where there
was sand, or lavender where there were rocks below the surface. We
threaded our way in a zig-zag between the buoys that marked the path
through the labyrinthine reefs.

The HM.S. Calcutta lay at anchor off Ireland Island dockyard, and
Father pointed to Somerset where, among the dark green cedars, was
the place where we would live. Yet it was evening before we finally got
there. How quiet and empty it was, in Somerset, in the gathering dusk!
Our feet padded softly in the creamy dust of the deserted road. No
wind stirred the paper leaves of the banana trees, or in the oleanders.
Our voices seemed loud, as we spoke. Nevertheless it was a very
friendly island. Those who occasionally came by saluted us as if we
were old acquaintances.

The boarding house had a green verandah and many rocking
chairs. The dark green paint needed renewing. The Britsh officers, or
whatever they were who lived in the place, sat and smoked their pipes,
and talked, if they talked at all, about matters extremely profane. And
here Father put down our bags. They were expecting us. In the shad-
ows, we sat down to dinner. | quickly adjusted myself to the thought
that this was home.

It is almost impossible to make much sense out of the continual re-
arrangement of our lives and our plans from month to month in my



childhood. Yet every new development came to me as a reasonable and
worthy change. Sometimes | had to go to school, sometimes [ did not.
Sometimes Father and I were living together, sometimes | was with
strangers and only saw him from time to time. People came into our
lives and went out of our lives. We had now one set of friends, now an-
other. Things were always changing. [ accepted it all. Why should it
ever have occurred to me that nobody else lived like that? To me, it
seemed as natural as the variations of the weather and the seasons. And
one thing [ knew: for days on end I could run where I pleased, and do
whatever | liked, and life was very pleasant.

When Father left the boarding house, I remained there, and contin-
ued to live in it, because it was near the school. He was living in some
other part of Somerset, with some people he had met, and he spent his
days at work, painting landscapes. In fact, after that winter in Bermuda
he had finished enough work to have an exhibition, and this made him
enough money to go back to Europe. But meanwhile, I was going to the
local school for white children, which was next to a large public cricket
field, and [ was constantly being punished for my complete inability to
grasp the principles of multiplication and division.

[t must have been very difficult for Father to try to make all these
decisions. He wanted me to go to school, and he wanted me to be with
him. When both these things ceased to be possible at the same time, he
first decided in favor of the school: but then, after considering at length
the nature of the place where I had to live, and the kind of talk I heard
there, all day long, with my wide-open and impassive understanding,
he took me out of the school, and brought me to live where he was.
And I was very glad, because | was relieved of the burden of learning
multiplication and long division.

The only worry was that my former teacher passed along that road
on her bicycle on her way home, and if [ was playing by the road, [ had
to get out of sight for fear that she would send the truant officer around
and make me come back to school. One evening I did not see her com-
ing, and [ was a little Jate in diving into the bushes that filled a deserted
quarry and, as [ peeked out between the branches, I could see her look-
ing back over her shoulder as she slowly pedalled up the white hill.



Day after day the sun shone on the blue waters of the sea, and on
the 1slands in the bay, and on the white sand at the head of the bay, and
on the little white houses strung along the hillside. [ remember one day
looking up into the sky, and taking it into my head to worship one of
the clouds, which was shaped at one end like the head of Minerva with
a helmet—Ilike the head of the armed lady on the big British pennies.

Father left me in Bermuda with his friends, who were literary
people and artists, and went to New York and had an exhibition. It got
a good press and he sold many pictures. His style had developed, since
Mother’s death had delivered him from landscape gardening. Tt was be-
coming at the same time more abstract, more original, and simpler, and
more definite in what it had to say. | think that the people in New York
did not yet see the full force of his painting, or the direction in which
he was going, because the Brooklyn Museum, for instance, bought the
kind of pictures of Bermuda that might be thought remotely to re-
semble Winslow Homer, rather than the things thac indicated Father’s
true originality. And anyway, there was not much in common between
him and Winslow Homer, except the bare fact of having painted water-
colors of sub-tropical scenes. As a water-colorist, he was more like
John Marin, without any of Marin’s superficiality.

After the exhibition was over, and the pictures were sold, and
Father had the money in his pocke, I returned from Bermuda, and found
out that Father was going to sail for France, with his friends, and leave

me 1n America.

v

POP’S OFFICE ALWAYS SEEMED TO ME A FINE PLACE. THE SMELL
of typewriters and glue and office stationery had something clean and
stmulating about it. The whole atmosphere was bright and acuve, and
everybody was especially friendly, because Pop was very well liked.
The term “live-wire” was singularly appropriate for him. He was al-
ways bristling with nervous energy, and most people were happy when



he came shouting through their departments, snapping his fingers and
whacking all the desks with a rolled-up copy of the Evening ‘lelegram.

Pop worked for Grosset and Dunlap, publishers who specialized
cheap reprints of popular novels, and in children’s books of an adven-
turous cast. They were the ones who gave the world Tom Swift and all
his clectrical contrivances, together with the Rover Boys and Jerry Todd
and all the rest. And there were several big showrooms full of these
books, where 1 could go and curl up in a leather armchair and read all
day without being disturbed until Pop came along to take me down to
Chiids and eat chicken a la king.

This was 1923 and Grosset and Dunlap were at a peak of prosper-
ity. As a matter of fact, it was just about this time that Pop had carried
oft the one great stroke of his career. He had sold his employers the no-
tion of printing the books of popular movies illustrated with stills from
the film, to be sold in connection with the publicity given to the picture
ieselt. This idea took on very quickly and remained popular all through
the twenties, and made a lot of money for the company, and it was to be
the cornerstone of Pop’s own economic stability and, in fact, of the
whole family’s for fifteen years to come.

And so, Black Oxen and the Ten Commandments and the Eternal City
and 1 forget what else went forth into all the drugstores and bookstores
in all the small towns from Boston to San Francisco, full of pictures of
Pola Negri and other stars of the time.

In those days movies were still occasionally made on Long Island,
and more than once, my brother and 1 and all our friends in the neigh-
borhood would hear they were taking some scene or other down at
Alley Pond. Once, under the trees, we witnessed what was supposed to
be a gypsy wedding between Gloria Swanson and some forgotten hero.
The idea was that the two of them allowed their wrists to be slashed,
and bound together, so that their blood would mingle: that was the
gypsy wedding, according to the ideas of whoever was producing this
immortal masterpiece. Frankly, however, we were not very much inter-
ested in all this. As children, we had enough sense to find the whole con-
cept extremely heavy. We were much more excited when W. C. Fields
came to Alley Pond to make part of a short comedy. First they set up



- the cameras in front of an old tumbledown house. I don’t remember
whether our hero was supposed to be drunk or scared, but the door of
the house would fly open, and W. C. Fields would come hurtling out
and go careering down the steps in a way that made you wonder how
he got to the bottom of them without breaking both legs and all of his
ribs. After he had done this over and over again innumerable times,
with a singular patience and philosophical tenacity, the men moved
their cameras up on top of a big pile of old lumber that was standing by,
and filmed what was evidently part of the same sequence. There was a
steep wooded slope, full of trees and bushes, ending in a sheer drop of
about six feet. At the bottom of this, they planted a couple of extremely
tame cows. Then W. C. Fields came blundering through the bushes, in
his same hysterical, stumbling flight from some unseen menace. Look-
ing behind him, he failed to see the drop, and went plunging over, land-
ing on top of the two tame cows, which were supposed to run madly
away with him on their backs. However, they just let Fields land on top
of them with a heavy thud, and then stood there, chewing on the grass,
and looking bored, until he fell off, and climbed stoically back up the
hill to start all over again.

I mention all this because, as a matter of fact, the movies were
really the family religion at Douglaston.

That summer, 1923, Pop and Bonnemaman had taken John Paul
with them, and had gone to California, and had visited Hollywood,
with the status of something more than simple tourists, since Pop knew
a lot of movie people in a business way. The trip had something of the
nature of a pilgrimage, however, and we never heard the end of what
Jackie Coogan had personally said to them and how he had acted per-
sonally in their presence, in a real actual personal face-to-face-
meeting-with-Jackie-Coogan.

Pop and Bonnemaman’s other heroes were Doug and Mary. [
admit, that what with Robin Hood and the Thief of Baghdad we all paid
Douglas Fairbanks a somewhat corrupt form of hyperdulia, although
neither [ nor John Paul could get excited over Mary Pickford. But to
Pop and Bonnemaman, Doug and Mary seemed to sum up every pos-
sible human ideal: in them was all perfection of beauty and wig,
majesty, grace and decorum, bravery and love, gaiety and tenderness,



all virtues and every admirable moral sentiment, truth, justice, honor,
piety, loyalty, zeal, trust, citizenship, valor, and, above all, marital fi-
delity. Day after day these two gods were extolled for the perfection of
their mutual love, their glorious, simple, sincere, pious, faithful conju-
gal devotion to one another. Everything that good, plain, trusting
middle-class optimism could devise, was gathered up into one big sen-
umental holocaust of praise, by my innocent and tender-hearred
grandparents, and laid at the feet of Doug and Mary. It was a sad day in
our family when Doug and Mary were divorced.

My grandfather’s favorite place of worship was the Capitol theatre,
in New York. When the Roxy theatre was built, he transferred his alle-
giance to that huge pile of solidified caramel, and later on there was no
shrine that so stirred his devotion as the Music Hall.

There 1s no need to go into details of the trouble and confusion my
brother and I often managed to create in the Douglaston household.
When guests came whom we did not like, we would hide under the
tables, or run upstairs and throw hard and soft objects down into the
hall and into the living room.

One thing I would say about my brother John Paul. My most vivid
memories of him, in our childhood, all fill me with poignant com-
punction at the thought of my own pride and hard-heartedness, and his
natural humility and love.

I suppose it is usual for elder brothers, when they are still children,
to feel themselves demeaned by the company of a brother four or five
years younger, whom they regard as a baby and whom they tend to pa-
tronise and look down upon. So when Russ and T and Bill made huts in
the woods out of boards and tar-paper which we collected around the
foundations of the many cheap houses which the speculators were now
putting up, as fast as they could, all over Douglaston, we severely pro-
hibited John Paul and Russ’s little brother Tommy and their friends
from coming anywhere near us. And if they did try to come and get
into our hut, or even to look at it, we would chase them away with
stones.

When [ think now of that part of my childhood, the picture [ get
of my brother John Paul is this: standing in a field, about a hundred
yards away from the clump of sumachs where we have built our hut, 1s



this little perplexed five-year-old kid in short pants and a kind of a
leather jacket, standing quite stll, with his arms hanging down at his
sides, and gazing in our direction, afraid to come any nearer on account
of the stones, as insulted as he is saddened, and his eyes full of indigna-
tion and sorrow. And yet he does not go away. We shout at him to get
out of there, to beat it, and go home, and wing a couple of more rocks
in that direction, and he does not go away. We tell him to play in some
other place. He does not move.

And there he stands, not sobbing, not crying, but angry and un-
happy and offended and tremendously sad. And yet he is fascinated by
what we are doing, nailing shingles all over our new hut. And his
tremendous desire to be with us and to do what we are doing will not
permit him to go away. The law written in his nature says that he must
be with his elder brother, and do what he is doing: and he cannot
understand why this law of love is being so wildly and unjustly violated
in his case.

Many times it was like that. And in a sense, this terrible situation is
the pattern and prototype of all sin: the deliberate and formal will to re-
ject disinterested love for us for the purely arbitrary reason that we
simply do not want it. We will to separate ourselves from that love. We
reject it entirely and absolutely, and will not acknowledge it, simply be-
cause it does not please us to be loved. Perhaps the inner motive is that
the fact of being loved disinterestedly reminds us that we all need love
from others, and depend upon the charity of others to carry on our own
lives. And we refuse love, and reject society, in so far as it seems, in our
own perverse imagination, to imply some obscure kind of humiliation.

There was a time when | and my magnificent friends, in our great
hut, having formed a “gang,” thought we were sufficiently powerful to
antagonize the extremely tough Polish kids who had formed a real gang
in Little Neck, a mile away. We used to go over in their neighborhood,
and stand, facing in the general direction of the billboards, behind
which they had their headquarters, and, from a very safe distance, we
would shout defiance and challenge them to come out and fight.

Nobody came out. Perhaps there was nobody at home.

But then, one cold and rainy afternoon, we observed that numbers
of large and small figures, varying in age from ten to sixteen, most of



them very brawny, with caps pulled down over their eyes in a business-
like way, were filtering in, by the various streets, and gathering in the
vacant lot outside our house. And there they stood, with their hands in
their pockets. They did not make any noise, or yell, or shout any chal-
lenges, they just stood around, looking at the house.

There were twenty or twenty-five of them. There were four of us.
The climax of the situation came when Frieda, our German maid, told
us that she was very busy with house-cleaning, and that we must all get
out of the house immediately. Without listening to our extremely ner-
vous protests, she chased us out the back way. We made a dash through
several back yards and went down the other block, and ended up safely
in the house where Bill lived, which was at the other end of the vacant
lot, and from which we viewed the silent and pugnacious group from
Little Neck, sull standing around, and with the evident determination
of staying there for quite a while.

And then an extraordinary thing happened.

The front door of our house, at the other end of the lot, opened.
My little brother John Paul came walking down the steps, with a cer-
tain amount of dignity and calm. He crossed the street, and started
across the lot. He walked towards the Little Neck gang. They all turned
towards him. He kept on walking, and walked right into the middle of
them. One or two of them took their hands out of their pockets. John
Paul just looked at them, turning his head on one side, then on the
other. And he walked right through the middle of them, and nobody
even touched him.

And so he came to the house where we were. We did not chase him
away.

VI

MY GRANDPARENTS WERE LIKE MOST OTHER AMERICANS.
They were Protestants, but you could never find out precisely what
kind of Protestants they were. I, their own grandson, was never able to
ascertain. They put money in the little envelopes that came to them



from Zion church, but they never went near the place itself. And they
also contributed to the Salvation Army and a lot of other things: so
you could not tell what they were by the places which they helped to
support. Of course, they had sent my uncle in his boyhood to the
choir school of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, on the rock above
Harlem, which was then a peaceful bourgeois neighborhood. And they
sent John Paul there too, in due course. Indeed, there was even some
talk of sending me there. Yet that did not make them Episcopalians.
It was not the religion that they patronised, but the school and the at-
mosphere. In practice, Bonnemaman used to read the little black
books of Mary Baker Eddy, and I suppose that was the closest she got
to religion.

On the whole, the general attitude around that house was the more
or less inarticulate assumption that all religions were more or less
praiseworthy on purely natural or social grounds. In any decent suburb
of a big city you would expect to run across some kind of a church,
once in a while. It was part of the scenery, like the High School and the
YM.CA. and the big whale-back roof and water-tank of the movie
theater.

The only exceptions to this general acceptability of religions were
the Jews and Catholics. Who would want to be a Jew? But then, that was
a matter of race more than of religion. The Jews were Jews, but they
could not very well help it. But as for the Catholics—it seemed, in
Pop’s mind, that there was a certain sinister note of malice connected
with the profession of anything like the Catholic faith. The Catholic
Church was the only one against which I ever heard him speak with
any definite bitterness or animosity.

The chief reason was that he himself belonged to some kind of a
Masonic organization, called, oddly enough, the Knights Templars.
Where they picked up that name, I do not know: but the original
Knights Templars were a military religious Order in the Catholic
Church, who had an intimate connection with the Cistercians, of
which the Trappists are a reform.

Being Knights, the Knights Templars had a sword. Pop kept his
sword first in the closet in his den, and then, for a while, it was in the



coat closet by the front door, mixed up with the canes and umbrellas,
and with the huge policeman’s club which Pop evidently believed
would be useful if a burglar came around.

I suppose that at the meetings of the Knights Templars to which
Pop went less and less frequently, he heard how wicked the Catholic
Church was. He had probably heard that from his childhood up. It is
what all Protestant children hear. It is part of their religious training.

If there was another reason why he feared the Church of Rome, it
was because of the accident that some of the most corrupt politicians
that ever passed a bribe in a New York election were known to be
Catholics. To Pop, the word “Catholic” and “Tammany” meant just
about the same thing. And since this fitted in very well with what every
Protestant child is told about the duplicity and hypocrisy of Catholics,
Catholicism had become associated, in his mind, with everything dis-
honest and crooked and immoral.

This was an impression that probably remained with him to the
end of his days, but it ceased to be explicit when a Catholic lady came
to live with us as a sort of companion to Bonnemaman, and a general
nurse and housekeeper to the whole family. This was no temporary ad-
dition to the household. I think we were all very fond of Elsie from the
beginning, and Bonnemaman got to depending on her so much that she
stayed around and became more and more a part of the family, untl she
finally entered it altogether by marrying my uncle. With her arrival,
Pop no longer let loose any of his tirades against Rome unless some
bitter word happened to slip out without deliberation.

This was one of the few things I got from Pop that really took root
in my mind, and became part of my mental attitude: this hatred and
suspicion of Catholics. There was nothing overt about it. It was simply
the deep, almost subconscious aversion from the vague and evil thing,
which I called Catholicism, which lived back in the dark corners of my
mentality with the other spooks, like death and so on. I did not know
precisely what the word meant. It only conveyed a kind of a cold and
unpleasant feeling.

The devil is no fool. He can get people feeling about heaven the
way they ought to feel about hell. He can make them fear the means of



grace the way they do not fear sin. And he does so, not by light but by
obscurity, not by realities but by shadows, not by clarity and substance
but by dreams and the creatures of psychosis. And men are so poor in
intellect that a few cold chills down their spine will be enough to keep
them from ever finding out the truth about anything.

As a matter of fact, by this time I was becoming more and more
positively averse to the thought of any religion, although 1 was only
nine. The reason was that once or twice | had to go to Sunday School,
and found it such a bore that from then on I went to play in the woods
instead. I don’t think the family was very grieved.

All this time, Father was abroad. He had gone first to the South of
France, to the Roussillon, where 1 was born. He was living first at
Banyuls, then at Collioure, painting landscapes along the Mediter-
ranean shore, and in the red mountains, all the way down to Port Ven-
dres and the borders of Catalonia. Then, after a while, he and the
people he was with crossed over into Africa and went inland in Algeria,
to a place on the edge of the desert, and there he painted some more.

Letters came from Africa. He sent me a package containing a small
burnous, which I could wear, and a stuffed lizard of some sort. At that
time | had gathered a small natural history museum of pieces of junk
that are to be found around Long Island, like arrowheads and funny-
looking stones.

During those years, he was painting some of the best pictures he
had ever painted in his life. But then something happened, and we got
a letter from one of his friends, telling us that he was seriously ill. He
was, 1n fact, dying.

When Bonnemaman told me this news, | was old enough to under-
stand what it meant, and I was profoundly affected, filled with sorrow
and with fear. Was I never to see my father again? This could not hap-
pen. I don’t know whether or not it occurred to me to pray, but I think
by this time it must have, at least once or twice, although I certainly
had very little of anything that could be called faith. If I did pray for
my father it was probably only one of those blind, semi-instinctive
movements of nature that will come to anyone, even an atheist in a
time of crisis, and which do not prove the existence of God, exactly,



but which certainly show that the need to worship and acknowledge
Him is something deeply ingrained in our dependent natures, and
simply inseparable from our essence.

It seems that for days Father lay in delirrum. Nobody appeared to
know what was the matter with him. He was expected to die from mo-
ment to moment. But he did not die.

Finally he got past the crisis of this strange sickness, and recovered
his consciousness, and began to improve and get well. And when he was
on his feet again, he was able to finish some more pictures, and get his
things together, and go to London, where he held his most successful
exhibition, at the Leicester Galleries, early in 1925.

When he returned to New York, in the early summer of that vear,
he came in a kind of triumph. He was beginning to be a successful
artist. Long ago he had been elected to one of those more or less
meaningless Britsh societies, so that he could write FR.B.A. after his
name—which he never did—and I think he was already in Whos Who,
although that was the kind of thing for which he had supreme con-
tempt.

But now, what was far more useful to an artist, he had gained the at-
tention and respect of such an important and venerable critic as Roger
Fry, and the admiration of people who not only knew what a good
painting was, but had some money with which to buy one.

As he landed in New York, he was a very different person—more
different than I realized—from the man who had taken me to Bermuda
two years before. All I noticed, at the moment, was the fact that he had
a beard, to which I strenuously objected, being flled with the provin-
cial snobbery so strong in children and adolescents.

“Are you going to shave it off now, or later?” [ inquired, when we
got to the house in Douglaston.

“I'am not going to shave 1t off at all,” said my father.

“That’s crazy,” | said. But he was not disturbed. He did shave it off,
a couple of vyears later, by which time | had got used to it.

However, he had something to tell me that upset my complacency
far more than the beard. For by now, having become more or less accli-
matised in Douglaston, after the unusual experience of remaining some



two years in the same place, [ was glad to be there, and liked my
friends, and liked to go swimming in the bay. | had been given a small
camera with which I took pictures, which my uncle caused to be de-
veloped for me at the Pennsylvania Drug Store, in the city. [ possessed
a baseball bat with the word “Spalding” burnt on it in large letters. |
thought maybe [ would like to become a Boy Scout and, indeed, I had
seen a great competition of Boy Scouts in the Flushing Armory, just
next door to the Quaker meeting house where I had once got a glimpse
of Dan Beard, with his beard.

My father said: “We are going to France.”

“France!” | said, in astonishment. Why should anybody want to go
to France? | thought: which shows that | was a very stupid and ignorant
child. But he persuaded me that he meant what he said. And when all
my objections were useless, | burst into tears. Father was not at all un-
sympathetic about it. He kindly told me that I would be glad to be in
France, when | got there, and gave me many reasons why it was a good
idea. And finally he admitted that we would not start right away.

With this compromise | was temporarily comforted, thinking per-
haps the plan would be dropped after a while. But fortunately it was
not. And on August the twenty-fifth of that year the game of Prisoner’s
Base began again, and we sailed for France. Although I did not know it
and it would not have interested me then, it was the Feast of St. Louis
of France.



TWO

i o

OUR LADY OF
THE MUSEUMS

OW DID IT EVER HAPPEN THAT, WHEN THE DREGS OF
H the world had collected in western Europe, when Goth and
Frank and Norman and Lombard had mingled with the rot of old Rome
to form a patchwork of hybrid races, all of them notable for ferocity,
hatred, stupidity, craftiness, lust, and brutality—how did it happen
that, from all this, there should come Gregorian chant, monasteries and
cathedrals, the poems of Prudentius, the commentaries and histories of
Bede, the Moralia of Gregory the Great, St. Augustine’s City of God, and
his Trimity, the writings of St. Anselm, St. Bernard’s sermons on the
Canticles, the poetry of Caedmon and Cynewulf and Langland and
Dante, St. Thomas’ Summa, and the Oxonzense of Duns Scotus?

How does it happen that even today a couple of ordinary French
stonermasons, or a carpenter and his apprentice, can put up a dovecote
or a barn that has more architectural perfection than the piles of eclec-
tic stupidity that grow up at the cost of hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars on the campuses of American universities?

When [ went to France, in 1925, returning to the land of my birth, [
was also returning to the fountains of the intellectual and spiritual life
of the world to which I belonged. | was returning to the spring of
natural waters, if you will, but waters purified and cleaned by grace with



such powerful effect that even the corruption and decadence of the
French society of our day has never been able to poison them entirely,
or reduce them once again to their original and barbarian corruption.

And yet it was France that grew the finest flowers of delicacy and
grace and intelligence and wit and understanding and proportion and
taste. Even the countryside, even the landscape of France, whether in
the low hills and lush meadows and apple orchards of Normandy or in
the sharp and arid and vivid outline of the mountains of Provence, or
in the vast, rolling red vineyards of Languedoc, seems to have been
made full of a special perfection, as a setting for the best of the cathe-
drals, the most interesting towns, the most fervent monasteries, and the
greatest universities.

But the wonderful thing about France is how all her perfections
harmonize so fully together. She has possessed all the skills, from cook-
ing to logic and theology, from bridge-building to contemplation, from
vine-growing to sculpture, from cattle-breeding to prayer: and pos-
sessed them more perfectly, separately and together, than any other
nation.

Why is it that the songs of the little French children are more
graceful, their speech more intelligent and sober, their eyes calmer and
more profound than those of the children of other nations? Who can
explain these things?

France, I am glad I was born in your land, and I am glad God
brought me back to you, for a time, before it was too late.

[ did not know all these things about France the rainy September
evening when we landed at Calais, coming from England through
which we had passed on our way.

Nor did I share or understand the enthusiastic satisfaction with
which Father got off the boat and walked into the noise of the French
station, filled with the cries of porters and with the steam of the French
trains.

[ was tired, and fell asleep long before we got to Paris. I woke up
long enough to be impressed by the welter of lights in the wet streets,
and the dark sweep of the Seine, as we crossed one of the countless
bridges, while far away the fires on the Eiffel tower spelled “C-I-T-R-
O-E-N”



The words Montparnasse, Rue des Saints Péres, Gare d’Orléans
filled my mind with their unmeaning, and spelled me no certitude con-
cerning the tall grey houses, and the wide shady awnings of the cafés,
and the trees, and the people, and the churches, and the flying taxis, and
the green and white busses full of noise.

I did not have time, at the age of ten, to make anything out of this
city, but already I knew I was going to like France: and then, once more,
we were on a train.

That day, on that express, going into the south, into the Midj, | dis-
covered France. | discovered that land which is really, as far as I can tell,
the one to which [ do belong, if 1 belong to any at all, by no documen-
tary title but by geographical birth.

We flew over the brown Loire, by a long, long bridge at Orléans,
and from then on | was home, although 1 had never seen it before, and
shall never see it again. It was there, too, that Father told me about
Joan of Arc, and I suppose the thought of her was with me, at least in
the back of my mind, all the day long. Maybe the thought of her, act-
ing as a kind of implicit prayer by the veneration and love it kindled
in me, won me her intercession in heaven, so that through her [ was
able to get some sort of actual grace out of the sacrament of her land,
and to contemplate God without realizing it in all the poplars along
those streams, in all the low-roofed houses gathered about the village
churches, in the woods and the farms and the bridged rivers. We
passed a place called Chiteaudun. When the land became rockier, we
came to Limoges, with a labyrinth of tunnels, ending in a burst of
light and a high bridge and a panorama of the city crowding up the
side of a steep hill to the feet of the plain-towered cathedral. And all
the ume we were getting deeper and deeper into Aquitaine: towards
the old provinces of Quercy and Rouergue, where, although we were
not sure yet of our destination, 1 was to live and drink from the foun-
tains of the Middle Ages.

In the evening we came to a station called Brive. Brive-la-
Gaillarde. The dusk was gathering. The country was hilly, and full of
trees, yet rocky, and you knew that the uplands were bare and wild. In
the valleys were castles. It was too dark for us to see Cahors.

And then: Montauban.



What a dead town! What darkness and silence, after the train. We
came out of the station into an empty, dusty square, full of shadows,
and a dim light, here and there. The hoofs of a cab-horse clopped away
along the empty street, taking some of the other people who had de-
scended from the express off into the mysterious town. We picked up
our bags and crossed the square to a hotel that was there, one of those
low, undefined, grey little hotels, with a dim bulb burning in a down-
stairs window, illuminating a small café, with a lot of iron tables and a
few calendars covered with flyspecks and the big volumes of the Bottin
crowding the rickety desk of the sourfaced lady in black who presided
over the four customers.

And vet, instead of being dreary, it was pleasant. And although I
had no conscious memory of anything like this, it was familiar, and |
felc at home. Father threw open the wooden shutters of the room, and
looked out into the quiet night, without stars, and said:

“Do you smell the woodsmoke in the air? That is the smell of the
Midi”

11

WHEN WE WOKE UP IN THE MORNING, AND LOOKED OUT INTO
the bright sunlit air, and saw the low tiled roofs, we realized that we had
come upon a scene different from the last kind of landscape we had
seen by the light of the previous evening in the train.

We were at the borders of Languedoc. Everything was red. The
town was built of brick. It stood on a kind of low bluff, over the clay-
colored eddies of the river Tarn. We might almost have been in a part
of Spain. But oh! [t was dead, that town!

Why were we there? [t was not only that Father wanted to continue
painting in the south of France. He had come back to us that year with
more than a beard. Whether it was his sickness or what, [ do not know,
but something had made him certain that he could not leave the train-
ing and care of his sons to other people, and that he had a responsibil-
ity to make some kind of a home, somewhere, where he could at the
same time carry on his work and have us living with him, growing up



under his supervision. And, what 1s more, he had become definitely
aware of certain religious obligations for us as well as for himself.

[ am sure he had never ceased to be a religious man: but now—a
thing which 1 did not remember from my earlier years—he told me to
pray, to ask God to help us, to help him paint, to help him have a suc-
cessful exhibition, to find us a place to live.

When we were settled then, perhaps after a year or two, he would
bring John Paul over to France too. Then we would have a home. So far,
of course, everything was indefinite. But the reason why he had come
to Montauban was that he had been advised that there was a very good
school there.

The school 1n question was called the Institut Jean Calvin, and the
recommendation had come from some promment French Protestants
whom Father knew.

I remember we went and visited the place. It was a big, clean, white
building overlooking the river. There were some sunny cloisters, full of
greenery, and all the rooms were empty, because it was still the time of
summer vacation. However, there was something about it that Father
did not like, and I was, thank God, never sent there. As a matter of fact
it was not so much a school as a kind of Protestant residence where a
lot of youths (who belonged, mostly, to fairly well-to-do families)
boarded and received religious instruction and supervision and, for the
rest, attended the classes of the local Lycée.

And so 1 obscurely began to realize that, although Father was anx-
ious for me to get some kind of religious training, he was by no means
in love with French Protestantism. As a matter of fact, I learned later
from some of his friends, that at that time there had been not a little
likelihood that he might become a Catholic. He seems to have been
much attracted to the Church, but in the end he resisted the attraction
because of the rest of us. I think he felt that his first duty was to take
the ordinary means at his disposal to get me and John Paul to practise
whatever religion was nearest at hand to us, for if he became a Catho-
lic there might have been immense complications with the rest of the
family, and we would perhaps have remained without any religion
at all.

He would have felt far less hesitant if he had only had some

Catholic friends of his own inteliectual level—someone who would be




able to talk to him intelligently about the faith. But as far as | know, he
had none. He had a tremendous respect for the good Catholic people
we met, but they were too 1narticulate about the Church to be able to
tell him anything about it that he could understand—and also, thev
were generally far too shy.

Then, too, after the first day, it became clear that Montauban was
no place for us. There was really nothing there worth painting. It was
a good enough town, but it was dull. The only thing that interested
Father was the Musée Ingres, filled with meticulous drawings by that
painter, who had been born in Montauban: and that collection of cold
and careful sketches was not enough to keep anyone at a high pitch of
inspiration for much more than fifteen minutes. More characteristic of
the town was a nightmarish bronze monument by Bourdelle, outside
the museum, which seemed to represent a group of cliff-dwellers bat-
tling in a mass of molten chocolate.

However, when we happened to inquire at the Syndicat d’Initiative
about places to live, we saw photographs of some little towns which, as
we were told, were in a valley of a river called the Aveyron not very far
away to the northeast of the city.

The afternoon we took the peculiar, antiquated train out of Mon-
tauban into the country, we felt something like the three Magi after
leaving Herod and Jerusalem when they caught sight once again of
their star.

The locomotive had big wheels and a low, squat boiler, and an in-
ordinately high smoke-stack, so that it seemed to have escaped from
the museum, except that it was very sturdy and did 1ts work well. And
the three or four little coaches sped us quickly into a territory that was
certainly sacramental.

The last town that had a brick campanile to its church, after the
manner of all Languedoc, was Montricoux. Then the train entered the
Aveyron valley. After that, we were more or less in Rouergue. And then
we began to see something.

1 did not realize what we were getting into until the train swept
around a big curve of the shallow river, and came to stop under the
sunny plane trees along the platform of a tiny station, and we looked out
the window, and saw that we had just passed along the bottom of a sheer



cliff one or two hundred feet high, with a thirteenth-century castle on
the top of it. That was Bruniquel. All around us, the steep hills were
thick with woods, small gnarled oaks, clinging to the rock. Along the
river, the slender poplars rippled with the light of late afterncon, and
green waters danced on the stones. The people who got on and off the
train were peasants with black smocks, and on the roads we saw men
walking beside teams of oxen, drawing their two-wheeled carts: and
they guided the placid beasts with their long sticks. Father told me that
the people were all talking, not French, but the old patois, langue d’oc.

The next place was Penne. At the meeting of two valleys, a thin es-
carpment of rock soared up boldly over the river, bent and sharply ris-
ing, like an open wing. On the top were the ruins of another castle.
Further down, straggling along the ridge, went the houses of the village
and somewhere among them the small square tower of a church, an
open iron belfry on top, with a visible bell.

The valley seemed to get narrower and deeper as the train fol-
lowed its narrow single track between the river and the rocks. Some-
umes there was enough space between us and the river to contain a
small hayfield. Occasionally a deserted dirt road or cattle track would
cross our way, and there would be a house and a crossing-gate and one
of [those] furious French bells, throwing the sudden scare of its clangor
through the windows of the carriage as we passed by.

The valley widened a little to contain the village of Cazals, hang-
ing on to the foot of the hill across the river, and then we were back in
the gorge. If you went to the window and looked up, you could see the
grey and yellow cliffs towering up so high they almost blocked out the
sky. And now we could begin to distinguish caves high up on the rock.
Later I would climb up there and visit some of them. Passing through
tunnel after tunnel, and over many bridges, through bursts of light and
greenery followed by deep shadow, we came at last to the town of our
destination.

It was an old, old town. lts history went back to the Roman days—
which were the tmes of the martyred saing, its patron. Antoninus had
brought Christanity to the Roman colony in this valley, and later he
had been martyred in another place, Pamiers, down in the toothills of

the Pyrenees, near Prades, where | was born.



Even in 1925, St. Antonin preserved the shape of a round, walled
bourg: only the walls themselves were gone, and were replaced on three
sides by a wide circular street lined with trees and spacious enough to
be called a Boulevard, although you hardly ever saw anything on it but
ox-carts and chickens. The town itself was a labyrinth of narrow
streets, lined by old thirteenth-century houses, mostly falling into
ruins. Nevertheless, the medieval town was there, but for the fact that
the streets were no longer crowded and busy, and the houses and shops
were no longer occupied by prosperous merchants and artisans, and
there was nothing left of the color and gaiety and noise of the Middle
Ages. Nevertheless, to walk through those streets was to be in the
Middle Ages: for nothing had been touched by man, only by ruin and
by the passage of time.

It seems that one of the busiest guilds of the town had been that of
the tanners and the old tanneries were still there, along a narrow foul-
smelling sewer of a stream that ran through a certain section of the
town. But in those old days the whole place had been filled with the ac-
avity of all the work belonging to a free and prosperous commune.

And as I say, the center of it all was the church.

Unfortunately, the very importance of the ancient shrine of St. An-
tonin had drawn down violence upon it in the days of the religious
wars. The church that now stood on the ruins was entirely modern, and
we could not judge what the old one had been like, or see, reflected in
its work and construction, the attitude of the citizens who had built it.
Lven now, however, the church dominated the town, and each noon
and evening sent forth the Angelus bells over the brown, ancient tiled
roofs reminding people of the Mother of God who watched over them.

And even now, although I never thought of it and was, indeed, in-
capable of doing so, since I had no understanding of the concept of
Mass, even now, several umes each morning, under those high arches,
on the altar over the relics of the martyr, took place that tremendous,
secret, and obvious immolation, so secret that it will never be thor-
oughly understood by a created intellect, and yet so obvious that its
very obviousness blinds us by excess of clarity: the unbloody Sacrifice
of God under the species of bread and wine.

Here, in this amazing, ancient town, the very pattern of the place,
of the houses and streets and of nature itself, the circling hills, the cliffs



and trees, all focussed my attention upon the one, important central fact
of the church and what it contained. Here, everywhere 1 went, [ was
forced, by the disposition of everything around me, to be always at least
virtually conscious of the church. Every street pointed more or less in-
ward to the center of the town, to the church. Every view of the town,
from the exterior hills, centered upon the long grey building with its
high spire.

The church had been fitted into the landscape 1n such a way as to
become the keystone of its intelligibility. Its presence imparted a spe-
cial form, a particular significance to everything else that the eye be-
held, to the hills, the forests, the fields, the white cliff of the Rocher
d’Anglars and to the red bastion of the Roc Rouge, to the winding river,
and the green valley of the Bonnette, the town and the bridge, and even
to the white stucco villas of the modern bourgeois that dotted the fields
and orchards outside the precinct of the vanished ramparts: and the sig-
nificance that was thus imparted was a supernatural one.

The whole landscape, unified by the church and its heavenward
spire, seemed to say: this i1s the meaning of all created things: we have
been made for no other purpose than that men may use us in raising
themselves to God, and in proclaiming the glory of God. We have been
fashioned, in all our perfection, each according to his own nature, and
all our natures ordered and harmonized together, that man’s reason and
his love might fit in this one last element, this God-given key to the
meaning of the whole.

Oh, what a thing 1t 15, to live in a place that 1s so constructed that
you are forced, in spite of yourself, to be at least a virtual contempla-
tive! Where all day long your eyes must turn, again and again, to the
House that hides the Sacramental Christ!

I did not even know who Christ was, that He was God. I had not
the faintest idea that there existed such a thing as the Blessed Sacra-
ment. | thought churches were simply places where people got together
and sang a few hymns. And yet now I tell you, you who are now what 1
once was, unbelievers, it is that Sacrament, and that alone, the Christ
living in our midst, and sacrificed by us, and for us and with us, in the
clean and perpetual Sacrifice, it is He alone Who holds our world to-
gether, and keeps us all from being poured headlong and immediately
into the pit of our eternal destruction. And [ tell you there is a power



that goes forth from that Sacrament, a power of light and truth, even
into the hearts of those who have heard nothing of Him and seem to be
incapable of belief.

111

WE SOON RENTED AN APARTMENT IN A THREE-STORY HOUSE
at the edge of the town, on the Place de la Condamine, where they held
the cattle market. But Father planned to build a house of his own, and
soon he bought some land nearby on the lower slopes of the big hill
that closed off the western arm of the valley of the Bonnette. On top of
the hill was a little chapel, now abandoned, called Le Calvaire, and in-
deed up the rocky path through the vineyards behind our land there
had once been a series of shrines, making the fourteen Stations of the
Cross between the town and the top of the hill. But that kind of piety
had died away in the nineteenth century: there were not enough good
Catholics left to keep it alive.

And then when Father began to make plans for building his house,
we travelled all over the countryside looking at places, and also visiting
villages where there might be good subjects for pictures.

Thus T was constantly in and out of old churches, and stumbled
upon the ruins of ancient chapels and monasteries. We saw wonderful
hill towns like Najac and Cordes. Cordes was even more perfectly pre-
served than St. Antonin, but it did not have the form of our town built
around 1ts shrine, although Cordes was, of course, centered upon its
church too. But Cordes had been built as a sort of fortified summer re-
sort for the Counts of Languedoc, and its chief attraction were the
more or less fancy houses of the court officials who came out there for
the hunting with their Lord.

Then, too, we went down into the plains to the south, and came to
Albi, with the red cathedral of St. Cecilia frowning over the Tarn like a
fortress, and from the top of that tower we looked out over the plains of
Languedoc, where all the churches were forts. This land was long wild
with heresy, and with the fake mysticism that tore men away from the



Church and from the Sacraments, and sent them into hiding to fight
their way to some strange, suicidal nirvana.

There was a factory in St. Antonin—the only factory in the
place—employing the only proletarians, three or four men, one of
whom was also the only Communist. The factory made some kind of
a machine for raising hay effortlessly from the surface of a field on
to the top of a wagon. The man who owned it was called Rodolausse,
the town capitalist. He had two sons who ran his plant for him. One
of them was a tall, lanky, solemn, dark-haired man with horn-rimmed
spectacles.

One evening we were sitting in one of the cafés of the town, a de-
serted place run by a very old man. Rodolausse got to talking with
Father, and 1 remember his polite enquiry as to whether we were Rus-
stans. He got that idea from the beard.

When he found out we had come there to live, he immediately of-
fered to sell us his house, and invited us out there to dinner, that we
might see it. The House of Simon de Montfort, as it was called, was a
big farm a mile or two out of town on the road to Caylus. It stood up
the slope of a hill overlooking the valley of the Bonnette and was itself
in the mouth of a deep circular valley full of woods where, as we found,
a small stream full of watercress rose from a clear spring. The house it-
self was an ancient place, and looked as if De Montfort might indeed
have lived in it. But it also looked as if he might still be haunting it. It
was very dark and gloomy: and, being dark, was no place for a painter.
Besides, it was too expensive for us. And Father preferred to build a
house of his own.

[t was not long after | had started to go to the local elementary
school, where I sat with great embarrassment among the very smallest
children, and tried to pick up French as we went along, that Father had
already drawn up plans for the house we would build on the land he
had now bought at the foot of Calvary. It would have one big room,
which would be a studio and dining room and living room, and then
upstairs there would be a couple of bed-rooms. That was all.

We traced out the foundations and Father and a workman began to
dig. Then a water diviner came in and found us water and we had a
well dug. Near the well Father planted two poplar trees—one for me,



one for John Paul—and to the east of the house he laid out a large gar-
den when the following spring came around.

Meanwhile, we had made a lot of friends. I do not know whether it
was through the capitalist, Rodolausse, or through the radical-socialist
teamster Pierrot, that we got in contact with the local rugby football
club, or they with us: but one of the first things that happened after our
arrival was that a delegation from the club, the “Avant-Garde de Saint-
Antonin,” presented themselves to Father and asked him to become
president of the club. He was English, and therefore he was an expert,
they assumed, in every type of sport. As a matter of fact, he had played
rugby for his school in New Zealand. So he became president of the
club, and occasionally refereed their wild games, at the risk of his life.
[t was not only that the rules had changed, since his time, but there was
a special interpretation of the rules in St. Antonin which no one could
discover without a private revelation or the gift of the discernment of
souls. However, he lived through the season.

1 used to accompany him and the team to all the games they played
away from home, going as far as Figeac to the northeast, deep in the hill
country of Rouergue; or Gaillac, on the plains of Languedoc, to the
south, a town with one of those fortress-churches and a real stadium for
its rugby team. St. Antonin was not, of course, called in to play the
Gaillac first-fifteen, but only to play an opener, while the crowds were
coming in for the principal game.

In those days the whole south of France was infected with a furious
and violent passion for rugby football, and played it with a blood-
thirsty energy that sometimes ended in mortal injuries. In the really
important games, the referee usually had to be escorted from the
grounds afterwards by a special bodyguard, and not infrequently had to
make his escape over the fence and through the fields. The only sport
that raised a more universal and more intense excitement than rugby,
was long-distance bicycle racing. St. Antonin was off the circuit of the
big road races, but occasionally there would be a race that came
through our hills, and we would stand at the end of the long climb to
the top of Rocher d’Anglars, and watch them coming slowly up the hill,
with their noses almost scraping the front wheels of their bikes as they
bent far down and toiled, with all their muscles clenched into tremen-
dous knots. And the veins stood out on their foreheads.



One of the members of the rugby team was a small, rabbit-like man,
the son of the local hay and feed dealer, who owned a car and drove
most of the team back and forth from the games. One night he nearly
killed himself and about six of us when a rabbit got into the lights on the
road ahead of us and kept running in front of the car. Immediately, this
wild Frenchman jammed his foot down on the gas and started after the
rabbit. The white tail bobbed up and down in the light, always just a few
feet ahead of the wheels, and whipping from one side of the road to the
other, to throw the auto off his scent: only the auto didn’t hunt that way.
It just kept roaring after the rabbit, zig-zagging from one side of the road
to the other and nearly spilling us all into the ditch.

Those of us who were piled up in the back seat began to get a little
nervous, especially when we observed that we were coming to the top
of the long steep hill that went winding down into the valley where
St. Antonin was. If we kept after that rabbit, we would surely go over
the bank, and then we wouldn’t stop turning over until we landed in the
river, a couple of hundred feet below.

Somebody growled a modest complaint:

“Cest assez, bemm? Tiw ne lattraperas pas!”

The son of the hay and feed dealer said nothing. He bent over the
wheel with his eyes popping at the road, and the white tail in front of us
kept darting away from the wheels of the car, zig-zagging from the high
bank on one side to the ditch on the other.

And then we came over the hill. The darkness and emptiness of the
valley was before us. The road began to descend.

The complaints in the back seat increased, became a chorus. But
the driver stepped on the gas even harder. The car careened wildly
across the road; we had nearly caught the rabbit But not quite. He was
out there ahead of us again.

“We'll get him on the hill,” exclaimed the driver. “Rabbits can’t run
down-hill, their hind legs are too long.”

The rabbit ahead of us was doing a fine job of running down-hill,
just about five feet ahead of our front wheels.

Then somebody began to yell: “Look out, look out”

We were coming to a fork in the road. The main road went on to
the left, and an older road sloped off at a steeper incline to the right. In
between them was a wall. And the rabbit headed straight for the wall.



“Stop! Stop!” we implored. Nobody could tell which way the rabbit
was going to go: and the wall was flying straight at us.

“Hold on!” somebody shouted.

The car gave a wild lurch, and if there had been any room in the
back we would all have fallen on the floor. But we were not dead. The
car was still on the main road, roaring down into the valley and, to our
immense relief, there was no rabbit, out there 1n the lights.

“Did you catch him?” I asked hopefully. “Maybe you caught him
back there?”

“Oh, no,” replied the driver sadly, “he took the other road.”

Our friend the teamster Pierrot was a huge, powerful man, but he
did not play on the football team. He was too lazy and too dignified, al-
though he would have been a decorative addition to the outfit. There
were three or four others like him, big men with huge black mous-
taches and bristling eyebrows, as wild as the traditional representations
of Gog and Magog. One of them used to play whole games wearing a
grey, peaked street-cap. | suppose if we had ever played on a really hot
day he would have come out on the field with a straw hat on. Anyway,
this element of the team would have made a fine subject for Douanier-
Rousseau, and Pierrot would have fitted in admirably. Only his sport
was sitting at the table of a café imbibing cognac. Sometimes, too, he
made excursions to Toulouse, and once, while we were standing on the
bridge, he gave me a bloodcurdling description of a fight he had had
with an Arab, with a knife, in the big city.

It was Pierrot who took us to a wedding feast at a farm up by Cay-
lus. I went to several of these feasts, during the time when [ was at
St. Antonin, and [ never saw anything so Gargantuan: and yet it was
never wild or disordered. The peasants and the foresters and the others
who were there certainly ate and drank tremendously: but they never
lost their dignity as human beings. They sang and danced and played
tricks on one another, and the language was often fairly coarse, but in a
manner which was more or less according to custom, and on the whole
the atmosphere was good and healthy, and all this pleasure was sancti-
fied by a Sacramental occasion.

On this occasion Pierrot put on his good black suit and his clean
cap and hitched up a gig, and we drove to Caylus. It was the farm of his



uncle or cousin. The place was crowded with carts and carriages, and
the feast was a more or less communal affair. Everybody had provided
something towards 1t, and Father brought a bottle of strong, black
Greek wine which nearly pulverized the host.

There were too many guests to be contained in the big dining room
and kitchen of the farm, with its blood-sausages and strings of onions
hanging from the beams. One of the barns had been cleaned out and
tables had been set up in there, and about one o’clock in the afternoon
everybody sat down and began to eat. After the soups, the women
began to bring in the main courses from the kitchen: and there were
plates and plates of every kind of meat. Rabbit, veal, mutton, lamb,
beef, stews and steaks, and fowl, fried, boiled, braised, roasted, sautéed,
fricasseed, dished this way and that way, with wine sauces and all other
kinds of sauces, with practically nothing else to go with it except an oc-
casional piece of potato or carrot or onion in the garnishing.

“All the year round they live on bread and vegetables and bits of
sausage,” Father explained, “so now they don’t want anything but
meat.” And [ suppose he had the right explanation. But before the meal
was half over, I got up from the table and staggered out into the air, and
leaned against the wall of the barn, and watched the huge, belligerent
geese parading up and down the barn-yard, dragging their tremendous
overstuffed livers in the dirt, those livers which would soon he turned
into the kind of pité de foie gras which even now made me sick.

The feast lasted until late in the afternoon, and even when night fell
some were still at it there in the barn. But meanwhile the owner of the
farm and Pierrot and Father and | had gone out to see an old abandoned
chapel that stood on the property. I wonder what it had been: a shrine,
a hermitage perhaps? But now, in any case, it was in ruins. And it had a
beauuful thirteenth- or fourteenth-century window, empty of course
of its glass. Father bought the whole thing, with some of the money he
had saved up from his last exhibition, and we eventually used the stones
and the window and the door-arches and so on in building our house at
St. Antonin.

By the time the summer of 1926 came around, we were well estab-
lished in St. Antonin, although work on the house had not yet really
begun. By this time | had learned French, or all the French that a boy of



eleven was expected to use in the ordinary course of his existence, and
I remember how I had spent hours that winter reading books about all
the other wonderful places there were in France.

Pop had sent us money, at Christmas, and we used some of it to
buy a big expensive three volume set of books, full of pictures, called
Le Pays de France. And | shall never forget the fascination with which [
studied it, and filled my mind with those cathedrals and ancient abbeys
and those castles and towns and monuments of the culture that had so
captivated my heart.

I remember how I looked at the ruins of Jumiéges and Cluny, and
wondered how those immense basilicas had looked in the days of their
glory. Then there was Chartres, with its two unequal spires; the long
vast nave of Bourges; the soaring choir of Beauvais; the strange fat ro-
manesque cathedral of Angouleme, and the white byzantine domes of
Perigueux. And I gazed upon the huddled buildings of the ancient
Grande Chartreuse, crowded together in their solitary valley, with the
high mountains loaded with firs, soaring up to their rocky summits on
either side. What kind of men had lived in those cells? I cannot say that
I wondered much about that, as I looked at the pictures. I had no cu-
riosity about monastic vocations or religious rules, but I know my heart
was filled with a kind of longing to breathe the air of that lonely valley
and to listen to its silence. | wanted to be in all these places, which the
pictures of Le Pays de France showed me: indeed, it was a kind of a prob-
lem to me and an unconscious source of obscure and half-realized woe,
that I could not be in all of them at once.

v

THAT SUMMER, 1926, MUCH TO FATHER’S DISTRESS—BECAUSE
he wanted to stay at St. Antonin and work on the house and at his paint-
ing—Pop gathered up a great mountain of baggage in New York,
stirred Bonnemaman into action, dressed up my brother John Paul in a
new suit and, armed with passports and a whole sheaf of tickets from
Thomas Cook and Son, boarded the liner Leviarhan and started for
Europe.



News of this invasion had been disturbing Father for some time.
Pop was not content to come and spend a month or two 1n St. Antonin
with us. In fact, he was not particularly anxious to come to this small,
forgotten town at all. He wanted to keep on the move and, since he had
two months at his disposal, he saw no reason why he could not cover
the whole of Europe from Russia to Spain and from Scotland to Con-
stantinople. However, being dissuaded from this Napoleonic ambition,
he consented to restrict his appetite for sight-seeing to England,
Switzerland, and France.

In May or June the information reached us that Pop had descended
in force upon London, had scoured the Shakespeare country and other
parts of England—and was now preparing to cross the channel and oc-
cupy the north of France.

We were instructed to get ourselves together and to move north-
ward, join forces with him in Paris, after which we would proceed to-
gether to the conquest of Switzerland.

Meanwhile at St. Antonin we had peaceful visitors, two gentle old
ladies, friends of the family in New Zealand, and with them we started
out, with no haste, on our northward journey. We all wanted to see
Rocamadour.

Rocamadour is a shrine to the Mother of God, where an image of
Our Lady is venerated in a cave-chapel half way up a chiff, against the
side of which a monastery was built in the Middie Ages. The legend
says that the place was first settled by the publican Zacchaeus, the man
who climbed the sycamore tree to see Christ as He came by, and whom
Christ told to climb down again, and entertain Him in his own house.

At the moment when we were leaving Rocamadour, after a short
visit that filled my mind with memory of a long summer evening, with
swallows flying around the wall of the old monastery up against the
cliff, and around the tower of the new shrine on top of it, Pop was rid-
ing around all the chéteaux of the Loire in a bus full of Americans. And
as they went whizzing through Chenonceaux and Blois and Tours, Pop,
who had his pockets crammed full of two- and five-sou pieces, and
even francs and two-franc pieces, would dig in and scatter handfuls of
coins into the streets whenever they passed a group of playing children.
And the dusty wake of the bus would ring with his burst of laughter as
all the kids plunged after the coins in a wild scramble.



It was that way all through the valley of the Loire.

When we got to Paris, having left the two old ladies from New
Zealand in an obscure town called Saint Céré down in the south, we
found Pop and Bonnemaman entrenched in the most expensive hotel
they could find. The Continental was far beyond their means, but it was
1926 and the franc was so low that Pop’s head was completely turned by
it, and he had lost all sense of values.

The first ive minutes in that hotel room in Paris told us all we
needed to know about the way it was going to be for the next two
weeks, in the whirlwind tour of Switzerland that was just about to
begin.

The room was crammed to the doors with so much useless luggage
that you could hardly move around in it. And Bonnemaman and John
Paul let it be known that they had sunk into a state of more or less
silent opposition and passive resistance to all of Pop’s enthusiastic dis-
plays of optimism and pep.

When Pop told us about the Loire campaign and the largesse with
which he had showered every village from Orleans to Nantes, we real-
ized from the mute pain in Bonnemaman’s expression, as she turned an
eloquent and pleading look to my father, just how the rest of the fam-
ily felt about all this. And, seeing what we were in for, we more or less
instinctively took sides with the oppressed. It was clear that every
move, from now on, was going to be rich in public and private humili-
ation for the more or less delicate sensibilities of the rest of us, from
Bonnemaman who was extremely touchy by nature, to John Paul and
myself who were quick to see or imagine that others were laughing at
Pop and felt ourselves included in the derision by implication.

And thus we started out for the Swiss frontier, travelling in easy
stages seven or eight hours a day in the train and stopping overnight.
There was the constant embarkation and debarkation from trains and
taxis and hotel busses and each time every one of the sixteen pieces of
luggage had to be accounted for, and the voice of my grandfather
would be heard echoing along the walls of the greatest railway stations
in Europe. “Martha, where the dickens did you leave that pigskin bag?”

On every piece of luggage, by way of identification, Pop had
pasted a pink American two-cent stamp, a device which had aroused



sharp and instantaneous criticism from myself and John Paul. “What
are you trying to do, Pop,” we asked with sarcasm. “Are you going to
send that stuff through the mail?”

The first day was not so bad for me and Father, because we were
still in France. We saw a little of Dijon, and the train passed through
Besangon on the way to Basle. Burt as soon as we got into Switzerland,
things were different.

For some reason, we found Switzerland extremely tedious. It was
not Father’s kind of landscape, and anyway he had no time to sketch or
paint anything, even if he had wanted to. In every city we hunted, first
thing of all, for the museum. But the museums were never satisfactory.
They were filled mostly with huge canvasses by some modern Swiss
national artist, paintings representing monstrous great executioners
trying to chop the heads off Swiss patriots. Besides, it was always hard
for us to find the museum in the first place, because we did not know
German, and we couldn’t make any sense out of the answers people
gave us. Then when we finally did get there, instead of the comfort of
a few decent pictures, we would immediately be confronted by another
immense red and yellow cartoon by this Swiss jingo whose name [ have
forgotten.

Finally we took to making fun of everything in the museums, and
playing around, and putting our hats on the statues, which was all right
because the place was always totally deserted anyway. But once or
twice we nearly got in trouble with the stuffy Swiss custodians, who
came around the corner by surprise and found us mocking the hatted
masterworks, kidding the busts of Beethoven and the rest.

As a matter of fact, the only pleasure Father got out of the whole
expedition was a jazz concert he heard in Paris, given by a big American
Negro orchestra—I cannot imagine who it was. I think it was too far
back for Louis Armstrong: but Father was very happy with that. I did not
go. Pop did not approve of jazz. But when we got to Lucerne, there was
an orchestra in the hotel, and our table in the dining room was so close
to 1t that I could reach out and touch the drum. And the drummer was a
Negro with whom [ immediately made friends, although he was rather
shy. Meals were very interesting with all this business-like drumming
going on right in my ear, and [ was more fascinated by the actvites of



the drummer than | was by the melons and meats that were set before
us. This was the only pleasure I got out of Switzerland and then, almost
immediately, Pop got our table changed.

The rest of the ume was one long fight. We fought on pleasure
steamers, we fought on funicular railways, we fought on the tops of
mountains and at the foot of mountains and by the shores of lakes and
under the heavy branches of the evergreens.

In the hotel at Lucerne, John Paul and I nearly came to blows
(Bonnemaman being on John Paul’s side) over the question as to
whether the English had stolen the tune of God Save the King from My
Country "Tis of Thee or whether the Americans had cribbed My Country
"Ttis of Thee from God Save the King. By this time, since | was on Father’s
British passport, I considered myself English.

Perhaps the worst day of all was the day we climbed the Jung-
frau—1n a train. All the way up I was arguing with Pop, who thought
we were being cheated, for he contended that the Jungfrau was not
nearly so high as all the other mountains around us, and he had em-
barked on this excursion on the more or less tacit assumption that the
Jungfrau was the highest mountain around these parts: and now look,
the Eiger and the Monch were much higher! I was vehement in ex-
plaining that the Jungfrau looked lower because it was further away, but
Pop did not believe in my theory of perspective.

By the time we got to the Jungfrau joch, everybody was ready to fall
down from nervous exhaustion, and the height made Bonnemaman
faint, and Pop began to feel sick, and I had a big crisis of tears in the
dining room, and then when Father and I and John Paul walked out into
the blinding white-snow field without dark glasses we all got
headaches; and so the day, as a whole, was completely horrible.

Then, in Interlaken, although Pop and Bonnemaman had the in-
tense consolation of being able to occupy the same rooms that had
been used only a few months before by Douglas Fairbanks and Mary
Pickford, John Paul humiliated the whole family by falling fully
dressed into a pond full of gold-fish and running through the hotel
dripping with water and green-weeds. Finally, we were all scared out of
our wits when one of the maids, exhausted by the strain of waiting on
so many hundreds of English and American tourists, fainted, while car-



rying a loaded tray, and crashed to the floor in a tornado of dishes right
behind my chair.

We were glad to get out of Switzerland, and back into France, but
by the time we reached Avignon, | had developed such a disgust for
sightseeing that [ would not leave the hotel to go and see the Palace of
the Popes. I remained in the room and read Tarzan of the Apes, finishing
the whole book before Father and John Paul returned from what was
probably the only really interesting thing we had struck in the whole

miscrable journey.

v

POP HAD COME VERY UNWILLINGLY TO ST. ANTONIN, AND AS
soon as he got there he tried to leave again. The streets were too dirty.
They disgusted him. But Bonnemaman refused to move until the full
month, or whatever time they had planned to stay, had passed.

However, one of the official family acts that took place during this
time was an excursion to Montauban, and the inspection of the Lycée
to which I was to be sent in the fall.

I suppose those brick cloisters looked innocent enough 1n the after-
noon sun of late August, when they were empty of the fiends in black
smocks who were to fill them in late September. [ was to get my fill of
bitterness in those buildings, in due time.

Pop and Bonnemaman and John Paul and all the luggage left on the
express for Paris as August came to an end. Then, in the first week of
September, came the patronal feast of Saint Antonin, with torchlight
processions, and everybody dancing the polka and the schottische
under the Japanese lanterns on the esplanade. There were many other
attractions and excitements, including a certain fanciful novelty in
shooting galleries. At one end of town, there was a pigeon tied by the
leg to the top of a tree, and everybody blasted at it with a shotgun unul
it was dead. At the other end of town, by the tiver bank, men were
shooting at a chicken which was tied to a floating box, moored out in
the center of the stream.



For my own part, | entered a great competition with most of the
boys and youths of the town, in which we all jumped into the river and
swam after a duck that was thrown off the bridge. It was finally caught
by a respectable fellow called Georges who was studying to be a
school-teacher at the normal school in Montauban.

At this time, too, being eleven and a half years old, | fell in love
with a mousy little girl with blonde locks called Henriette. ft was a
rather desultory affair. She went home and told her parents that the son
of the Englishman was in love with her, and her mother clapped her
hands and their household rang with alleluias on that day. The next
time | saw her she was very friendly, and during one of the dances, with
a kind of official artfulness, she allowed me to chase her round and
round a tree.

Then the artficiality of the business dawned on me and | went
home. Father said to me: “What’s this I hear about you chasing after
girls at your age?” After that life became very serious, and a few weeks
later I put on my new blue uniform and went off to the Lycée.

Although by this time 1 knew French quite well, the first day in the
big, gravelled yard, when [ was surrounded by those ferce, cat-like
little faces, dark and morose, and looked into those score of pairs of
glittering and hostile eyes, | forgot every word, and could hardly an-
swer the furious questions that were put to me. And my stupidity onlvy
irritated them all the more. They began to kick me, and to pull and
twist my ears, and push me around, and shout various kinds of nsults.
I learned a great deal of obscenity and blasphemy in the first few days,
simply by being the direct or indirect object of so much of it.

After this everybody accepted me and became quite friendly and
pleasant, once they were used to my pale, blue-eyed, and seemingly
stupid English face. Nevertheless, when [ lay awake at night in the
huge dark dormitory and listened to the snoring of the little animals all
around me, and heard through the darkness and the emptiness of the
night the far screaming of the trains, or the mad iron cry of a bugle in
a distant caserne of Senegalese troops, | knew for the first time in my life
the pangs of desolation and emptiness and abandonment.

At first | used to go home nearly everv Sunday taking the early
train from Montauban-Villenouvelle, at about five-thirty in the morn-



ing. And I would plead with Father to let me out of that miserable
school, but it was in vain. After about two months [ got used to 1t and
ceased to be so unhappy. The wound was no longer so raw: but I was
never happy or at peace in the violent and unpleasant atmosphere of
those brick cloisters.

The children I had associated with at St. Antonin had not been by
any means angels, but there had at least been a certain simplicity and
affability about them. Of course, the boys who went to the Lycée were
of the same breed and the same stamp: there was no specific difference,
except that they came from families that were better off. All my friends
at St. Antonin had been the children of workmen and peasants, with
whom [satin the elementary school. But when a couple of hundred of
these southern Irench boys were thrown together in the prison of that
Lycée, a subtle change was operated in their spirit and mentality. In
fact, I notced that when you were with them separately, outside the
school, they were mild and peaceable and humane enough. But when
they were all together there seemed to be some diabolical spirit of cru-
elty and viciousness and obscenity and blasphemy and envy and hatred
that banded them together against all goodness and against one another
in mockery and fierce cruelty and in vociferous, uninhibited filthiness.
Contact with that wolf-pack felt very patently like contact with the
mystcal body of the devil: and, especially in the first few days, the
members of that body did not spare themselves in kicking me around
without mercy.

The students were divided into two strictly segregated groups, and
I was among “les petits,” those in “quatriéme,” the fourth class, and
below 1t. The oldest among us were fifteen and sixteen, and among
these were five or six big morose bullies with thick black hair growing
out of their foreheads almost down to the eyebrows. They were physi-
cally stronger than anybody else and, though less intelligent, they were
craftier in the works of evil, louder in obscenity and completely unre-
strained in their brutality, when the mood was on them. Of course, they
were not always unpleasant and hostile: but in a sense their friendship
was more dangerous than their enmity and, in fact, it was this that did
the most harm: because the good children who came to the school
quickly got into the habit of tolerating all the unpleasantness of these



individuals, in order not to get their heads knocked off for failing to ap-
plaud. And so the whole school, or at least our part of 1t, was dominated
by their influence.

When [ think of the Catholic parents who sent their children to a
school like that, I begin to wonder what was wrong with their heads.
Down by the river, in a big clean white building, was a college run by
the Marist Fathers. I had never been inside it: indeed, it was so clean
that it frightened me. But I knew a couple of boys who went to it. They
were sons of the little lady who ran the pastry shop opposite the church
at St. Antonin and I remember them as exceptionally nice fellows, very
pleasant and good. It never occurred to anyone to despise them for
being pious. And how unlike the products of the Lycée they were!

When I reflect on all this, I am overwhelmed at the thought of the
tremendous weight of moral responsibility that Catholic parents accu-
mulate upon their shoulders by not sending their children to Catholic
schools. Those who are not of the Church have no understanding of
this. They cannot be expected to. As far as they can see, all this insis-
tence on Catholic schools 1s only a moneymaking device by which the
Church is trying to increase its domination over the minds of men, and
its own temporal prosperity. And of course most non-Catholics imag-
ine that the Church is immensely rich, and that all Catholic institutions
make money hand over fist, and that all the money 1s stored away some-
where to buy gold and silver dishes for the Pope and cigars for the Col-
lege of Cardinals.

[s it any wonder that there can be no peace in a world where every-
thing possible is done to guarantee that the youth of every nation will
grow up absolutely without moral and religious discipline, and without
the shadow of an interior life, or of that spirituality and charity and
faith which alone can safeguard the treaties and agreements made by
governments?

And Catholics, thousands of Catholics everywhere, have the con-
summate audacity to weep and complain because God does not hear
their prayers for peace, when they have neglected not only His will,
but the ordinary dictates of natural reason and prudence, and let their
children grow up according to the standards of a civilization of hyenas.

The experience of living with the kind of people I found in the



Lycée was something new to me, but in degree, rather than in kind.
There was the same animality and toughness and insensitivity and lack
of conscience that existed to some extent in my own character, and
which I had found more or less everywhere.

But these French children seemed to be so much tougher and more
cynical and more precocious than anyone else I had ever seen. How,
then, could I fit them in with the ideal of France which my father had,
and which even I had then in an obscure and inchoate form? I suppose
the only answer is corvuptio optimi pessima. Since evil is the defect of
good, the lack of a good that ought to be there, and nothing positive in
itself, it follows that the greatest evil is found where the highest good
has been corrupted. And I suppose the most shocking thing about
France is the corruption of French spintuality into flippancy and cyni-
cism; of French intelligence into sophistry; of French dignity and re-
finement into petty vanity and theatrical self-display; of French charity
into a disgusting fleshly concupiscence, and of French faith into senti-
mentality or puerile atheism. There was all of this in the Lycée Ingres,
at Montauban.

However, as | say, | adjusted myself to the situation, and got into a
group of more or less peaceful friends who had more wit than obscen-
ity about them and were, in fact, the more intelligent children in the
three lower classes. [ say intelligent; I mean, also, precocious.

But they had ideals and ambitions and, as a matter of fact, by the
middle of my first year, | remember we were all furiously writing nov-
els. On the days when we went out for walks, two by two into the coun-
try in a long line which broke up into groups at the edge of town, my
friends and [ would get together, walking in a superior way, with our
caps on the backs of our heads and our hands in our pockets, like the
great intellectuals that we were, discussing our novels. The discussion
was not merely confined to telling the plot of what we were writing: a
certain amount of criticism was passed back and forth.

For instance—I was engaged in a great adventure story, the scene
of which was laid in India, and the style of which was somewhat influ-
enced by Pierre Lou. It was written in French. At one point in the story
I had the hero, who was in financial difficultes, accept a loan of some
money from the heroine. This concept evoked loud cries of protest



from my confréres, who found that it offended all the most delicate
standards required 1n a romantic hero. What do you mean, accept
money from the heroine! Allons donc, mon vieux, c'est impossible, ¢a! Cest rout
a fair tnout! | had not thought of that at all, but [ made the change.

That particular novel was never finished, as | remember. But |
know [ finished at least one other, and probably two, besides one which
I wrote at St. Antonin before coming to the Lycée. They were all
scribbled in exercise books, profusely illustrated in pen and ink—and
the ink was generally bright blue.

One of the chief of these works, I remember, was inspired by
Kingsley’s Westward Ho! and by Lorna Doone, and it was about a man liv-
ing in Devonshire in the sixteenth century. The villains were all
Catholics, in league with Spain, and the book ended in a tremendous
naval battle off the coast of Wales, which I illustrated with great care.
Atone point in the book a priest, one of the villains, set fire to the house
of the heroine. I did not tell my friends this. I think they would have
been offended. They were at least nominal Catholics, and were among
the students who lined up two by two to go to Mass at the Cathedral on
Sunday mornings.

On the other hand, I do not think they can have been very well in-
structed Catholics, for one day, as we were emerging from the Lycée,
on the way out to one of those walks, we passed two religious in black
soutanes, with black bushy beards, standing in the square before the
school, and one of my friends hissed in my ear: “Jesuits!” For some rea-
son or other he was scared of Jesuits. And, as a matter of fact, now that
I know more about religious Orders, I realize that they were not Jesuits
but Passionist missionaries, with the white insignia of the Passionists on
their breasts.

At first, on the Sundays when I remained at the Lycée, I stayed in
Permanence with the others who did not go to Mass at the Cathedral.
That 1s, I sat in the study hall reading the novels of Jules Verne or
Rudyard Kipling (I was very much affected by a French translation of
The Light Thar Failed ). But later on, Father arranged for me to receive
instructions, with a handful of others, from a little fat Protestant minis-
ter who came to the Lycée to evangelize us.

On Sunday mornings we gathered around the stove in the bleak,
octagonal edifice which had been erected in one of the courts as a



Protestant “temple” for the students. The minister was a serious little
man, and he explained the parables of the Good Samaritan and the
Pharisee and the Publican and so on. I don’t remember that there was
any parucularly deep spirituality about it, but there was nothing to pre-
vent him from showing us the obvious moral lessons.

I am grateful that I got at least that much of religion, at an age
when | badly needed it: it was years since I had even been inside a
church for any other purpose than to look at the stained glass windows
or the Gothic vaulting. However, it was practically useless. What 1s the
good of religion without personal spiritual direction? Without Sacra-
ments, without any means of grace except a desultory prayer now and
then, at intervals, and an occasional vague sermon?

There was also a Catholic chapel in the Lycée, but it was falling
into ruins and the glass was out of most of the windows. Nobody ever
saw the inside of it, because it was locked up tight. I suppose back in the
days when the Lycée was built the Catholics had managed, at the cost
of several years of patient effort, to get this concession out of the gov-
ernment people who were erecting the school: but in the long run 1t did
not do them much good.

The only really valuable religious and moral training [ ever got as
a child came to me from my father, not systematically, but here and
there and more or less spontaneously, in the course of ordinary conver-
sations. Father never applied himself, of set purpose, to teach me rehi-
gion. But if something spiritual was on his mind, it came out more or
less naturally. And this is the kind of religious teaching, or any other
kind of teaching, that has the most effect. “A good man out of the good
treasure of his heart, bringeth forth good fruit; and an evil man out of
the evil treasure bringeth forth that which 1s evil. For out of the abun-
dance of the heart the mouth speaketh.”

And it 1s precisely this speech “out of the abundance of the heart”
that makes an impression and produces an effect in other people. We
give ear and pay at least a partially respectful attention to anyone who
i1s really sincerely convinced of what he is saying, no matter what it is,
even if 1t is opposed to our own ideas.

I have not the slightest idea what the little pasteur told us about the
Pharisee and the Publican, but I shall never forget a casual remark
Father happened to make, in which he told me of St. Peter’s betrayal of



Christ, and how, hearing the cock crow, Peter went out and wept bit-
terly. I forget how it came up, and what the context was that suggested
it: we were just talking casually, standing in the hall of the flat we had
taken on the Place de la Condamine.

[ have never lost the vivid picture I got, at that moment, of Peter
going out and weeping bitterly. | wonder how I ever managed to forget,
for so many years, the understanding I acquired at that moment of how
St. Peter felt, and of what his betrayal meant to him.

Father was not afraid to express his ideas about truth and morality
to anybody that seemed to need them—that is, if a real occasion arose.
He did not, of course, go around interfering with everybody else’s
business. But once his indignation got the better of him, and he gave a
piece of his mind to a shrew of a French-woman, one of those spiteful
sharp-tongued bourgeoises, who was giving free expression to her hatred
of one of her neighbors who very much resembled herself.

He asked her why she thought Christ had told people to love their
enemies. Did she suppose God commanded this for His benefi> Did
He get anything out of it that He really needed from us? Or was it not
rather for our own good that he had given us this commandment® He
told her that if she had any sense, she would love other people if only
for the sake of the good and health and peace of her own soul, instead
of tearing herself to pieces with her own envy and spitefulness. It was
St. Augustine’s argument, that envy and hatred try to pierce our neigh-
bor with a sword, when the blade cannot reach him unless it first passes
through our own body. [ suppose Father had never read any of St. Au-
gustine, but he would have liked him.

This incident with the shrew reminds one a little of Léon Bloy.
Father had not read him either, but he would have liked him too. They
had much in common, but Father shared none of Bloy’s fury. If he had
been a Catholic, his vocation as a lay-contemplative would certainly
have developed along the same lines. For I am sure he had that kind of
a vocation. But unfortunately it never really developed, because he
never got to the Sacraments. However, there were in him the latent
germs of the same spiritual poverty and all of Bloy’s hatred of materi-
alism and of false spiritualities and of worldly values in people who
called themselves Christians.



In the winter of 1926 Father went to Murat. Murat 1s in the Cantal,
the old Province of Auvergne, a Catholic province. It is in the moun-
tains of central France, green mountains, old volcanoes. The valleys are
full of rich pastures and the mountains are heavy with fir trees or raise
their green domes into the sky, bare of woods, covered with grass. The
people of this land are Celts, mostly. The Auvergnats have been more
or less laughed at, in French tradition, for their simplicity and rusticity.
They are very stolid people, but very good people.

At Murat, Father boarded with a family who had a little house, a
sort of a small farm, on the slope of one of the steep hills outside the
town, and I went up there to spend the Christmas holidays, that year.

Murat was a wonderful place. It was deep in snow, and the houses
with their snow-covered roofs relieved the grey and blue and slate-dark
pattern of the buildings crowded together on the sides of three hills.
The town huddled at the foot of a rock crowned by a colossal statue of
the Immaculate Conception, which seemed to me, at the time, to be
too big, and to bespeak too much religious enthusiasm. By now [ real-
ize that it did not indicate any religious excess at all. These people
wanted to say in a very obvious way that they loved Our Lady, who
should indeed be loved and revered, as a Queen of great power and a
Lady of immense goodness and mercy, mighty in her intercession for
us before the throne of God, tremendous in the glory of her sanctity
and her fullness of grace as Mother of God. For she loves the children
of God, who are born into the world with the image of God in their
souls, and her powerful love is forgotten, and it is not understood, in the
blindness and foolishness of the world.

However, I did not bring up the subject of Murat in order to talk
about this statue, but about M. and Mme. Privat. They were the people
with whom we boarded, and long before we got to Murat, when the
train was climbing up the snowy valley, from Aurillac, on the other side
of the Puy du Cantal, Father was telling me: “Wait untl you see the
Privats.”

In a way, they were to be among the most remarkable people I ever
knew.

The Auvergnats are, as a rule, not tall. The Privats were both of
them not much taller than I was, being then twelve, but tall for my age.



[ suppose M. Privat was about five foot three or four, but not more. But
he was tremendously broad, a man of great strength. He seemed to
have no neck, but his head rose from his shoulders in a solid column of
muscle and bone, and for the rest, his shadow was almost completely
square. He wore a black broad-brimmed hat, like most of the peasants
of the region, and it gave his face an added solemnity when his sober
and judicious eyes looked out at you peacefully from under the regular
brows and that regular brim above them. These two decks, two levels of
regularity, added much to the impression of solidity and immobility
and impassiveness which he carried with him everywhere, whether at
work or at rest.

His lictle wife was more like a bird, thin, serious, earnest, quick, but
also full of that peacefulness and impassiveness which, as | now know,
came from living close to God. She wore a funny little headdress which
[ find it almost impossible to describe, except to say that it looked like
a little sugar-loaf perched on top of her head, and garnished with a bit
of black lace. The women of Auvergne stll wear that headdress.

It 1s a great pleasure for me to remember such good and kind
people and to talk about them, although I no longer possess any details
about them. I just remember therr kindness and goodness to me, and
their peacefulness and their utter simplicity. They inspired real rever-
ence, and | think, in a way, they were certainly saints. And they were
saints in that most effective and telling way: sanctified by leading ordi-
nary lives in a completely supernatural manner, sanctified by obscurity,
by usual skills, by common tasks, by routine, but skills, tasks, routine
which received a supernatural form from grace within, and from the
habitual union of their souls with God in deep faith and charity.

Their farm, their family, and their Church were all that occupied
these good souls; and their lives were full.

Father, who thought more and more of my physical and moral
health, realized what a treasure he had found in these two, and conse-
quently Murat was more and more in his mind as a place where [
should go and get healthy.

That winter, at the Lycée, | had spent several weeks in the infir-
mary with various fevers, and the following summer, when Father had
to go to Paris, he took the opportunity to send me once again to Murat,



to spend a few weeks living with the Privats, who would feed me plenty
of butter and milk and would take care of me in every possible way.

Those were weeks that [ shall never forget, and the more I think of
them, the more I realize that | must certainly owe the Privats for more
than butter and milk and good nourishing food for my body. I am in-
debted to them for much more than the kindness and care they showed
me, the goodness and the delicate solicitude with which they treated
me as their own child, yet without any assertive or natural familiarity.
As a child, and since then too, | have always tended to resist any kind of
a possessive affection on the part of any other human being—there has
always been this profound instinct to keep clear, to keep free. And only
with truly supernatural people have [ ever felt really at my ease, really
at peace.

That was why I was glad of the love the Privats showed me, and
was ready to love them in return. It did not burn you, it did not hold
vou, it did not try to imprison you in demonstrations, or trap your feet
in the snares of its interest.

I used to run in the woods, and climb the mountains. | went up the
Plomb du Cantal, which is nothing more than a huge hill, with a boy
who was, 1 think, the Privats’ nephew. He went to a Catholic school
taught, T suppose, by priests. It had not occurred to me that every boy
did not talk like the brats I knew at the Lycée. Without thinking, I let
out some sort of a remark of the kind you heard all day long at Mon-
tauban, and he was offended and asked where I had picked up that kind
of talk. And yet, while being ashamed of myself, I was impressed by the
charitableness of his reaction. He dismissed it at once, and seemed to
have forgotten all about it, and left me with the impression that he ex-
cused me on the grounds that | was English and had used the expres-
sion without quite knowing what it meant.

After all, this going to Murat was a great grace. Did | realize it? |
did not know what a grace was. And though 1 was impressed with the
goodness of the Privats, | could not fail to realize what was its root and
its foundadion. And yet it never occurred to me at the time to think of
being like them, of profiting in any way by their example.

I think I only talked to them once about religion. We were all sitting
on the narrow balcony looking out over the valley, at the hills turning



dark blue and purple in the September dusk. Somehow, something
came up about Catholics and Protestants and immediately 1 had the
sense of all the solidity and rectitude of the Privats turned against me,
accusing me like the face of an impregnable fortification.

So I began to justify Protestantism, as best I could. I think they had
probably said that they could not see how | managed to go on living
without the faith: for there was only one Faith, one Church. So | gave
them the argument that every religion was good: they all led to God,
only in different ways, and every man should go according to his own
conscience, and settle things according to his own private way of look-
ing at things.

They did not answer me with any argument. They simply looked
at one another and shrugged and Monsieur Privat said quietly and
sadly: “Mais c'est impossible.”

It was a terrible, a frightening, a very humiliating thing to feel all
their silence and peacefulness and strength turned against me, accusing
me of being estranged from them, isolated from their security, cut off
from their protection and from the strength of their inner life by my
own fault, by my own wilfulness, by my own ignorance, and my un-
instructed Protestant pride.

One of the humiliating things about it was that | wanted them to
argue, and they despised argument. It was as if they realized, as [ did
not, that my attitude and my desire of argument and religious discus-
sion implied a fundamental and utter lack of faith, and a dependence on
my own lights, and attachment to my own opinion.

What is more, they seemed to realize that I did not believe in any-
thing, and that anything | might say | believed would be only empty
talk. Yet they did not give me the feeling that this was some slight mat-
ter, something to be indulged in a child, something that could be left to
work itself out in time, of 1ts own accord. 1 had never met people to
whom belief was a matter of such moment. And yet there was nothing
they could do for me directly. But what they could do, I am sure they
did, and I am glad they did it. And I thank God from the bottom of my
heart that they were concerned, and so deeply and vitally concerned, at
my lack of faith.

Who knows how much | owe to those two wonderful people? Any-
thing [ say aboutitis only a matter of guessing but, knowing their char-



ity, 1t is to me a matter of moral certitude that I owe many graces to
their prayers, and perhaps ultimately the grace of my conversion and
even of my religious vocation. Who shall say? But one day I shall know,
and it is good to be able to be confident that I will see them again and
be able to thank them.

VI

FATHER HAD GONE TO PARIS TO BE BEST MAN AT THE WEDDING
of one of his friends from the old days in New Zealand. Capt. John
Chrystal had made himself a career in the British army and was an of-
ficer in the hussars. Later on he became Governor of a prison: but he
was not as dreary as that might imply. After the wedding, the Captain
and his wife went oft on their honeymoon, and the mother of the new
Mrs. Chrystal came down to St. Antonin with Father.

Mrs. Stratton was an impressive kind of a person. She was a musi-
cian, and a singer, but I forget whether she had been on the stage: in any
case, she was not a very theatrical character, rather the opposite, al-
though she had a certain amount of dash about her.

She was not what you would call elderly, by any means, and besides
she was a woman of great vitality and strength of character, with rich
intelligence and talent, and strong and precise ideas about things. Her
convictions commanded respect, as did her many talents, and above all
her overwhelming personal dignity. You felt that she ought to have
been called Lady Stratton, or the Countess of something.

At first | was secretly resentful of the great influence she at once
began to exercise over our lives, and thought she was bossing our affairs
too much, but even I was able to realize that her views and advice and
guidance were very valuable things. But so strong was her influence
that [ think it was due to her more than to anyone else that we gave up
the idea of living permanently in St. Antonin.

The house was almost finished and ready for occupation, and it was
a beautiful little house too, simple and solid. It looked good to live in,
with that one big room with the medieval window and a huge medieval
fireplace. Father had even managed to procure a winding stone stair



* and it was by that that you went up to the bedroom. The garden around
the house, where Father had done much work, would have been fine.

On the other hand, Father was travelling too much for the house to
be really useful. In the winter of 1927 he was some months at Marseilles
and the rest of the time at Cette, another Mediterranean port. Soon he
would have to go to England, for by this time he was ready for another
exhibition. All this time | was at the Lycée, becoming more and more
hard-boiled in my precocity, and getting accustomed to the idea of
growing up as a Frenchman.

Then Father went to London for the exhibition.

It was the spring of 1928. The school year would soon be over. | was
not thinking much about the future. All I knew was that Father would
be back from England in a few days.

It was a bright, sunny morning in May when he arrived at the
Lycée, and the first thing he told me was to get my things packed: we
were going to England.

I looked around me like a man that has had chains struck from his
hands. How the light sang on the brick walls of the prison whose gates
had just burst open before me, sprung by some invisible and beneficent
power: my escape from the Lycée was, | believe, providenual.

In the last moments in which [ had an opportunity to do so, [ tasted
the ferocious delights of exultant gloating over the companions | was
about to leave. They stood around me in the sun, with their hands
hanging at their sides, wearing their black smocks and their berets, and
laughing and sharing my excitement, not without envy.

And then | was riding down the quiet street in a carriage, with my
luggage beside me, and Father talking about what we were going to do.
How lightly the cab-horse’s hoofs rang out in the hard, white dirt of the
street! How gaily they echoed along the pale smug walls of the dusty
houses! “Liberty!” they said, “liberty, liberty, liberty, liberty,” all down
the street.

We passed the big polygonal barn of a post-office, covered with the
tatters of ancient posters, and entered under the dappled shadow of the
plane trees. I looked ahead, up the long street to Villenouvelle station,
where | had taken the train so many times in the small hours of the
morning, on my way home to spend the Sunday in St. Antonin.



When we got on the little train, and travelled the way we had first
come to the Aveyron valley, [ did indeed feel my heart tighten at the
loss of my thirteenth century: but oh, it had long ceased to belong to us.
We had not been able to hold on, for very long, to the St. Antonin of
the first year: and the bitter lye of the Lycée had burned all its goodness
out of me again, and I was cauterized against it, and had become some-
what insensitive to it: not so much so, however, that I did not feel a little
sad at leaving it for ever.

[t is sad, too, that we never lived in the house that Father built. But
never mind! The grace of those days has not been altogether lost, by
any means.

Before I was really able to believe that | was out of the Lycée for
good, we were racing through Picardy on the Nord railway. Pretty soon
the atmosphere would take on that dim pearlish grey that would tell us
we were nearing the Channel, and all along the line we would read the
big billboards saying, in English: “Visit Egypt!”

Then, after that, the channel steamer, Folkestone cliffs, white as
cream in the sunny haze, the jetty, the grey-green downs and the line
of prnim hotels along the top of the rock: these things all made me
happy. And the cockney cries of the porters and the smell of strong tea
in the station refreshment room spelled out all the associations of what
had, up to now, always been a holiday country for me, a land heavy
with awe-inspiring proprieties, but laden with all kinds of comforts,
and in which every impact of experience seemed to reach the soul
through seven or eight layers of nsulation.

England meant all this for me, in those days, and continued to do so
for a year or two more, because going to England meant going to Aunt
Maud’s house in Ealing.

The red brick house at 18 Carlton Road, with the little lawn that
was also a bowling green and the windows looking out on the enclosed
patch of grass which was the Durston House cricket field, was a fortress
of nineteenth-century security. Here in Ealing, where all the Victorian
standards stood entrenched in row upon row of identical houses, Aunt
Maud and Uncle Ben lived in the very heart and the center of the
citadel, and indeed Uncle Ben was one of the commanders.

The retred headmaster of Durston House Preparatory School for



Boys, on Castlebar Road, looked like almost all the great, tearful,
solemn war-lords of Victorian society. He was a stoop-shouldered man
with a huge, white waterfall moustache, a pince-nez, ill-fitting tweeds.
He walked slowly and with a limp, because of his infirmities, and re-
quired much attention from everybody, especially Aunt Maud. When
he spoke, although he spoke quietly and distinctly, you knew he had
a booming voice if he wanted to use it, and sometimes when he had a
particularly dramatic statement to make, his eyes would widen, and he
would stare you 1n the face, and shake his finger at you, and intone the
words like the ghost in Hamlet: then, if that had been the point of some
story, he would sit back in his chair, and laugh quietly, displaying his
great teeth, and gazing from face to face of those who sat at his feet.

As for Aunt Maud, I think [ have met very few people in my life so
like an angel. Of course, she was well on in years, and her clothes, es-
pecially her hats, were of a conservatism most extreme. | believe she
had not forsaken a detail of the patterns that were popular at the ume
of the Diamond Jubilee. She was a sprightly and charming person, a
tall, thin, quiet, meek old lady who sull, after all the years, had some-
thing about her of the sensible and sensitive Victorian girl. Nice, in the
strict sense, and in the broad colloquial sense, was a word made for her:
she was a very nice person. In a way, her pointed nose and her thin
smiling lips even suggested the expression of one who had just finished
pronouncing that word. “How nice!”

Now that I was going to go to school in England, | would be more
and more under her wing. In fact, [ had barely landed when she took
me on one of those shopping expeditions in Oxford Street that was the
immediate prelude to Ripley Court—a school in Surrey which was
now in the hands of her sister-in-law, Mrs. Pearce, the wife of Uncle
Ben’s late brother, Robert. He had been killed in a cycling accident
when, coming to the bottom of a hill, he had failed to turn the corner
and had run straight into a brick wall. His brakes had gone back on him
halfway down.

It was on one of those mornings in Oxford Street, perhaps not the
very first one, that Aunt Maud and I had a great conversation about my
future. We had just bought me several pairs of grey flannel trousers and
a sweater and some shoes and some grey flannel shirts and one of those
floppy flannel hats that English children have to wear, and now, having



emerged from D. H. Evans, were riding down Oxford Street on the top
of an open bus, right up in the front, where one could see simply
everything.

“I wonder if Tom has thought at all about his future,” Aunt Maud
said and looked at me, winking and blinking with both eyes as a sign of
encouragement. | was Tom. She sometimes addressed you in the third
person, like that, perhaps as a sign of some delicate, inward diffidence
about bringing the matter up at all.

[ admitted that I had thought a little about the future, and what
I wanted to be. But I rather hesitated to tell her that I wanted to be a
novelist.

“Do you think writing would be a good profession for anyone?” |
said tentatively.

“Yes indeed, writing is a very fine profession! But what kind of writ-
ing would you like to do?”

“I' have been thinking that I might write stories,” I said.

“I 1imagine you would probably do quite well at that, some day,”
said Aunt Maud, kindly, but added: “Of course, you know that writers
sometimes find it very difficult to make their way in the world.”

“Yes, I realize that,” I said reflectively.

“Perhaps if you had some other occupation, as a means of making
a living, you might find time to write in your spare moments. Novelists
sometimes get their start that way, you know.”

“I might be a journalist,” I suggested, “and write for the news-
papers.”

“Perhaps that is a good idea,” she said. “A knowledge of languages
would be very valuable in that field, too. You could work your way up
to the position of a foreign correspondent.”

“And I could write books in my spare time.”

“Yes, I suppose you probably could manage it that way.”

I think we rode all the way out to Ealing, talking in this somewhat
abstract and utopian strain, and finally we got off, and crossed Haven
Green to Castlebar Road where we had to stop 1n at Durston House for
something or other.

It was not the first time I had met Mrs. Pearce, the headmistress of
Ripley Court. She was a bulky and rather belligerent-looking woman
with great pouches under her eyes. She was standing in a room in which



were hung several of my father’s paintings. She had probably been
looking at them, and considering the error and instability of an artist’s
way of life when Aunt Maud mentioned the fact that we had been talk-
ing about my own future,

“Does he want to be a dilettante like his father?” said Mrs. Pearce
roughly, surveying me with a rather outraged expression through the
lenses of her spectacles.

“We were thinking that perhaps he might become a journalist,” said
Aunt Maud gently.

“Nonsense,” said Mrs. Pearce, “let him go into business and make a
decent living for himself. There’s no use 1n his wasting his time and de-
ceiving himself. He might as well get some sensible ideas into his head
from the very start, and prepare himself for something solid and reli-
able and not go out into the world with his head full of dreams.” And
then, turning to me, she cried out: “Boy! Don’t become a dilettante, do
you hear?”

[ was received at Ripley Court, although the summer term was al-
most over, more or less as if | were an orphan or some kind of a stray
that required at once pity and a special, not unsuspicious kind of at-
tention. | was the son of an artist, and had just come from two years in
a French school, and the combination of artist and lrance added up to
practically everything that Mrs. Pearce and her friends suspected and
disliked. Besides, to crown it all, I did not know any Latin. What was
to be made of a boy who was already in the middle of his fourteenth
year and could not decline mensa—had never even opened a Latin
grammar?

So | had the humiliation of once again descending to the lowest
place and sitting with the smallest boys in the school and beginning at
the beginning.

But Ripley was a pleasant and happy place after the prison of the
Lycée. The huge, dark green sweep of the cricket field, and the deep
shadows of the elm trees where one sat waiting for his innings, and the
dining room where we crammed ourselves with bread and butter and
jam at tea-time and listened to Mr. Onslow reading aloud from the
works of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, all this was immense luxury and
peace after Montauban.



And the mentality of the red-faced, innocent English boys was a
change. They seemed to be much pleasanter and much happier—and
indeed they had every reason to be so, since they all came from the
shelter of comfortable and secure homes and were so far protected
from the world by a thick wall of ignorance—a wall which was to
prove no real protectuon against anything as soon as they passed on to
their various Public Schools, but which, for the ume being, kept them
children.

On Sundays, we all dressed up in the ludicrous clothes that the En-
glish conceive to be appropriate to the young, and went marching off
to the village church, where a whole transept was reserved for us.
There we all sat in rows, in our black Eton jackets and our snow-white
Eton collars choking us up to the chin, and bent our well-brushed and
combed heads over the pages of our hymnals. And at last | was really
going to Church.

On Sunday evenings, after the long walk in the country, through
the lush Surrey fields, we gathered again in the wooden drill-room of
the school, and sat on benches, and sang hymns, and listened to Mr.
Onslow reading aloud from Pilgrim’s Progress.

Thus, just about the ume when | most needed 1t, I did acquire a
little natural faith, and found many occasions of praying and lifting up
my mind to God. It was the first time | had ever seen people kneel pub-
licly by their beds before getting into them, and the first time I had ever
sat down to meals after a grace.

And for about the next two years I think I was almost sincerely re-
ligious. Therefore, | was also, to some extent, happy and at peace. I do
not think there was anything very supernatural about it, although I am
sure grace was working in all our souls in some obscure and uncertain
way. But at least we were fulfilling our natural duties to God—and
therefore satisfying a natural need: for our duties and our needs, in all
the fundamental things for which we were created, come down in prac-
tse to the same thing.

Later on, like practically everyone else in our stupid and godless
society, I was to consider these two years as “my religious phase.” | am
glad that that now seems very funny. But it 1s sad that it is funny in so
few cases. Because [ think that practcally everybody does go through



such a phase, and for the majority of them, that is all that it is, a phase
and nothing more. If that is so, it is their own fault: for life on this earth
is not simply a series of “phases” which we more or less passively un-
dergo. If the impulse to worship God and to adore Him in truth by the
goodness and order of our own lives is nothing more than a transitory
and emotional thing, that is our own fault It is so only because we
make it so, and because we take what is substantially a deep and pow-
erful and lasting moral impetus, supernatural in its origin and in its di-
rection, and reduce it to the level of our own weak and unstable and
futile fancies and desires.

Prayer is attractive enough when it is considered in a context of
good food, and sunny joyous country churches, and the green English
countryside. And, as a matter of fact, the Church of England means all
this. It is a class religion, the cult of a special society and group, not
even of a whole nation, but of the ruling minority in a nation. That is
the principal basis for its rather strong coherence up to now. There is
certainly not much doctrinal unity, much less a mystical bond between
people many of whom have even ceased to believe in grace or Sacra-
ments. The thing that holds them together is the powerful attraction of
their own social tradition, and the stubborn tenacity with which they
cling to certain social standards and customs, more or less for their own
sake. The Church of England depends, for its existence, almost entirely
on the solidarity and conservatism of the English ruling class. Its
strength is not in anything supernatural, but in the strong social and
racial instincts which bind the members of this caste together; and the
English cling to their Church the way they cling to their King and to
their old schools: because of a big, vague, sweet complex of subjective
dispositions regarding the English countryside, old castles and cottages,
games of cricket in the long summer afternoons, tea-parties on the
Thames, croquet, roast-beef, pipe-smoking, the Christmas panto, Punch
and the London Times and all those other things the mere thought of
which produces a kind of a warm and inexpressible ache in the English
heart.

I got mixed up 1n all this as soon as | entered Ripley Court, and 1t
was strong enough in me to blur and naturalize all that might have been
supernatural in my attraction to pray and to love God. And conse-



quently the grace that was given me was stifled, not at once, but gradu-
ally. As long as I lived 1n this peaceful hothouse atmosphere of cricket
and Eton collars and synthetic childhood, I was pious, perhaps sin-
cerely. But as soon as the frail walls of this illusion broke down again—
that 1s, as soon as [ went to a Public School and saw that, underneath
their sentimentality, the English were just as brutal as the French—I
made no further effort to keep up what seemed to me to be a more or
less manifest pretense.

At the time, of course, [ was not capable of reasoning about all this.
Even if my mind had been sufficiently developed to do so, | would
never have found the perspective for it. Besides, all this was going on in
my emotions and feelings, rather than in my mind and will—thanks to
the vagueness and total unsubstantiality of Anglican doctrine as 1t gets
preached, in practice, from most pulpits.

[t s a terrible thing to think of the grace that is wasted in this world,
and of the people that are lost. Perhaps one explanation of the sterilicy
and inefficacy of Anglicanism in the moral order is, besides its lack of
vital contact with the Mystical Body of the True Church, the social in-
justice and the class oppression on which it is based: for, since it is mostly
a class religion, it contracts the guilt of the class from which it is in-
separable. But this 1s a guess which [ am not prepared to argue out.

[ was already nearly too old for Ripley Court, being by now four-
teen, but [ had to pick up enough Latin to be able to make at least a
presentable showing in a scholarship examination for some Public
School. As to the school where I should go, Uncle Ben made a more or
less expert choice, in his capacity as retired headmaster of a prep
school. Since Father was poor, and an artist, there would be no thinking
of one of the big schools like Harrow or Winchester—though Win-
chester was the one for which Uncle Ben had the greatest respect, hav-
ing achieved his ambition of sending many of his pupils there with
scholarships. The reason was twofold: not merely that Father could not
be considered able to pay the bills (although, in fact, Pop was to pay
them, from America) but the scholarship examinations would be al-
together too hard for me.

The final choice was regarded by everyone as very suitable. [t was
an obscure but decent little school in the Midlands, an old foundation,



with a kind of a little tradition of its own. It had recently gone up
slightly in its rating because of the work of its greatest headmaster, who
was just about to retire—all of this was the kind of thing Uncle Ben
knew and told me, and Aunt Maud confirmed it, saying:

“I am sure you will find Oakham a very nice school.”



THREE
THE HARROWING
OF HELL

I[N THE AUTUMN OF 1929 I WENT TO OAKHAM. THERE WAS
something very pleasant and peaceful about the atmosphere of this
little market town, with its school and its old fourteenth-century
church with the grey spire, rising in the middle of a wide Midland vale.

Obscure it certainly was. Oakham’s only claim to fame was the fact
that it was the county town, and in fact the only real town in the small-
est county in England. And there were not even any main roads or main
railway lines running through Rutland, except for the Great North
Road which skirted the Lincolnshire border.

In this quiet back-water, under the trees full of rooks, I was to
spend three and a half years getting ready for a career. Three and a half
years were a short time: but when they were over, | was a very differ-
ent person from the embarrassed and clumsy and more or less well-
meaning, but interiorly unhappy fourteen-year-old who came there
with a suitcase and a brown felt hat and a trunk and a plain wooden
tuck-box.

Meanwhile, before I entered Oakham, and took up my abode in the
ratty, gaslit corner of Hodge Wing that was called the “Nursery,”
things had happened to complicate and sadden my life still further.



In the Easter vacation of 1929 I had been with Father at Canterbury,
where he was working, painting pictures mostly in the big, quiet
Cathedral close. I had spent most of my days walking in the country
around Canterbury, and the time went quietly except for the momen-
tous occasion of a big Charlie Chaplin movie which came, late indeed,
to Canterbury. It was The Gold Rush.

When the holidays were over and I went back to Ripley Courrt,
Father crossed over to France. The last [ heard about him was that he
was at Rouen. Then, one day, towards the end of the summer term,
when the school cricket eleven went in to Ealing to play Durston
House, T was surprised to find myself appointed to go along as scorer.
There was, of course, no likelihood of my ever going as a member of
the team, since | was a hopeless cricketer from the start. On the way
into town, on the bus or somewhere, I learned that my father was in
Ealing, at Aunt Maud’s, and that he was ill. This was why they had sent
me along, I suppose: during the tea-interval I would have a chance to
run in to the house which overlooked the cricket field and see Father.

The bus unloaded us in the lane that led to the field. In the tiny
pavilion, the other scorer and 1 opened our large, green-ruled books,
and wrote down the names of one another’s team in the boxes down the
side of the big rectangular page. Then, with our pencils all sharpened
we waited, as the first pair went in to bat, striding heavily in their big
white pads.

The dim June sun shone down on the field. Over yonder, where the
poplars swayed slightly in the haze, was Aunt Maud’s house, and |
could see the window in the brick gable where Father probably was.

So the match began.

I could not believe that Father was very ill. If he were, [ supposed
that they would have made more fuss about it. During the tea-interval,
I went over, and passed through the green wooden door in the wall to
Aunt Maud’s garden and entered the house and went upstairs. Father
was in bed. You could not tell from his appearance how ill he was: but I
managed to gather it from the way he talked and from his actions. He
seemed to move with difficulty and pain, and he did not have much
to say. When I asked him what was the matter, he said nobody seemed
to know.



I went back to the cricket pavilion a hittle saddened and unquiet. I
told myself that he would probably get better in a week or two. And |
thought this guess had proved to be right when, at the end of term, he
wrote to me that we would be spending the summer in Scotland, where
an old friend of his, who had a place in Aberdeenshire, had invited him
to come and rest and get well.

We took one of those night trains from King’s Cross. Father seemed
well enough, although by the time we got to Aberdeen the following
noon, after stopping at a lot of grey and dreary Scotch stations, he was
weary and silent.

We had a long wait at Aberdeen, and we thought of going out and
taking a ook at the city. We stepped out of the station into a wide, de-
serted cobbled street. In the distance there was a harbor. We saw gulls,
and the masts and funnel of what appeared to be a couple of trawlers.
But the place seemed to have been struck by a plague. There was no
one in sight. Now that I think of it, it must have been Sunday, for dead
as Aberdeen is, it surely could not have been so completely deserted on
a week day. The whole place was as grey as a tomb, and the forbidding
aspect of all that hostile and untenanted granite depressed us both so
much that we immediately returned to the station, and sat down in the
refreshment room, and ordered some hotch-potch, which did lictle or
nothing to lighten our spirits.

It was late afternoon by the time we got to Insch. The sun came
out, and slanted a long ray at the far hills of heather which constituted
our host’s grouse-moor. The air was clear and silent as we drove out of
the forsaken town that seemed to us more of a settlement than a town,
and headed into the wilderness.

For the first few days Father kept to his room, coming down for
meals. Once or twice he went out into the garden. Soon he could not
even come down for meals. The doctor paid frequent visits, and soon 1
understood that Father was not getting better at all.

Finally, one day he called me up to the room.

“I have to go back to London,” he said.

“London?”

“I must go to a hospital, son.”

“Are you worse?”



“I don’t get any better.”

“Have they still not found out what it 1s that is the matter with you,
Father?”

He shook his head. But he said: “Pray God to make me well. [ think
I ought to be all right in due course. Don’t be unhappy.”

But [ was unhappy.

“You like it here, don’t you?” he asked me.

“Oh, s all right, I suppose.”

“You'll stay here. They are very nice. They will take care of you,
and it will do you good. Do you like the horses?”

[ admitted without any undue excitement or enthusiasm that the
ponies were all right. There were two of them. The two nieces of the
family and [ spent part of the day grooming them and cleaning out
their stalls, and part of the day riding them. But, as far as [ was con-
cerned, it was too much work. The nieces, divining this unsportsman-
like attitude of mine, tended to be a little hostile and to boss me around
in a patronising sort of a way. They were sixteen or seventeen, and
seemed to have nothing whatever on their minds except horses, and
they did not even look like their normal selves when they were not in
riding breeches.

And so Father said good-bye, and we put him on the train, and he
went to London to the Middlesex Hospital.

The summer days dragged on, cold days full of mist, some days
bright with sun. I became less and less interested in the stable and the
ponies, and before August was half done, the nieces had given me up in
disgust and [ was allowed to drop away into my own unhappy isolation,
my world without horses, without hunting and shooting, withour tar-
tans and without the Braemar gathering and all those other noble
Institutions.

Instead, I sat in the branches of a tree reading the novels of Alexan-
dre Dumas, volume after volume, in French, and later, in rebellion
against the world of horses, [ would borrow a bicycle that happened to
be around the place, and go off into the country and look at the huge
ancient stone circles where the druids had once congregated to offer
human sacrifice to the rising sun—when there was a rising sun.

One day I was in the deserted house all by myself with Athos,



Porthos, Aramis, and d’Artagnan (Athos being my favorite and, in a
sense, the one into whom I tended to project myself). The telephone
rang. | thought for a while of letting it ring and not answering it, but
eventually I did. It turned out to be a telegram for me.

At first | could not make out the words, as the Scotch lady in the
telegraph office was pronouncing them. Then, when I did make them
out, I did not believe them.

The message ran: “Entering New York harbor. All well.” And 1t
came from Father, in the hospital, in London. | tried to argue the
woman at the other end of the wire into telling me that it came from
my Uncle Harold, who had been travelling in Europe that year. But she
would not be argued into anything but whart she saw right in front of
her nose. The telegram was signed Father, and it came from London.

I hung up the receiver and the bottom dropped out of my stomach.
I walked up and down 1n the silent and empty house. I sat down in one
of the big leather chairs in the smoking room. There was nobody there.
There was nobody 1n the whole huge house.

I sat there in the dark, unhappy room, unable to think, unable to
move, with all the innumerable elements of my isolation crowding in
upon me from every side: without a home, without a family, without a
country, without a father, apparently without any friends, without any
interior peace or confidence or light or understanding of my own
without God, too, without God, without heaven, without grace, with-
out anything. And what was happening to Father, there in London? 1

was unable to think of ir,

The first thing that Uncle Ben did when [ entered the house at Eal-
ing was to tell me the news with all the dramatic overtones he gave to
his most important announcements.

His eyes widened and he stared at me and bared his great teeth,
pronouncing every syllable with tremendous distinctness and empha-
sis, saying: “Your father has a malignant tumor on the brain.”

Father lay in a dark ward in the hospital. He did not have much to
say. But it was not as bad as [ had feared, from the telegram he had sent
me. Everything he said was lucid and intelligible and | was comforted,
in the sense that a clearly apparent physiological cause seemed to me to
exclude the thought of insanity in the strict sense. Father was not out of



his mind. But you could already see the evil, swelling lump on his
forehead.

He told me, weakly, that they were going to try and operate on
him, but they were afraid they could not do very much. Again he told
me to pray.

I did not say anything about the telegram.

Leaving the hospital, I knew what was going to happen. He would
lie there like that for another year, perhaps two or three years. And then
he would die—unless they first killed him on an operating table.

Since those days, doctors have found out that you can cut away
whole sections of the brain, in these operations, and save lives and minds
and all. In 1929 they evidently did not yet know this. It was Father’s lot
to die slowly and painfully in the years when the doctors were just
reaching the point of the discovery.

1

OAKHAM, OAKHAM! THE GREY MURK OF THE WINTER EVENINGS
in that garret where seven or eight of us moiled around in the gaslight,
among the tuck-boxes, noisy, greedy, foul-mouthed, fighting and
shouting! There was one who had a ukulele which he did not know
how to play. And Pop used to send me the brown rotogravure sections
of the New York Sunday papers, and we would cut out the pictures of
the actresses and paste them up on the walls.

And I toiled with Greek verbs. And we drank raisin wine and ate
potato chips unul we fell silent and sat apart, stupefied and nauseated.
And under the gaslight 1 would write letters to Father in the hospital,
letters on cream-colored notepaper, stamped with the school crest
in blue.

After three months it was better. I was moved up into the Upper
Fifth, and changed to a new study downstairs, with more light, though
just as crowded and just as much of a mess. And we had Cicero and Eu-
ropean history—all about the nineteenth century, with a certain
amount of cold scorn poured on Pio Nono. In the English class we read
The Tempest and the Nuw's Priest’s Tale and the Pardoner’s Tale and Buggy



Jerwood, the school chaplain, tried to teach us trigonometry. With me,
he failed. Sometimes he would try to teach us something about religion.
But in this he also failed.

In any case, his religious teaching consisted mostly in more or less
vague ethical remarks, an obscure mixture of ideals of English gentle-
manliness and his favorite notions of personal hygiene. Everybody
knew that his class was liable to degenerate into a demonstration of
some practical points about rowing, with Buggy sitting on the table and
showing us how to pull an oar.

There was no rowing at Oakham, since there was no water. But the
chaplain had been a rowing “blue” at Cambridge, in his time. He was a
tall, powerful, handsome man, with hair greying at the temples, and a
big English chin, and a broad, uncreased brow, with sentences like “1
stand for fair-play and good sportsmanship” written ail over it.

His greatest sermon was on the thirteenth chapter of First
Corinthians—and a wonderful chapter indeed. But his exegesis was a
bit strange. However, it was typical of him and, in a way, of his whole
church. “Buggy’s” interpretation of the word “charity” in this passage
(and in the whole Bible) was that it simply stood for “all that we mean
when we call a chap a ‘gentleman.’” In other words, charity meant
good-sportsmanship, cricket, the decent thing, wearing the right kind
of clothes, using the proper spoon, not being a cad or a bounder.

There he stood, in the plain pulpit, and raised his chin above the
heads of all the rows of boys in black coats, and said: “One might go
through this chapter of St. Paul and simply substitute the word ‘gentle-
man’ for ‘charity’ wherever it occurs. ‘If [ talk with the tongues of men
and of angels, and be not a gentleman, I am become as sounding brass,
or a tinkling cymbal . . . A gentleman 1s patient, is kind; a gentleman en-
vieth not, dealeth not perversely; is not puffed up.... A gentleman
never falleth away.’. . ”

And so it went. | will not accuse him of finishing the chapter with
“Now there remain faith, hope and gentlemanliness, and the greatest of
these is gentlemanliness . ..” although it was the logical term of his
reasoning.

The boys listened tolerantly to these thoughts. But I think St. Peter
and the twelve Apostles would have been rather surprised at the con-
cept that Christ had been scourged and beaten by soldiers, cursed and



crowned with thorns and subjected to unutterable contempt and finally
nailed to the Cross and left to bleed to death in order that we might all
become gentlemen.

As time went on, | was to get into fierce arguments with the foot-
ball captain on this subject, but that day was yet to come. As long as |
was among the fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds in Hodge Wing, I had to
mind my behaviour with the lords of the school, or at least in their
presence. We were disciplined by the constant fear of one of those
pompous and ceremonious sessions of bullying, arranged with ritualis-
tic formality, when a dozen or so culprits were summoned into one of
the hollows around Brooke hill, or up the Braunston road, and beaten
with sticks, and made to sing foolish songs and to hear themselves up-
braided for their moral and social defects.

When I got into the sixth form, which I did after a year, I came
more directly under the influence and guidance of the new Head-
master, F. C. Doherty. He was a young man for a Headmaster, about
forty, tall, with a great head of black hair, a tremendous smoker of ciga-
rettes, and a Jover of Plato. Because of the cigarettes, he used to like to
give his class in his own study, when he decently could, for there he
could smoke one after another, while in the classrooms he could not
smoke at all.

He was a broad-minded man, and I never realized how much I
owed to him until I left Oakham. If it had not been for him, I would
probably have spent years in the fifth form trying to pass the School
Certificate in mathematics. He saw that | could far easier pass the
Higher Ceruficate, specializing in French and Latin where, although
the examination in these subjects would be very hard, there would be
no maths. And the Higher Certificate meant far more than the other. It
was he who began, from the start, to prepare me for the university, get-
ting me to aim at a Cambridge scholarship. And it was he who let me
follow the bent of my own mind, for Modern Languages and Litera-
ture, although that meant that I spent much of my time studying alone
in the library, since there was no real “Modern” course at Oakham at
the time.

This was all the more generous of him for the fact that he really
was very much attached to the Classics, and especially Plato, and he
would have liked all of us to catch some of that infection. And yet this



infection—which, in my eyes, was nothing short of deadly—was
something | resisted with all my will. I do not exactly know why [ hated
Plato: but after the first ten pages of The Republic 1 decided that 1 could
not stand Socrates and his friends, and [ don’t think 1 ever recovered
from that repugnance. There can hardly have been any serious intellec-
tual reason for my dislike of these philosophers, although I do have a
kind of congenital distaste for philosophic idealism. But we were read-
ing The Republic in Greek, which meant that we never got far enough
into it to be able to grasp the ideas very well. Most of the time [ was too
helpless with the grammar and syntax to have time for any deeper
difhculties.

Nevertheless, after a couple of months of it, | got to a state where
phrases like “the Good, the True, and the Beauuful” filled me with a
kind of suppressed indignation, because they stood for the big sin of
Platonism: the reduction of all reality to the level of pure abstraction,
as if concrete, individual substances had no essential reality of their
own, but were only shadows of some remote, universal, ideal essence
filed away in a big card-index somewhere in heaven, while the demi-
urges milled around the Logos piping their excitement in high, fluted,
English intellectual tones. Platonism entered very much into the Head-
master’s ideas of religion, which were deeply spiritual and intellectual.
Also he was slightly more High-Church than most of the people at
Oakham. However, it was no easier to find out, concretely, what he be-
lieved than it was to ind out what anybody else believed in that place.

I had several different Masters in the one hour a week devoted to
religious instruction (outside of the daily chapel). The first one just
plodded through the third Book of Kings. The second, a tough little
Yorkshireman, who had the virtue of being very definite and outspoken
in everything he said, once exposed to us Descartes’ proof of his own
and God’s existence. He told us that as far as he was concerned, that
was the foundation of what religion meant to him. | accepted the Cogito
ergo sum with less reserve than | should have, although I might have had
enough sense to realize that any proof of what is self-evident must nec-
essarily be illusory. If there are no self-evident first principles, as a
foundation for reasoning to conclusions that are not immediately ap-
parent, how can you construct any kind of a philosophy? If you have to
prove even the basic axioms of your metaphysics, you will never have



a metaphysics, because you will never have any strict proof of any-
thing, for your first proof will involve you in an infinite regress, prov-
ing that you are proving what you are proving and so on, into the
exterior darkness where there is wailing and gnashing of teeth. If
Descartes thought it was necessary to prove his own existence, by the
fact that he was thinking, and that his thought therefore existed in some
subject, how did he prove that he was thinking in the first place? But as
to the second step, that God must exist because Descartes had a clear
idea of him—that never convinced me, then or at any other time, or
now either. There are much better proofs for the existence of God than
that one.

As for the Headmaster, when he gave us religious instruction, as he
did in my last year or so at Oakham, he talked Plato, and told me to
read A. E. Taylor, which I did, but under compulsion, and taking no
trouble to try and understand what I was reading.

In 1930, after | had turned fifteen, and before most of these things
happened, the way began to be prepared for my various intellectual re-
bellions by a sudden and very definite sense of independence, a real-
1zation of my own individuality which, while being natural at that age,
took an unhealthy egotistic turn. And everything seemed to conspire to
encourage me to cut myself off from everybody else and go my own
way. For a moment, in the storms and confusion of adolescence, I had
been humbled by my own interior sufferings, and having a certain
amount of faith and religion, I had subjected myself more or less will-
ingly and even gladly to the authority of others, and to the ways and
customs of those around me.

But in Scotland I had begun to bare my teeth and fight back against
the humiliation of giving in to other people, and now I was rapidly
building up a hard core of resistance against everything that displeased
me: whether it was the opinions or desires of others, or their com-
mands, or their very persons. I would think what I wanted and do what
[ wanted, and go my own way:. [f those who tried to prevent me had au-
thority to prevent me, | would have to be at least externally polite in
my resistance: but my resistance would be no less determined, and |
would do my own will, have my own way.

When Pop and Bonnemaman came to Europe again in 1930, they
practically threw the doors of the world wide open to me and gave me



my independence. The economic crisis of 1929 had not altogether ru-
ined Pop: he did not have all his substance invested in companies that
crashed, but the indirect effect on him was just as serious as 1t was on
every other ordinary business man.

In June 1930, they all came down to Oakham—Pop, Bonnemaman,
and John Paul. It was a quiet visit. They no longer took towns by storm.
The depression had changed all that. Besides, they were used to travel-
ling in Europe by now. The fear and trepidation that had been so strong
an element 1n their excitement in the old days were somewhat allayed.
Their voyages were comparatively—but only comparatively—serene.

They had a couple of big rooms in the labyrinthine “Crown Inn” at
Oakham, and one of the first things Pop did was to take me apart into
one of them and talk to me in a way that amounted to an emancipation.

[ think it was the first ime 1n my life | had ever been treated as 1f |
were completely grown up and able to take care of myself in every-
thing, and to hold my own in a business conversation. In reality, I have
never been able to talk intelligently about business. But I listened to
Pop exposing our financial affairs as if | understood every word about
it, and when it was over I had, indeed, grasped all the essenuals.

No one knew what was going to happen in the world in the next
ten or twenty years. Grosset and Dunlap was sull in business, and so
was Pop: but one could never tell when the business itself might fold
up, or if he himself would be turned out. But in order to make sure that
John Paul and I would be able to finish school, and even go on to the
university, and have something to keep us from starving while we were
looking for a job afterwards, Pop had taken the money he had planned
to leave us in his will, and had put it away for us where it would be as
safe as possible, in some kind of insurance policy which would pay us
so much a year. He worked it out on a piece of paper and showed me

all the fiigures and | nodded wisely. I didn’t grasp the details but I un-
derstood that I ought to be able to get along all night unul about 1940.
And in any case, before a couple of years had gone by, Pop discovered
that the big magic insurance policy did not work as neatly as he had ex-
pected, so he had to change his plans again, with a loss of a little money

somewhere.
When it was all done, Pop gave me the piece of paper with all the
figures on 1it, and sat up straight in his chair, and looked out the window,



running his hand over the top of his bald head and said: “So now it’s all
settled. No matter what happens to me, you will both be taken care of.
You've got nothing to worry about for a few years, anyway.”

I was a bit dazed by the momentousness of 1t, and by Pop’s own
great generosity. Because, after all, he really meant it that way. What he
was trying to do was to arrange everything so that even if he were ru-
ined, we would be able to take care of ourselves. Fortunately, he was
never ruined.

That day at Oakham, Pop crowned his generosity and his recogni-
tion of my maturity by an altogether astounding concession. He not
only told me he was in favor of my smoking, but even bought me a
pipe. I was fifteen, mind you, and Pop had always hated smoking any-
way. Besides, it was forbidden by the rules of the school—rules which
[ had been systematically breaking all that year, more for the sake of as-
sertung my independence than for the pleasure of lighting and relight-
ing those cold, biting pipefuls of Rhodesian cut-plug.

When the holidays came there was another big change. It was de-
cided that I would no longer spend my holidays with Aunt Maud or
other relatives in the suburbs or outside of London. My godfather, an
old friend of Father’s from New Zealand, who was by now a Harley
Street specialist, offered to let me stay at his place in town when [ was
in London: and that meant that most of the day and night I was more or
less free to do what I liked.

Tom—my godfather—was to be the person I most respected and
admired and consequently the one who had the greatest influence on
me at this time in my life. He too gave me credit for being more intel-
ligent and mature than | was, and this of course pleased me very much.
He was later to find out that his trust in me was misplaced.

Life in the flat where Tom and his wife lived was very well-ordered
and amusing. You got breakfast in bed, served by a French maid, on a
small tray: coftee or chocolate 1n a tiny pot, toast or rolls, and, for me,
fried eggs. After breakfast, which came in at about nine, 1 knew I would
have to wait a little to get a bath, so I would stay in bed for an hour or
so more reading a novel by Evelyn Waugh or somebody like that. Then
I would get up and take my bath and get dressed and go out and look
for some amusement—walk in the park, or go to a museum, or go to



some gramophone shop and listen to a lot of hot records—and then
buy one, to pay for the privilege of listening to all the rest. [ used to go
to Levy’s, on the top floor of one of those big buildings in the crescent
of Regent Street, because they imported all the latest Victors and
Brunswicks and Okehs from America, and I would lock myself up in
one of those little glass-doored booths, and play all the Duke Elling-
tons and Louis Armstrongs and the old King Olivers and all the other
things | have forgotten. Basin Street Blues, Beale Street Blues, Saint
James Infirmary, and all the other places that had blues written about
them: all these | suddenly began to know much of by indirection and
woeful hearsay, and | guess I lived vicariously in all the slums in all the
cities of the South: Memphis and New Orleans and Birmingham,
places which 1 have never yet seen. I don’t know where those streets
were, but | certainly knew something true about them, which I found
out on that top floor in Regent Street and in my study at Oakham.

Then I would go back to my godfather’s place, and we would have
lunch in the dining room, sitting at the little table that always seemed
to me so small and delicate that I was afraid to move for fear the whole
thing would collapse and the pretty French dishes would smash on the
floor and scatter the Irench food on the waxed floorboards. Everything
in that flat was small and delicate. It harmonised with my godfather and
his wife. Not that he was delicate, but he was a little man who walked
quietly and quickly on small feet, or stood at the fireplace with a ciga-
rette between his fingers, neat and precise as a decent doctor ought to
be. And he had something of the pursed lips of medical men—the
contraction of the lips that they somehow acquire leaning over wide-
open bodies.

Tom’s wife was delicate. In fact, she looked almost brittle. She was
French, and the daughter of a great Protestant patriarch with a long
white beard who dominated French Calvinism from the Rue des Saints-
Peres.

Everything in their flat was in proportion to their own stature and
delicacy and precision and neatness and wit. Yet I do not say it looked
like a doctor’s place—still less like an English doctor’s place. English
doctors always seem to go in for very heavy and depressing kinds of
furniture. But Tom was not the kind of specialist that always wears a



frock coat and a wing-collar. His flat was bright and full of objects I was
afraid to break and, on the whole, I was scared to walk too heavily for
fear I might suddenly go through the floor.

What I most admired about Tom and Iris, from the start, was that
they knew everything and had everything in its proper place. From the
first moment when I discovered that one was not only allowed to make
fun of English middle-class notions and ideals but encouraged to do so
in that lictle bright drawing-room, where we balanced coftee-cups on
our knees, I was very happy. | soon developed a habit of wholesale and
¢lib detraction of all the people with whom [ did not agree or whose
taste and ideas offended me.

They, in turn, lent me all the novels and told me about the vari-
ous plays, and listened with amusement to Duke Ellington, and played
me their records of La Argentina. It was from them that I was to dis-
cover all the names that people most talked about in modern writing:
Hemingway, Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, Evelyn Waugh, Céline with his
Voyage au Bout de la Nuit, Gide and all the rest, except that they did
not bother much with poets. I heard about T. S. Eliot from the English
Master at Oakham who had just come down from Cambridge and read
me aloud “The Hollow Men.”

It was Tom who, once when we were in Paris, took me to see a lot
of pictures by Chagall and several others like him, although he did not
like Braque and the Cubists and never developed any of my enthusi-
asm for Picasso. It was he who showed me that there was some meritin
Russian movies and in René Clair: but he never understood the Marx
Brothers. It was from him that I discovered the difference between the
Café Royal and the Café Anglais, and many other things of the same
nature. And he also could tell you what members of the English nobil-
ity were thought to take dope.

Really, all these things implied a rather strict standard of values: but
values that were entirely worldly and cosmopolitan. Values they were,
however, and one kept to them with a most remarkably nice fidelity. 1
only discovered much later on that all this implied not only esthetic but
a certain worldly moral standard, the moral and artistic values being
fused inseparably in the single order of taste. [t was an unwritten law,
and you had to be very smart and keenly attuned to their psychology to
get it: but there it was, a strict moral law, which never expressed any



open hatred of evil, or even any direct and explicit condemnation of
any other sins than bourgeois pharisaism and middle-class hypocrisy,
which they attacked without truce. Nevertheless their code disposed of
other deordinations with quiet and pointed mockery. The big difficulty
with me and my failure was that I did not see, for instance, that their in-
terest in D. H. Lawrence as art was, in some subtle way, disconnected
from any endorsement of his ideas about how a man ought to live. Or
rather, the distinction was more subtle still: and it was between their in-
terest in and amusement at those ideas, and the fact, which they took
for granted, that it was rather vulgar to practice them the way Lawrence
did. This was a distinction which [ did not grasp until it was too late.

Unul the time I went to Cambridge, I developed rapidly under
their influence, and in many ways the development was valuable and
good: and of course, there must be no question of the kindness and sin-
cerity of the interest which they took in me, or their generosity in de-
voting themselves so whole-heartedly to my care and to my training, in
their informal and unofticial way.

[t was Tom who definitely assured me that I should prepare for the
English diplomatic or at least consular service, and did not spare any
effort to see that [ advanced steadily, in every possible way, towards that
end. He was able to foresee an infinity of little details that would have
to be taken care of long before they arose—the value, for instance, of
“reading for the bar” which simply meant eating a certain number of
dinners at one of the Inns of Court, so as to fulfil the minimum resi-
dence requirements of a London Law student, and the payment of a fee
for a minor distinction which would be useful in the diplomatic service.
As it happened, I never got around to eating those dinners, and [ dare
to hope 1 shall be no lower in heaven for my failure to do so.

ITI

IT WAS THE SUMMER OF 1930, BEFORE MOST OF THESE THINGS
had happened. I mean, the summer when Pop had made over to me the
portion of my inheritance and threw open the door for me to run away
and be a prodigal, or be a prodigal without running away from any



earthly home, for that matter. I could very well eat the husks of swine
without the inconvenience of going into a far country to look for them.

Most of that summer we were all together in London. The reason
was, that we could be near the hospital and visit Father. | remember the
first of those visits.

[t was several months since I had been in London, and then only in
passing, so | had really hardly seen Father at all since he had entered
the hospital the autumn before.

So all of us went to the hospital. Father was in a ward. We had ar-
rived much too early, and had to wait. We were in a new wing of the big
hospital. The floor was shiny and clean. Vaguely depressed by the smell
of sickness and disinfectant and the general medical smell that all hos-
pitals have, we sat in a corridor downstairs for upwards of half an hour.
I had just bought Hugo’s /mlian Self-"Taught, and began to teach myself
some verbs, sitting there in the hall, with John Paul restive on the bench
beside me. And the time dragged.

Finally the clock we had been watching got around to the appro-
priate hour; we went up in an elevator. They all knew where the ward
was—it was a different ward. I think they had changed his ward two or
three tumes. And he had had more than one operation. But none of
them had been successful.

We went into the ward. Father was in bed, to the left, just as you
went in the door.

And when [ saw him, I knew at once there was no hope of his liv-
ing much longer. His face was swollen. His eyes were not clear but,
above all, the tumor had raised a tremendous swelling on his forehead.

I said: “How are you, Father?”

He looked at me and put forth his hand, in a confused and unhappy
way, and I realized that he could no longer even speak. But at the same
time, you could see that he knew us, and knew what was going on, and
that his mind was clear, and that he understood everything.

But the sorrow of his great helplessness suddenly fell upon me like
a mountain. [ was crushed by it. The tears sprang to my eyes. Nobody
said anything more.

[ hid my face in the blanket and cried. And poor Father wept, too.
The others stood by. It was excruciatingly sad. We were completely
helpless. There was nothing anyone could do.



When | finally looked up and dried my tears, I noticed that the at-
tendants had put screens all around the bed. I was too miserable to feel
ashamed of my un-English demonstration of sorrow and affection. And
$O we went away.

What could T make of so much suffering? There was no way for
me, or for anyone else in the family, to get anything out of it. [t was a
raw wound for which there was no adequate relief. You had to take it
like an animal. We were in the condition of most of the world, the con-
dition of men without faith in the presence of war, disease, pain, star-
vation, suffering, plague, bombardment, death. You just had to take it
like a dumb animal. Try to avoid it, if you could. But you must eventu-
ally reach the point where you can’t avoid it any more. Take it. Try to
stupefy yourself, if you like, so that it won’t hurt so much. But you will
always have to take some of it. And it will all devour you in the end.

Indeed, the truth that many people never understand, untl it is too
late, is that the more you try to avoid suffering, the more you sufter, be-
cause smaller and more insignificant things begin to torture you, in
proportion to your fear of being hurt. The one who does most to avoid
suffering 1s, in the end, the one who suffers most: and his suffering
comes to him from things so little and so trivial that one can say that it
1s no longer objective at all. It is his own existence, his own being, that
is at once the subject and the source of his pain, and his very existence
and consciousness 1s his greatest torture. This is another of the great
perversions by which the devil uses our philosophies to turn our whole
nature inside out, and eviscerate all our capacities for good, turning
them against ourselves.

All summer we went regularly and faithfully to the hospital once or
twice a week. There was nothing we could do but sit there, and look at
Father and tell him things which he could not answer. But he under-
stood what we said.

In fact, if he could not talk, there were other things he could still do.
One day I found his bed covered with little sheets of blue note-paper on
which he had been drawing. And the drawings were real drawings. But
they were unlike anything he had ever done before—pictures of little,
irate Byzantine-looking saints with beards and great halos.

Of us all, Father was the only one who really had any kind of a
faith. And I do not doubt that he had very much of it, and that behind



the walls of his isolation, his intelligence and his will, unimpaired, and
not hampered in any essential way by the partial obstruction of some of
his senses, were turned to God, and communed with God Who was
with him and in him, and Who gave him, as I believe, light to under-
stand and to make use of his suffering for his own good, and to perfect
his soul. It was a great soul, large, full of natural charity. He was a man
of exceptional intellectual honesty and sincerity and purity of under-
standing. And this affliction, this terrible and frightening illness which
was relentlessly pressing him down even into the jaws of the tomb, was
not destroying him after all.

Souls are like athletes, that need opponents worthy of them, if they
are to be tried and extended and pushed to the full use of their powers,
and rewarded according to their capacity. And my father was in a fight
with this tumor, and none of us understood the battle. We thought he
was done for, but it was making him great. And I think God was already
weighing out to him the weight of reality that was to be his reward, for
he certainly believed far more than any theologian would require of a
man to hold explicitly as “necessity of means,” and so he was eligible
for this reward, and his struggle was authentic, and not wasted or lost or
thrown away.

In the Christmas holidays I only saw him once or twice. Things
were about the same. [ spent most of the holidays in Strasbourg, where
Tom had arranged for me to go for the sake of the languages: German
and French. [ stayed in a big Protestant pension in the Rue Finkmatt, and
was under the unofficial tutelage of a professor at the University, a
friend of Tom’s family and of the Protestant patriarch.

Professor Hering was a kind and pleasant man with a red beard, and
one of the few Protestants I have ever met who struck one as being at
all holy: that is, he possessed a certain profound interior peace, which
he probably got from his contact with the Fathers of the Church, for he
was a teacher of theology. We did not talk much about religion, how-
ever. Once when some students were visiting him, one of them ex-
plained to me the essentials of Unitarianism, and when [ asked the
professor about it afterwards, he said it was all right, in a way which in-
dicated that he approved, in a sort of academic and eclectic way, of all
these different forms of belief: or rather that he was interested in them



as objectively intriguing manifestations of a fundamental human in-
stinct, regarding them more or less through the eyes of a sociologist. As
a matter of fact, sometimes Protestant theology does, in certain cir-
cumstances, amount to little more than a combination of sociology and
religious history, but I will not accuse him of teaching it altogether in
that sense, for [ really have no idea how he taught it

Under the inspiration of the environment, I went to a Lutheran
church and sat through a long sermon in German which [ did not un-
derstand. But [ think that was all the worship of God I did in Stras-
bourg. 1 was more interested in Josephine Baker, a big skinny colored
girl from some American city like St. Louis, who came to one of the
theaters and sang 7a: deux amours, mon pays et Pavis.

So | went back to school, after seeing Father for a moment on the
way through London. I had been back for barely a week when | was
summoned, one morning, to the Headmaster’s study, and he gave me a
telegram which said that Father was dead.

The sorry business was all over. And my mind made nothing of 1t
There was nothing I seemed to be able to grasp. Here was a man with
a wonderful mind and a great talent and a great heart: and, what was
more, he was the man who had brought me into the world, and had
nourished me and cared for me and had shaped my soul and to whom
[ was bound by every possible kind of bond of affection and attachment
and admiration and reverence: killed by a growth on his brain.

Tom got an obituary printed in the T7mes, and he saw to 1t that the
funeral went off more or less decently: but it was sull another one of
those cremations. This ume it was at Golders Green. The only differ-
ence was that the minister said more prayers, and the chapel looked a
little more like a chapel, and Tom had got them to hide the coffin under
a very beautiful shroud of silk from the Orient somewhere, China or
Bali or India.

But in the end they took the shroud off and rolled the coffin
through one of those shiding doors and then, in the sinister secrecy of
the big, intricate crematory, out of our sight, the body was burned, and
we went away.

Nevertheless, all that 1s of no importance, and it can be forgotten.
For [ hope that, in the living Christ, [ shall one day see my father again:



that is, [ believe that Christ, Who is the Son of God, and Who is God,
has power to raise up all those who have died in His grace, to the glory
of His own Resurrection, and to share, body and soul, in the glory of
His Divine inheritance, at the last day.

The death of my father left me sad and depressed for a couple of
months. But that eventually wore away. And when 1t did, | found myself
completely stripped of everything that impeded the movement of my
own will to do as it pleased. | imagined that | was free. And it would
take me five or six years to discover what a frightful capuvity I had got
myself into. It was in this year, too, that the hard crust of my dry soul
finally squeezed out all the last traces of religion that had ever been in
it. There was no room for any God 1n that empty temple full of dust
and rubbish which I was now so jealously to guard against all intruders,
in order to devote it to the worship of my own stupid will.

And so [ became the complete twentieth-century man. | now be-
longed to the world in which I lived. | became a true citizen of my own
disgusting century: the century of poison gas and atomic bombs. A man
living on the doorsill of the Apocalypse, a man with veins full of poi-
son, living in death. Baudelaire could truly address me, then, reader:
Hypocrite lecteur; mon semblable, mon freve . . .

v

MEANWHILE THERE WAS ONE DISCOVERY OF MINE, ONE POET
who was a poet indeed, and a Romantic poet, but vastly different from
those contemporaries, with whom he had so little to do. | think my love
for William Blake had something in it of God’s grace. It is a love that
has never died, and which has entered very deeply into the develop-
ment of my life.

Father had always liked Blake, and had tried to explain to me what
was good about him when | was a child of ten. The funny thing about
Blake 1s that although the Songs of lnnocence look like children’s poems,
and almost seem to have been written for children, they are, to most
children, incomprehensible. Or at least, they were so to me. Perhaps if
[ had read them when I was four or five, it would have been different.



But when I was ten, [ knew too much. I knew that tigers did not burn
in the forests of the night. That was very silly, I thought. Children are
very literal-minded.

[ was less literal when | was sixteen. | could accept Blake’s meta-
phors and they already began, a little, to astound and to move me, al-
though I had no real grasp of their depth and power. And [ liked Blake
immensely. [ read him with more patience and attention than any other
poet. I thought about him more. And I could not figure him out. I do
not mean, [ could not figure out the Prophetic Books—nobody can do
that! But I could not place him in any kind of a context, and I did not
know how to make his ideas fit together.

One grey Sunday in the spring, | walked alone out the Brooke
Road and up Brooke Hill, where the rifle range was. It was a long, bare
hog-back of a hill, with a few lone trees along the top, and it com-
manded a big sweeping view of the Vale of Catmos, with the town of
Oakham lying in the midst of it, gathered around the grey, sharp
church spire. I sat on a stile on the hill top, and contemplated the wide
vale, from the north, where the kennels of the Cottesmore hounds
were, to Lax Hill and Manton 1n the south. Straight across was Burley
House, on top of its hill, massed with woods. At my feet, a few red brick
houses straggled out from the town to the bottom of the slope.

And all the time [ reflected, that afternoon, upon Blake. | remem-
ber how [ concentrated and applied myself to it. [t was rare that [ ever
really thought about such a thing of my own accord. But [ was trying
to establish what manner of man he was. Where did he stand? What did
he believe? What did he preach?

On one hand he spoke of the “priests in black gowns who were
going their rounds binding with briars my joys and desires.” And yet on
the other hand he detested Voltaire and Rousseau and everybody like
them and everything that they stood for, and he abominated all materi-
alistic deism, and all the polite, abstract natural religions of the eigh-
teenth century, the agnosticism of the nineteenth and, in fact, most of
the common attitudes of our day.

"The atoms of Democritus

And Newton’s particles of light

Are sands upon the Red-Sea shore
Where Israel’s tents do shine so bright . . .



I was absolutely incapable for reconciling, in my mind, two things
that seemed so contrary. Blake was a revolutionary, and yet he detested
the greatest and most typical revolutionaries of his time, and declared
himself opposed without compromise to people who, as I thought,
seemed to exemplify some of his own most characteristic ideals.

How incapable T was of understanding anything like the 1deals of a
William Blake! How could I possibly realize that his rebellion, for all its
strange heterodoxies, was fundamentally the rebellion of the saints. It
was the rebellion of the lover of the living God, the rebellion of one
whose desire of God was so intense and irresistible that it condemned,
with all its might, all the hypocrisy and petty sensuality and skepticism
and materialism which cold and trivial minds set up as unpassable bar-
riers between God and the souls of men.

The priests that he saw going their rounds in black gowns—he
knew no Catholics at the time, and had probably never even seen a
Catholic priest—were symbols, in his mind, of the weak, compromis-
ing, pharisaic piety of those whose god was nothing but an objectifica-
tion of their own narrow and conventional desires and hypocritical
fears.

He did not distinguish any particular religion or sect as the objects
of his disdain: he simply could not stand false piety and religiosity, in
which the love of God was stamped out of the souls of men by formal-
ism and conventions, without any charity, without the light and life of
a faith that brings man face to face with God. If on one page of Blake
these priests in black gowns were frightening and hostile figures, on
another, the “Grey Monk of Charlemaine” was a saint and a hero of
charity and of faith, fighting for the peace of the true God with all the
ardent love that was the only reality Blake lived for. Towards the end of
his life, Blake told his friend Samuel Palmer that the Catholic Church
was the only one that taught the love of God.

I am not, of course, recommending the study of William Blake to
all minds as a perfect way to faith and to God. Blake is really extraordi-
narily difficult and obscure and there is, in him, some of the confusion
of almost all the heterodox and heretical mystical systems that ever
flourished in the west—and that 1s saying a lot. And yet, by the grace
of God, at least in my opinion, he was kept very much uncontaminated



by all his crazy symbols precisely because he was such a good and holy
man, and because his faith was so real and his love for God so mighty
and so sincere.

The Providence of God was eventually to use Blake to awaken
something of faith and love in my own soul—in spite of all the mis-
leading notions, and all the almost infinite possibilities of error that
underlie his weird and violent figures. I do not, therefore, want to seem
to canonize him. But I have to acknowledge my own debrt to him, and
the truth which may appear curious to some, although 1t is really not
so: that through Blake I would one day come, in a round-about way, to
the only true Church, and to the One Living God, through His Son,
Jesus Christ.

v

IN THREE MONTHS, THE SUMMER OF 1931, I SUDDENLY MATURED
like a weed.

[ cannot tell which is the more humiliatng: the memory of the
half-baked adolescent I was in June or the glib and hard-boiled speci-
men [ was in October when I came back to Oakham full of a thorough
and deep-rooted sophistication of which I was both conscious and
proud.

The beginning was like this: Pop wrote to me to come to America.
I got a brand-new suit made. I said to myself, “On the boat [ am going
to meet a beautiful girl, and I am going to fall in love.”

So I got on the boat. The first day [ sat in a deck chair and read the
correspondence of Goethe and Schiller which had been imposed on
me as a duty, in preparation for the scholarship examinations at the uni-
versity. What is worse, | not only tolerated this imposition but actually
convinced myself that it was interesting.

The second day I had more or less found out who was on the boat.
The third day 1 was no longer interested in Goethe and Schiller. The
fourth day I was up to my neck in the trouble that [ was looking for.

It was a ten-day boat.



I would rather spend two years in a hospital than go through that
anguish again! That devouring, emotional, passionate love of adoles-
cence that sinks its claws into you and consumes you day and night and
eats into the vitals of your soul! All the self-tortures of doubt and anxi-
ety and imaginaton and hope and despair that you go through when
you are a child, trying to break out of your shell, only to find yourself
in the middle of a legion of full-armed emotions against which you
have no defense! It is like being flayed alive. No one can go through it
twice. This kind of a love affair can really happen only once in a man’s
life. After that he 1s calloused. He is no longer capable of so many tor-
ments. He can suffer, but not from so many matters of no account. After
one such crisis he has experience and the possibility of a second time
no longer exists, because the secret of the anguish was his own utter
guilelessness. He is no longer capable of such complete and absurd sur-
prises. No matter how simple a man may be, the obvious cannot go on
astonishing him for ever.

I was introduced to this particular girl by a Catholic priest who
came from Cleveland and played shuffleboard in his shirt sleeves with-
out a Roman collar on. He knew everybody on the boat in the first day,
and as for me, two days had gone by before | even realized that she was
on board. She was travelling with a couple of aunts and the three of
them did not mix in with the other passengers very much. They kept to
themselves in their three deck chairs and had nothing to do with the
gentlemen 1n tweed caps and glasses who went breezing around and
around the promenade deck.

When [ first met her | got the impression she was no older than |
was. As a matter of fact she was about twice my age: but you could be
twice sixteen without being old, as | now realize, sixteen years after the
event. She was small and delicate and looked as if she were made out of
porcelain. But she had big wide-open California eyes and was not afraid
to talk in a voice that was at once ingenuous and independent and had
some suggestion of weariness about it as if she habitually stayed up too
late at night.

To my dazzled eyes she immediately became the heroine of every
novel and I all but flung myself face down on the deck at her feet. She
could have put a collar on my neck and led me around from that time



forth on the end of a chain. Instead of that I spent my days telling her
and her aunts all about my ideals and my ambitions and she in her turn
attempted to teach me how to play bridge. And that 1s the surest proof
of her conquest, for | never allowed anyone else to try such a thing as
that on me, never! But even she could not succeed in such an enterprise.

We talked. The insatiable wound inside me bled and grew, and 1
was doing everything | could to make it bleed more. Her perfume and
the peculiar smell of the denicotinized cigarettes she smoked followed
me everywhere and tortured me in my cabin.

She told me how once she was in a famous night club in a famous
city when a famous person, a prince of the royal blood, had stared very
intently at her for a long time and had finally got up and started to lurch
in the direction of her table when his friends had made him sit down
and behave himself.

I could see that all the counts and dukes who liked to marry people
like Constance Bennett would want also to marry her. But the counts
and dukes were not here on board this glorified cargo boat that was car-
rying us all peacefully across the mild dark waves of the North At-
lantic. The thing that crushed me was that | had never learned to dance.

We made Nantucket Light on Sunday afternoon and had to anchor
in quarantine that night. So the ship rode in the Narrows on the silent
waters, and the lights of Brooklyn glittered in the harbor like jewels.
The boar was astir with music and with a warm glowing life that pul-
sated within the dark hull and poured out into the July night through
every porthole. There were parties in all the cabins. Everywhere you
went, especially on deck where it was quiet, you were placed in the
middle of movie scenery—the setting for the last reel of the picture.

I made a declaration of my undying love. I would not, could not,
ever love anyone else but her. It was impossible, unthinkable. If she
went to the ends of the earth, destiny would bring us together again.
The stars in their courses from the beginning of the world had plotted
this meeting which was the central fact in the whole history of the uni-
verse. Love like this was immortal. It conquered time and outlasted the
futility of human history. And so forth.

She talked to me, in her turn, gently and sweetly. What it sounded
like was: “You do not know what you are saying. This can never be. We



shall never meet again.” What it meant was: “You are a nice kid. But for
heaven’s sake grow up before someone makes a fool of you.” I went to
my cabin and sobbed over my diary for a while and then, against all the
laws of romance, went peacefully to sleep.

However, | could not sleep for long. At five o’clock I was up again,
and walking restlessly around the deck. It was hot. A grey mist lay on
the Narrows. But when it became light, other anchored ships began to
appear as shapes in the mist. One of them was a Red Star liner on
which, as | learned from the papers when 1 got on shore, a passenger
was at that precise moment engaged in hanging himself.

At the last minute before landing I took a snapshot of her which, to
my intense sorrow, came out blurred. I was so avid for a picture of her
that | got too close with the camera and it was out of focus. It was a
piece of poetic justice that filled me with woe for months.

Of course the whole family was there on the dock. But the change
was devastating. With my heart ready to explode with immature emo-
tons [ suddenly found myself surrounded by all the cheerful and
peaceful and comfortable solicitudes of home. Everybody wanted to
talk. Their voices were full of questions and information. They took me
for a drive on Long Island and showed me where Mrs. Hearst lived and
everything. But | only hung my head out of the window of the car and
watched the green trees go swirling by, and wished that I were dead.

I would not tell anybody what was the matter with me, and this
reticence was the beginning of a kind of estrangement between us. From
that time on no one could be sure what I was doing or thinking. | would
go to New York and I would not come home for meals and I would not
tell anyone where | had been.

Most of the time | had not been anywhere special; I would go to
the movies, and then wander around the streets and look at the crowds
of people and eat hot dogs and drink orange juice at Nedicks. Once
with great excitement | got inside a speak-easy. And when [ found out
that the place was raided a few days later [ grew so much in my own es-
timation that | began to act as if T had shot my way out of the wildest
joints in town.

Bonnemaman was the one who suffered most from my reticence.
For years she had been sitting at home wondering what Pop was doing



in the city all day, and now that I was developing the same wandering
habits it was quite natural for her to imagine strange things about
me, t0o.

But the only wickedness 1 was up to was that I roamed around
the city smoking cigarettes and hugging my own sweet sense of
independence.

I found out that Grosset and Dunlap published more than the
Rover Boys. They brought out reprints of writers like Hemingway and
Aldous Huxley and D. H. Lawrence and | devoured them all, on the
cool sleeping porch of the house at Douglaston, while the moths of the
summer darkness came batting and throbbing against the screens, at-
tracted by my light that burned until all hours.

Most of the ume I was running into my uncle’s room to borrow his
dictionary, and when he found out what words [ was looking up he
arched his eyebrows and said: “What are you reading, anyway?”

At the end of the summer [ started back for England on the same
boat on which I had come. This time the passenger list included some
girls from Bryn Mawr and some from Vassar and some from somewhere
else, all of whom were going to a finishing school in France. It seems as
if all the rest of the people on board were detectives. Some of them
were professional detectives. Others were amateurs; all of them made
me and the Bryn Mawr girls the object of their untiring investigations.
But in any case the ship was divided into these two groups: on the one
hand the young people, on the other the elders. We sat in the smoking
room all the rainy days playing Duke Ellington records on the portable
vic that belonged to one of the girls. When we got uired of that we wan-
dered all over the ship looking for funny things to do. The hold was full
of cartle, and there was also a pack of fox-hounds down there. We used
to go down and play with the dogs. At Le Havre, when the cattle were
unloaded, one of the cows broke loose and ran all over the dock in a
frenzy. One night three of us got up in the crow’s nest on the foremast,
where we certainly did not belong. Another time we had a party with
the radio operators and [ got into a big argument about Communism.

That was another thing that had happened that summer: | had
begun to get the idea that [ was a Communist, although I wasn’t quite
sure what Communism was. There are a lot of people like that. They



do no little harm by virtue of their sheer, stupid inertia, lost in between
all camps, in the no-man’s-land of their own confusion. They are fair
game for anybody. They can be turned into fascists just as quickly as
they can be pulled into line with those who are really Reds.

The other group was made up of the middle-aged people. At their
core were the red-faced, hard-boiled cops who spent their time drink-
ing and gambling and fighting among themselves and spreading scan-
dal all over the boat about the young ones who were so disreputable
and wild.

The truth is that we did have quite a big bar bill, the Bryn Mawr
girls and myself, but we were never drunk, because we drank slowly
and spent the whole time stuffing ourselves with sardines on toast and
all the other dainties which are the stock in trade of English liners.

In any case, I set foot once more on the soil of England dressed up
in a gangster suit which Pop had bought me at Wallach’s, complete
with padded shoulders. And 1 had a new, pale grey hat over my eye
and walked into England pleased with the consciousness that | had
easily acquired a very lurid reputation for myself with scarcely any
trouble at all.

The separation of the two generations on board the ship had
pleased me. It had flattered me right down to the soles of my feet. It
was just what | wanted. It completed my self-confidence, guaranteed
my self-assertion. Anyone older than myself symbolized authority. And
the vulgarity of the detectives and the stupidity of the other middle-
aged people who had believed all their stories about us fed me with a
pleasantly justifiable sense of contempt for their whole generation.
Therefore I concluded that | was now free of all authority, and that no-
body could give me any advice that | had to listen to. Because advice
was only the cloak of hypocrisy or weakness or vulgarity or fear. Au-
thority was constituted by the old and weak, and had its roots in their
envy for the joys and pleasures of the young and strong. . . .

Finally, when I arrived at Oakham several days after the beginning
of the term | was convinced that I was the only one in the whole place
who knew anything about life, from the Headmaster on down.

I was now a house prefect in Hodge Wing with a great big study
and a lot of slightly lop-sided wicker armchairs full of cushions. On the



walls I hung Medici prints of Manet and some other impressionists and
photographs of various Greco-Roman Venuses from museums in
Rome. And my bookshelf was full of a wide variety of strange bright-
colored novels and pamphlets, all of which were so inflammatory that
there would never be any special need for the Church to put them on

the fudex, for they would all be damned #pso jure—most of them by the
natural law itself. I will not name the ones I remember, because some
fool might immediately go and read them all: but I might menton that
one of the pamphlets was Marx’s Communist Manifesto—not because
I was seriously exercised about the injustices done to the working class,
which were and are very real, but were too serious for my empty-
headed vanity—but simply because 1 thought it fitted in nicely with
the décor in which I now moved in all my imaginings.

For 1t had become evident to me that | was a great rebel. | fancied
that | had suddenly risen above all the errors and stupidites and mis-
takes of modern society—there are enough of them to rise above, [
admit-—and that | had taken my place in the ranks of those who held
up their heads and squared their shoulders and marched into the future.
In the modern world, people are always holding up their heads and
marching into the future, although they haven’t the slightest idea what
they think the “future” 1s or could possibly mean. The only future we
seem to walk into, in actual fact, 1s full of bigger and more ternble wars,
wars well calculated to knock our upraised heads oft those squared
shoulders.

Here in this study | edited the school magazine which had fallen
into my hands that autumn, and read T" S. Eliot, and even tried to write
a poem myself about Elpenor, in Homer, getting drunk and falling off
the roof of a palace. And his soul fled into the shades of hell. And the
rest of the ume [ played Duke Lllington’s records or got into arguments
about politics and religion.

All those vain and absurd arguments! My advice to an ordinary reli-
glous man, supposing anyone were to desire my advice on this poin,
would be to avoid all arguments about religton, and especially about the
existence of God. However, to those who know some philosophy 1
would recommend the study of Duns Scotus’ proofs for the actual exis-
tence of an Infinite Being, which are given in the Second Distinction of



the First Book of the Opus Oxoniense—in Latin that is hard enough to
give you many headaches. It is getting to be rather generally admitted
that, for accuracy and depth and scope, this is the most perfect and
complete and thorough proof for the existence of God that has ever
been worked out by any man.

I doubt if it would have done much good to bring these considera-
tions before me in those days, when [ was just turning seventeen, and
thought [ knew all about philosophy without ever having learned any.
However, I did have a desire to learn. I was attracted to philosophy. It
was an attraction the Headmaster had worked hard to implant in our
souls: but there was, and could be, no course in philosophy at Oakham.
[ was left to my own devices.

I remember once mentioning all this to Tom, my guardian. We
were walking out of his front door, into Harley Street, and I told him of
my desire to study philosophy, and to know the philosophers.

He, being a doctor, told me to leave philosophy alone: there were
few things, he told me, that were a greater waste of time.

Fortunately, this was one of the matters in which I decided to ig-
nore his advice. Anyway, | went ahead and tried to read some philoso-
phy. I never got very far with it. It was too difficult for me to master all
by myself. People who are immersed in sensual appetites and desires
are not very well prepared to handle abstract ideas. Even in the purely
natural order, a certain amount of purity of heart is required before an
intellect can get sufficiently detached and clear to work out the prob-
lems of metaphysics. | say a certain amount, however, because I am
sure that no one needs to be a saint to be a clever metaphysician. I dare
say there are plenty of metaphysicians in hell.

However, the philosophers to whom I was attracted were not the
best. For the most part, | used to take their books out of libraries, and
return them without ever having opened them. It was just as well.
Nevertheless during the Easter vacation, when I was seventeen, | ear-
nestly and zealously set about trying to figure out Spinoza.

I had gone to Germany, by myself as usual, for the vacation. In
Cologne T had bought a big rucksack and slung it over my shoulders
and started up the Rhine valley on foo, in a blue jersey and an old pair



of flannel bags, so that people in the inns along the road asked me if |
was a Dutch sailor oft one of the river barges. In the rucksack, which
was already heavy enough, I had a couple of immoral novels and the
Everyman Library edition of Spinoza. Spinoza and the Rhine valley! I
certainly had a fine sense of appropriateness. The two go very well to-
gether. However | was about eighty years too late. And the only thing
that was lacking was that I was not an English or American student at
Heidelberg: then the mixture would have been perfect in all its mid-
nineteenth-century ingredients.

I picked up more, on this journey, than a few intellectual errors,
half understood. Before 1 got to Koblenz, I had trouble in one foot.
Some kind of an infection seemed to be developing under one of the
toenails. But it was not especially painful, and [ ignored it. However, it
made walking unpleasant, and so, after going on as far as St. Goar, |
gave up in disgust. Besides, the weather had turned bad, and I had got
lost in the forest, trying to follow the imaginary hiker’s trail called the
Rheinhéhenweg.

I went back to Koblenz, and sat in a room over a big beer hall called
the Neuer Franziskaner and continued my desultory study of Spinoza
and my modern novelists. Since I understood the latter much better
than the philosopher, [ soon gave him up and concentrated on the
novels.

After a few days, | returned to England, passing through Paris,
where Pop and Bonnemaman were. There I picked up some more and
even worse books, and went back to school.

I had not been back for more than a few days when | began to feel
il At first, | thought [ was only out of sorts because of the sore foot and
a bad toothache, which had suddenly begun to afflict me.

They sent me down to the school dentist, Dr. McTaggart, who
lived in a big brick building like a barracks, on the way to the station.
Dr. McTaggart was a lively little fellow. He knew me well, for [ was al-
ways having trouble with my teeth. He had a theory that you should
kill the nerves of teeth, and he had already done so to half a dozen of
mine. For the rest, he would trot gaily around and around the big chair
in which [ sat, mute and half frozen with terror. And he would sing, as



he quickly switched his drills: “It won’t be a stylish marriage— We
Upon the seat— Of
a bicycle built for two.” Then he would start wrecking my teeth once

can’t afford a carriage— Bur you'll look sweet

again, with renewed gusto.

This time he tapped at the tooth, and looked serious.

“It will have to come out,” he said.

[ was not sorry. The thing was hurting me, and I wanted to get rid
of it as soon as possible.

But Dr. McTaggart said: “I can’t give you anything to deaden the
pain, you know.”

“Why not?”

“There is a great deal of infection, and the matter has spread far be-
yond the roots of the tooth.”

[ accepted his reasoning on trust and said: “Well, go ahead.”

And I sat back in the chair, mute with misgivings, while he happily
trotted over to his tool-box singing “It won't be a stylish marriage” and
pulled out an ugly-looking forceps.

“All ready?” he said, jacking back the chair, and brandishing the in-
strument of torture. | nodded, feeling as if | had gone pale to the roots
of my hair.

But the tooth came out fast, in one big, vivid flash of pain and left
me spitting a lot of green and red business into that little blue whisper-
ing whirlpool by the side of the dentst’s chair.

“Oh, goodness,” said Dr. McTaggart, “I don’t like that very much, 1
must say.”

| walked wearily back to school, reflecting that it was not really so
terrible after all to have a tooth pulled out without novocain. How-
ever, instead of getting better, | got worse. By evening, I was really ill,
and that night—that sleepless night—was spent in a fog of sick con-
fusedness and general pain. 'T’he next morning they took my tempera-
ture and put me to bed in the sick-room, where | eventually got to sleep.

That did not make me any better. And | soon gathered in a vague
way that our matron, Miss Harrison, was worried about me, and com-
municated her worries to the Headmaster, in whose own house this
particular sick-room was.



Then the school doctor came around. And he went away again, re-
turning with Dr. McTaggart who, this time, did not sing.

And I heard them agreeing that [ was getting to be too full of gan-
grene for my own good. They decided to lance a big hole in my gum,
and see if they could not drain the pocket of infection there and so,
having given me a little ether, they went ahead. I awoke with my mouth
full of filth, both doctors urging me to hurry up and get rid of it.

When they had gone, I lay back in bed and closed my eyes and
thought: “I have blood-poisoning.”

And then my mind went back to the sore foot I had developed n
Germany. Well, | would tell them about it when they came back the
next time.

Sick, weary, half asleep, I felt the throbbing of the wound in my
mouth. Blood-poisoning.

The room was very quiet. It was rather dark, too. And as 1 lay in
bed, in my weariness and pain and disgust, 1 felt for a moment the
shadow of another visitor pass into the room.

It was death, that came to stand by my bed.

[ kept my eyes closed, more out of apathy than anything else. But
anyway, there was no need to open one’s eyes to see the visitor, to see
death. Death 1s someone you see very clearly with eyes in the center of
your heart: eyes that see not by reacting to light, but by reactung to a
kind of a chill from within the marrow of your own life.

And, with those eyes, those interior eyes, open upon that coldness,
I lay half asleep and looked at the visitor, death.

What did I think? All [ remember was that [ was filled with a deep
and tremendous apathy. I felt so sick and disgusted that I did not very
much care whether [ died or lived. Perhaps death did not come very
close to me, or give me a good look at the nearness of his coldness and
darkness, or I would have been more afraid.

Bur at any rate, I lay there in a kind of torpor and said: “Come on,
[ don’t care.” And then I fell asleep.

What a remendous mercy 1t was that death did not take me at my
word, that day, when 1 was stll only seventeen years old. What a thing
it would have been if the trapdoors that were prepared for me had



yawned and opened their blackness and swallowed me down in the
middle of that sleep! Oh, I tell you, it is a blessing beyond calculation
that [ woke up again, that day, or the following night, or in the week or
two that came after.

And I lay there with nothing in my heart but apathy—there was a
kind of pride and spite in it: as if it was life’s fault that I had to suffer a
little discomfort, and for that I would show my scorn and hatred of life,
and die, as if that were a revenge of some sort. Revenge upon what?
What was life? Something existing apart from me, and separate from
myself? Don’t worry, I did not enter into any speculations. I only
thought: “If T have to die—what of it. What do I care? Let me die, then,
and I'm finished.”

Religious people, those who have faith and love God and realize
what life 1s and what death means, and know what it 1s to have an im-
mortal soul, do not understand how it is with the ones who have no faith,
and who have already thrown away their souls. They find it hard to con-
ceive that anyone could enter into the presence of death without some
kind of compunction. But they should realize that millions of men die
the way | was then prepared to die, the way I then might have died.

They might say to me: “Surely you thought of God, and you
wanted to pray to Him for mercy.”

No. As far as I remember, the thought of God, the thought of
prayer did not even enter my mind, either that day, or all the rest of the
time that I was ill, or that whole year, for that matter. Or if the thought
did come to me, it was only as an occasion for its denial and rejection. |
remember that in that year, when we stood in the chapel and recited the
Apostles’ Creed, | used to keep my lips tight shut, with full deliberation
and of set purpose, by way of declaring my own creed which was: “I
believe in nothing.” Or at least 1 thought I believed in nothing. Actu-
ally, I had only exchanged a certain faith, faith in God, Who 1s Truth,
for a vague uncertain faith in the opinions and authority of men and
pamphlets and newspapers—wavering and varying and contradictory
opinions which I did not even clearly understand.

I wish I could give those who believe in God some kind of an idea
of the state of a soul like mine was in then. But it is impossible to do it



in sober, straight, measured, prose terms. And, in a sense, image and
analogy would be even more misleading, by the very fact that they
would have life in them, and convey the notion of some real entity, some
kind of energy, some sort of activity. But my soul was simply dead.
It was a blank, a nothingness. It was empty, it was a kind of a spiritual
vacuum, as far as the supernatural order was concerned. Even its natural
faculties were shrivelled husks of what they ought to have been.

A soul is an immaterial thing. It is a principle of activity, it 1s an
“act,” a “form,” an energizing principle. It is the life of the body, and it
must also have a life of its own. But the life of the soul does not inhere
in any physical, material subject. So to compare a soul without grace to
a corpse without life is only a metaphor. But it is very true.

St. Teresa had a vision of hell. She saw herself confined in a nar-
row hole in a burning wall. The vision terrified her above all with the
sense of the appalling stress of this confinement and heat. All this is
symbolic, of course. But a poetic grasp of the meaning of the symbol
should convey something of the experience of a soul which is reduced
to an almost infinite limit of helplessness and frustration by the fact of
dying in sin, and thus being eternally separated from the principle of all
vital actvity which, for the soul in its own proper order, means intel-
lection and love.

But I now lay on this bed, full of gangrene, and my soul was rotten
with the corruption of my sins. And [ did not even care whether | died
or lived.

The worst thing that can happen to anyone in this life 1s to lose all
sense of these realities. The worst thing that had ever happened to me
was this consummation of my sins in abominable coldness and indiffer-
ence, even in the presence of death.

What is more, there was nothing I could do for myself. There was
absolutely no means, no natural means within reach, for getting out of
that state. Only God could help me. Who prayed for me? One day 1
shall know. But in the economy of God’s love, it 1s through the prayers
of other men that these graces are given. It was through the prayers of
someone who loved God that | was one day, to be delivered out of that
hell where [ was already confined without knowing it.



The big gift God gave me was that I got well. They bundled me up
and put me on a stretcher with blankets all up around my face and
nothing sticking out but my nose, and carried me across the stone
quadrangle where my friends were playing “quad-cricket” with a
sawed-off bat and a grey tennis ball. They stood aside in awe as I passed
on the way to the school sanatorium.

1 had explained to the doctor about my foot, and they came and cut
oft the toenail and found the toe full of gangrene. But they gave me
some anti-toxin and did not have to cut off the toe. Dr. McTaggart
came around every day or two to treat the infected place in my mouth,
and gradually 1 began to get better, and to eat, and sit up, and read my
filthy novels again. Nobody thought of prohibiting them, because no-
body else had heard of the authors.

It was while [ was in the sanatorium that [ wrote a long essay on
the modern novel—Gide, Hemingway, Dos Passos, Jules Romains,
Dreiser, and so on, for the Bailey English Prize, and won a lot of books
bound in tree-calf for my efforts.

Twvo attempts were made to convert me to less shocking tastes. The
music master lent me a set of records of Bach’s B Minor Mass, which |
liked, and sometimes played on my portable gramophone, which I had
with me in the big airy room looking out on the Headmaster’s garden.
But most of the time I played the hottest and loudest records, turning
the vic towards the classroom building, eighty yards away across the
flowerbeds, hoping that my companions, grinding out the syntax of
Virgil’s Georgics, would be very envious of me.

The other loan was that of a book. The Headmaster came along,
one day, and gave me a little blue book of poems. 1 looked at the name
on the back. “Gerard Manley Hopkins.” [ had never heard of him. But
I opened the book, and read the “Starlight Night” and the Harvest
poem and the most lavish and elaborate early poems. I noticed that the
man was a Catholic and a priest and, what is more, a Jesuit.

[ could not make up my mind whether I liked his verse or not.

It was elaborate and tricky and in places it was a little lush and
overdone, I thought. Yet it was original and had a lot of vitality and
music and depth. In fact the later poems were all far too deep for me,
and I could not make anything out of them at all.



Nevertheless, I accepted the poet, with reservations. I gave the
book back to the Head, and thanked him, and never altogether forgot
Hopkins, though I was not to read him again for several years.

[ got out of the sanatorium in a month or six weeks. With the end
of June, came our big examination—the higher certificate, which |
took in French and German and Latin. Then we went away for the va-
cation, and I settled down to wait until September for the results of the
exam. Pop and Bonnemaman and John Paul were once again in Europe
for the summer, and we all spent a couple of months in a big, dreary
hotel in Bournemouth, standing on top of a cliff and facing the sea with
a battery of white iron balconies, painted silver, so that they gleamed in
the pale, English summer sun and in the morning mist. I wilt not go
into the emotions of that summer, in which I and a girl [ met there kept
going through storms of sentiment alternating with adolescent quar-
rels, during which [ used to escape from Bournemouth into the Dorset
downs and wander around for the whole day in the country trying to
recover my equilibrium.

But at the end of the summer, when she went back to London, and
my family also took the boat at Southampton and went home, | packed
up my rucksack and went into the New Forest, with a pup tent, and sat
down under some pine trees at the edge of a common a couple of miles
from Brockenhurst. Oh, the tremendous loneliness of that first night in
the forest! The frogs sang in the brackish stream, and the fireflies played
in the gorse, and occasionally a lone car would pass along the distant
road, exaggerating the silence by the sound that died in the wake of its
passing. And I sat in the door of my tent, uneasily trying to digest the
eggs and bacon I had fried and the bottle of cider I had brought out
from the village.

She had said she would write me a letter, addressed to the post of-
fice at Brockenhurst, as soon as she got home, but I thought this camp
site at the edge of the common was too dreary. Besides, the water of the
stream tasted funny and | thought maybe I might get poisoned, so 1
moved on down toward Beaulieu, where [ did not have to eat my own
cooking, but ate in an inn. And I spent the afternoon lying in the grass
in front of the old Cistercian abbey, copiously pitying myself for my
boredom and for the loneliness of immature love. At the same time,



however, [ was debating in my mind whether to go to a “Gymkhana,”
that is a sort of a polite amateur horse-show, and mingle with all the
gentry of the county, perhaps meeting someone even more beautful
than the girl for whom I thought [ was, at the moment, pining away
even unto death. However, | wisely decided to avoid the tents of such
a dull affarr.

As for the Cistercian abbey, which was the scene of these medita-
tons, | did not think much about it at all. I had wandered through the
ruins of the old buildings, and had stood in the parish church that had
taken over the old refectory of the monks, and I had tasted a little of
the silence and peacefulness of the greensward under the trees, where
the cloister used to be. But it was all in the usual picnic spirit with
which the average modern Englishman visits one of his old abbeys. If
he does happen to wonder what kind of men once lived in such places,
or why they ever did so, he does not ask himself it people sull try to do
the same thing today. That would seem to him a kind of impertinence.
But by this time I had practically lost all interest in such speculations.
What did I care about monks and monasteries? The world was going
to open out before me, with all its entertainments, and everything
would be mine and with my intelligence and my five sharp senses I
would rob all its treasures and rifle its coffers and empty them all. And
I would take what pleased me, and the rest I would throw away. And if
I merely felt like spoiling the luxuries I did not want to use, | would
spoil them and misuse them, to suit myself, because | was master of
everything. Tt did not matter that [ would not have much money: |
would have enough, and my wits would do the rest. And I was aware
that the best pleasures can be had without very much money—or
with none at all.

I was at the house of one of my friends from school when the re-
sults of the higher certificate came out in September, and 1 could not
decently indulge all my vanity at my success, because he had failed.
However, he and I were to go up to Cambridge together for the schol-
arship examinations that December.

Andrew was the son of a country parson in the Isle of Wight and
he had been cricket captain at Oakham. He wore horn-rimmed spec-
tacles and had a great chin that he held up in the air, and a lock of black



hair fell down over his forehead, and he was one of the school intellec-
tuals. He and I used to work, or rather sit, in the library at Oakham,
with many books open before us, but talking about impertinent matters
and drinking a foul purple concoction called Vimto out of bottles
which we concealed under the table or behind the volumes of the Dic-
tionary of National Biography.

He had discovered a black book called, as I think, The Outline of
Modern Knowledge, which was something that had just come to the li-
brary and was full of information about psychoanalysis. Indeed, it went
into some details of psychoanalytical fortune-telling by the inspection
of faeces which I never ran into anywhere else, and which I stll pre-
served enough sense to laugh at, at that time. But later, at Cambridge,
psychoanalysis was to provide me with a kind of philosophy of life and
even a sort of pseudo-religion which was nearly the end of me al-
together. By that time, Andrew himself had lost interest in it.

When we went up to the university, to sit for the scholarship exam,
in the dank heavy-hanging mists of December, [ spent most of the time
between papers devourning D. H. Lawrence’s Fantasia of the Unconscions
which, even as psychoanalysis, is completely irresponsible and, just as it
says, a fantasia. Lawrence picked up a lot of terms like “lumbar gan-
glion” and threw them all together and stewed them up with his own
worship of the sex-instinct to produce the weird mixture which I read
as reverently as if it were some kind of sacred revelation, sitting in the
rooms of an undergraduate who liked Picasso, but who had gone down
for the Christmas vacation. Andrew, for his part, was at St. Catherine’s,
terrified of a tutor who had a reputation for being a very ferocious
person. All that week I sat under the high, silent rafters of the Hall, at
Trinity College, and covered long sheets of foolscap with my opinions
concerning Moliére and Racine and Balzac and Victor Hugo and
Goethe and Schiller and all the rest, and a few days after it was all over,
we looked in the T7mes and this time both Andrew and 1 had succeeded.
We were exhibitioners, he at St. Catherine’s and 1 at Clare, while his
study-mate, Dickens, who was the only other person at Oakham be-
sides myself who liked hot records, had another exhibition at St. John’s.

My satisfaction was very great. [ was finished with Oakham—not
that | disliked the school, but I was glad of my liberty. Now, at last, 1



imagined that I really was grown up and independent, and I could
stretch out my hands and take all the things [ wanted.

So during the Christmas holidays I ate and drank so much and
went to so many parties that [ made myself sick.

But I picked myself up, and dusted myself off, and on January 3ist
of the New Year, my eighteenth birthday, Tom twok me to the Café
Anglais and treated me to champagne and the next day | was off on the
way to laly.

V1

ALREADY AT AVIGNON I FORESAW THAT I WAS GOING TO RUN
out of money before I got to Genoa. I had a letter of credit on a bank
there. So from Avignon I wrote back to Tom asking for money. From
Marseilles I started out on foot along the coast, walking on the white
mountain road, overlooking the bright blue water, having on my hip a
flask of rum and in the rucksack some more of the same novels. At Cas-
sis all the restaurants were crammed with people who had come out
from Marseilles for the day, since it was Sunday, and I had to wait long
for my bouillabaisse. It was dark by the time I arrived at the grim lictle
port of La Ciotat, under its sugarloaf rock. Tired, I sat on the jetty and
contemplated the moon.

At Hyeres [ had to wait a couple of days before the money arrived,
and when 1t did, the letter that went with it was filled with sharp re-
proofs. Tom, my guardian, took occasion of my impracticality to call
attention to most of my other faults as well, and [ was very humiliated.
So after a month of my precious liberty, I received my first indication
that my desires could never be absolute: they must necessarily be con-
ditioned and modified by contacts and conflicts with the desires and in-
terests of others. This was something that it would take me a long tme
to find out, and indeed in the natural order alone [ would never really
get to understand it. I believed in the beautiful myth about having a
good time so long as it does not hurt anybody else. You cannot live for
your own pleasure and your own convenience without inevitably hurt-
ing and injuring the feelings and the interests of practically everybody



you meet. But, as a matter of fact, in the natural order no matter what
ideals may be theoretically possible, most people more or less live for
themselves and for their own interests and pleasures or for those of
their own family or group, and therefore they are constantly interfering
with one another’s aims, and hurting one another and injuring one an-
other, whether they mean it or not.

I started out from Hyé¢res again, this ime more weary and de-
pressed, walking among the pines, under the hot sun, looking at the
rocks and the yellow mimosas and the little pink villas and the light
blazing on the sea. That night | came down a long hill in the dusk to a
hamlet called Cavalaire, and slept in a boarding house full of sombre
retired accountants who drank vin-rosé with their wives under the
dim light of weak electric bulbs, and I went to bed and dreamt that |
was 1n jail.

At Saint Tropez | had a letter of introduction to a friend of Tom’s,
a man with tb, living in a sunny house on top of a hill, and there I met
a couple of Americans who had rented a villa in the hills behind
Cannes and they invited me there, when I came that way.

On the way to Cannes, I got caught by a storm, towards evening, in
the mountains of the Esterel, and was picked up by a chauffeur driving
a big fancy Delage. I slung my rucksack off my shoulder and threw it
in the back seat and settled down, with the warmth of the motor seep-
ing up through the boards and into my wet, tired feet. The chauffeur
was an Englishman who had an auto-hiring business in Nice and said
he had just picked up the Lindbergh family off the liner at Villefranche
and had taken them somewhere down the road here. At Cannes he took
me to a very dull place, a club for English chauffeurs and sailors off the
yachts of the rich people who were wintering on the Riviera. There |
ate ham and eggs and watched the chauffeurs politely playing billiards,
and grew depressed at the smell of London that lingered in the room—
the smell of English cigarettes and English beer. It reminded me of the
fogs I thought I had escaped.

Then I found the villa of the people I had met at Saint Tropez, and
stayed there a couple of days, and finally, fed up with walking, and see-
ing that I would probably be bored with the rest of the road along the
coast, | got on the train and went to Genoa.

Perhaps the boredom that I felt had its roots in some physical cause,



because the first morning | woke up in Genoa, with a bunch of Italian
housepainters working on the roof outside my window, [ was out of
sorts and had a great boil on my elbow, which I clumsily tried to heal
by my own private treatments, which did not work.

So I cashed my letter of credit and got on another train and went to
Florence, where I had another letter of introduction to a man who was
a sculptor. Florence was freezing. | took a trolley out across the Arno,
and found the steep road up the hill where my man lived, and climbed
it in the icy silence of a Tuscan winter evening. At first [ thought no-
body was going to answer my knock on the big hollow-sounding door,
but presently an old Italian cook came out, and led me in to the studio
where [ made myself known and explained that I had a boil on my
elbow. So the cook got some hot water and [ sat in the dry dust of plas-
ter and among the stone chips around the base of some half-finished
work, and tatked to the sculptor while his cook fixed up a poultice for
my boil.

The artist was the brother of the former Headmaster of Oakham,
the one who had preceded Doherty. I had seen some of his bas-reliefs
which decorated the front of the school chapel. He was not as old as his
brother, the ex-head. But he was a kind, stoop-shouldered person with
greying hair, and had most of the old head’s geniality. He said to me: “I
was thinking of going down and seeing the Greta Garbo film in town
this evening. Do you like Greta Garbo?”

I admitred that I did. “Very well, then,” he said, “we will go.”

But Florence was too cold, and I thought the boil was getting bet-
ter. So the next day [ left, on the way to Rome. [ was tired of passing
through places. I wanted to get to the term of my journey, where there
was some psychological possibility that I would stop in one place and
remain.

The train ambled slowly through the mountains of Umbria. The
blue sky glared down upon the rocks. The compartment was empty save
for myself, and nobody got in until one of the last stations before Rome.
All day I stared out at the bare hills, at the wild, ascetic landscape. Some-
where out there, on one of those mountains, St. Francis had been pray-
ing and the seraph with the fiery, blood-red wings had appeared before
him with the Christ in the midst of those wings: and from the wounds,



other wounds had been nailed in Francis’s hands and feet and side. If 1
had thought of that, that day, it would have been all I needed to com-
plete the discouragement of my pagan soul, for it turned out that the
boil was no better after all, and that I had another toothache. For that
matter, my head felt as if I had a fever as well, and | wondered if the old
business of blood-poisoning was starting once again.

So there [ was, with all the liberty that I had been promising myself
for so long. The world was mine. How did I like it? I was doing just
what I pleased, and instead of being filled with happiness and well-
being, I was miserable. The love of pleasure is destined by its very na-
ture to defeat itself and end in frustration. But I was one of the last men
in the world who would have been convinced by the wisdom of a St.
John of the Cross in those strange days.

But now I was entering a city which bears living testimony to these
truths, to those who can see it, to those who know where to ook for
it—to those who know how to compare the Rome of the Caesars with
the Rome of the martyrs.

I was entering the city that had been thus transformed by the Cross.
Square white apartment houses were beginning to appear in thick clus-
ters at the foot of the bare, grey-green hills, with clumps of cypress
here and there, and presently over the roofs of the buildings, I saw, ris-
ing up in the dusk, the mighty substance of St. Peter’s dome. The reali-
zation that it was not a photograph filled me with great awe.

My first preoccupation in Rome was to find a denust. The people
in the hotel sent me to one nearby. There were a couple of nuns in the
waiting room. After they left, I entered. The dentist had a brown beard.
I did not trust my Italian for so important a matter as a toothache. |
spoke to him in French. He knew a little French. And he looked at the
tooth.

He knew what he thought was wrong with it, but he did not know
the technical word in French.

“Ah,” he said, “vous avez un colpo daria”

I figured 1t out easily enough to mean that I had caught a chill in
my tooth—according to this man with the brown beard. But sull, cow-
ardice closed my mouth, and I was content not to argue that I thought
it was by no means a chill, but an abscess.



“I shall treat 1t with ultra-violet rays,” said the denust. With a mix-
ture of relief and scepticism, | underwent this painless and futile
process. [t did nothing whatever to relieve the toothache. But I left with
warm assurances from the dentist that it would all disappear during the
night.

Far from disappearing during the night, the toothache did what all
toothaches do during the night: kept me awake, in great misery, cursing
my fate.

The next morning I got up and staggered back to my friend colpo
daria next door. I met him coming down the stairs with his beard all
brushed and a black hat on his head, with gloves and spats and every-
thing. Only then did I realize that it was Sunday. However, he con-
sented to give a look at the chilled tooth.

In a mixture of French and ltalian he asked me if 1 could stand
ether. I said yes, | could. He draped a clean handkerchief over my nose
and mouth and dropped a couple of drops of ether on it I breathed
deeply, and the sweet sick knives of the smell reached in to my con-
sciousness and the drumming of the heavy dynamos began. I hoped
that he wasn’t breathing too deeply himself, or that his hand wouldn’t
slip, and spill the whole bottle of it in my face.

However, a minute or two later I woke up again and he was wav-
ing the red, abscessed roots of the tooth in my face and exclaiming:
“Cest finmi!”

[ moved out of my hotel and found a pensione with windows that
looked down on the sunny “Iriton fountain in the middle of the Piazza
Barberini and the Bristol Hotel and the Barberini Cinema and the Bar-
berini Palace, and the maid brought me some hot water to treat the boil
on my arm. | went to bed and tried to read a novel by Maxim Gorki
which very quickly put me to sleep.

I had been in Rome before, on an Easter vacation from school, for
abouta week. I had seen the Forum and the Colosseum and the Vatican
museum and St. Peter’s. But I had not really seen Rome.

This time, | started out again, with the misconception common to
Anglo-Saxons, that the real Rome 1s the Rome of the ugly ruins, the
Rome of all those grey cariated temples wedged 1n between the hills
and the slums of the city. I tried to reconstruct the ancient city, in my



mind—a dream which did not work very well, because of the insistent
shouting of the sellers of postcards who beset me on every side. After a
few days of trying the same thing, it suddenly struck me that it was not
worth the trouble. It was so evident, merely from the masses of stone
and brick that stll represented the palaces and temples and baths, that
imperial Rome must have been one of the most revolting and ugly and
depressing cities the world has ever seen. In fact, the ruins with cedars
and cypresses and umbrela pines scattered about among them were far
more pleasant than the reality must have been.

However, | sull roamed about the museums, especially the one in
the Baths of Diocletian, which had also been, at one time, a Carthusian
monastery— probably not a very successful one—and I studied Rome
in a big learned book that I had boughg, together with an old second-
hand Baedeker in French.

And after spending the day 1in museums and libraries and book-
stores and among the ruins, | would come home again and read my
novels. In fact, | was also beginning to write one of my own, although |
did not get very far with it as long as I was at Rome.

I had a lot of books with me—a strange mixture: Dryden, the
poems of D. H. Lawrence, some Tauchnitz novels, and James Joyce’s
Ulysses in a fancy India-paper edition, slick and expensive, which [ lent
to someone, later on, and never got back.

Things were going on as they usually did with me. But after about
a week—I don’t know how it began—I found myself looking into
churches rather than into ruined temples. Perhaps it was the frescoes on
ruined too—at the foot of the Palatine, at

the wall of an old chapel
the edge of the Forum, that first aroused my interest in another and a
far different Rome. From there it was an easy step to Sts. Cosmas and
Damian, across the Forum, with a great mosaic, 1n the apse, of Christ
coming in judgement in a dark blue sky, with a suggestion of fire in the
small clouds beneath His feet. The effect of this discovery was tremen-
dous. After all the vapid, boring, semi-pornographic statuary of the
Empire, what a thing it was to come upon the gentus of an art full of
an art that was tremen-

spiritual vitality and earnestness and power
dously serious and alive and eloquent and urgent in all that it had to say.
And 1t was without pretentiousness, without fakery, and had nothing



theatrical about it. Its solemnity was made all the more astounding by
its simplicity—and by the obscurity of the places where it lay hid, and
by its subservience to higher ends, architectural, liturgical and spiritual
ends which [ could not even begin to understand, but which I could not
avoid guessing, since the nature of the mosaics themselves and their
position and everything about them proclaimed it aloud.

[ was fascinated by these Byzantine mosaics. I began to haunt the
churches where they were to be found, and, as an indirect consequence,
all the other churches that were more or less of the same period. And
thus without knowing anything about it I became a pilgrim. I was un-
consciously and unintentionally visiting all the great shrines of Rome,
and seeking out their sanctuaries with some of the eagerness and avid-
ity and desire of a true pilgrim, though not quite for the right reason.
And yet it was not for a wrong reason either. For these mosaics and fres-
coes and all the ancient altars and thrones and sanctuaries were de-
signed and built for the instruction of people who were not capable of
immediately understanding anything higher.

[ never knew what relics and what wonderful and holy things were
hidden in the churches whose doors and aisles and arches had become
the refuge of my mind. Christ’s cradle and the pillar of the Flagellation
and the True Cross and St. Peter’s chains, and the tombs of the great
martyrs, the tomb of the child St. Agnes and the martyr St. Cecelia and
of Pope St. Clement and of the great deacon St. Lawrence who was
burned on a gridiron. . . . These things did not speak to me, or at least |
did not know they spoke to me. But the churches that enshrined them
did, and so did the art on their walls.

And now for the first ime in my life I began to find out something
of Who this Person was that men called Christ. Tt was obscure, but it
was a true knowledge of Him, in some sense, truer than I knew and
truer than | would admit. But it was in Rome that my conception of
Christ was formed. It was there I first saw Him, Whom [ now serve as
my God and my King, and Who owns and rules my life.

[t is the Christ of the Apocalypse, the Christ of the Martyrs, the
Christ of the Fathers. It 1s the Christ of St. John, and of St. Paul, and of
St. Augustine and St. Jerome and all the Fathers—and of the Desert
Fathers. It is Christ God, Christ King, “for in Him duwelleth the fulness of the



Godhead corpoveally, and you are filled in Him, Who is the Head of all princi-
pality and power. .. For in Him were all things created in heaven and on earth,
visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominations or principalities or powers,
all things were created by Him and in Him. And He is before all, and by Him afl
things consist . . . because in Him it hath well pleased the Father thar all fulness
should dwell ... Who 15 the image of the invisible God, the first-born of every
creature . .." “The first-begotten of the dead, and the prince of the kings of the
earth, Who bath loved us, and washed us from our sins in His own Blood, and
bath made us a kingdom and priests to God His Father.™

The saints of those forgotten days had left upon the walls of their
churches words which by the peculiar grace of God | was able in some
measure to apprehend, although I could not decode them all. But above
all, the realest and most immediate source of this grace was Christ
Himself, present in those churches, in all His power, and in His Hu-
manity, in His Human Flesh and His material, physical, corporeal Pres-
ence. How often I was left enurely alone in these churches with the
tremendous God, and knew nothing of it—except I had to know
something of 1t, as [ say, obscurely. And 1t was He Who was teaching
me Who He was, more directly than | was capable of realising.

These mosaics told me more than [ had ever known of the doctrine
of a God of infinite power, wisdom, and love Who had yet become
Man, and revealed in His Manhood the infinity of power, wisdom and
love that was His Godhead. Of course I could not grasp and believe
these things explicitly. But since they were implicit in every line of the
pictures | contemplated with such admiration and love, surely |
grasped them implicitly—I had to, in so far as the mind of the artist
reached my own mind, and spoke to it his conception and his thought.
And so I could not help but catch something of the ancient craftsman’s
love of Christ, the Redeemer and Judge of the World.

[t was more or less natural that I should want to discover something
of the meaning of the mosaics I saw—of the Lamb standing as though
slain, and of the four-and-twenty elders casting down their crowns.
And | had bought a Vulgate text, and was reading the New Testament.
[ had forgotten all about the poems of D. H. Lawrence except for the
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fact that he had four poems about the Four Evangelists, based on the
traditional symbols from Ezechiel and the Apocalypse of the four mys-
tical creatures. One evening, when I was reading these poems, I became
so disgusted with their falseness and futility that I threw down the book
and began to ask myself why 1 was wasting my ume with a man of such
unimportance as this. For it was evident that he had more or less com-
pletely failed to grasp the true meaning of the New Testament, which
he had perverted in the interests of a personal and home-made religion
of his own which was not only fanciful, but full of unearthly seeds, all
ready to break forth into hideous plants like those that were germinat-
ing in Germany’s unweeded garden, in the dank weather of Nazism.

So for once 1 put my favorite aside. And | read more and more of
the Gospels, and my love for the old churches and their mosaics grew
from day to day. Soon I was no longer visiting them merely for the art.
There was something else that attracted me: a kind of interior peace. |
loved to be in these holy places. | had a kind of deep and strong con-
viction that I belonged there: that my rational nature was filled with
profound desires and needs that could only find satisfaction in churches
of God. I remember that one of my favorite shrines was that of St. Peter
in Chains, and I did not love it for any work of art that was there, since
the big attraction, the big “number,” the big “feature” in that place is
Michelangelo’s Moses. But I had always been extremely bored by thar
horned and pop-eyed frown and by the crack in the knee. I'm glad the
thing couldn’t speak, for it would probably have given out some very
heavy statements.

Perhaps what was attracting me to that Church was the Apostle
himself to whom it 1s dedicated. And I do not doubt that he was pray-
ing earnestly to get me out of my own chains: chains far heavier and
more terrible than ever were his.

Where else did I like to go? St. Pudenziana, St. Praxed’s, above all
St. Mary Major and the Lateran, although as soon as the atmosphere
got heavy with baroque melodrama | would get frightened, and the
peace and the obscure, tenuous sense of devotion I had acquired would
leave me.

So far, however, there had been no deep movement of my will,
nothing that amounted to a conversion, nothing to shake the iron
tyranny of moral corruption that held my whole nature in fetters. But



that also was to come. It came in a strange way, suddenly, a way that |
will not attempt to explain.

[ was in my room. It was night. The light was on. Suddenly it
seemed to me that Father, who had now been dead more than a year,
was there with me. The sense of his presence was as vivid and as real
and as startling as if he had touched my arm or spoken to me. The
whole thing passed in a flash, but in that flash, instantly, | was over-
whelmed with a sudden and profound insight into the misery and cor-
ruption of my own soul, and [ was pierced deeply with a light that
made me realize something of the condition I was in, and I was filled
with horror at what [ saw, and my whole being rose up in revolt against
what was within me, and my soul desired escape and liberation and
freedom from all this with an intensity and an urgency unlike anything
[ had ever known before. And now I think for the first time in my whole
life | really began to pray—praying not with my lips and with my in-
tellect and my imagination, but praying out of the very roots of my life
and of my being, and praying to the God I had never known, to reach
down towards me out of His darkness and to help me to get free of the
thousand terrible things that held my will in their slavery.

There were a lot of tears connected with this, and they did me
good, and all the while, although I had lost that first vivid, agonizing
sense of the presence of my father in the room, | had him in my mind,
and I was talking to him as well as to God, as though he were a sort of
intermediary. I do not mean this in any way that might be interpreted
that | thought he was among the saints. | did not really know what that
might mean then, and now that I do know [ would hesitate to say that |
thought he was in Heaven. Judging by my memory of the experience [
should say it was “as if” he had been sent to me out of Purgatory. For
after all, there is no reason why the souls in Purgatory should not help
those on earth by their prayers and influence, just like those in Heaven:
although usually they need our help more than we need theirs. But in
this case, assuming my guess has some truth in it, things were the other
way ‘round.

However, this is not a thing on which I would place any great
stress. And I do not offer any definite explanation of it. How do I know
it was not merely my own imagination, or something that could be
traced to a purely natural, psychological cause—I1 mean the part about



my father? It is impossible to say. I do not offer any explanation. And I
have always had a great antipathy for everything that smells of necro-
mancy—table-turning and communications with the dead—and I
would never deliberately try to enter in to any such thing. But whether
it was imagination or nerves or whatever else it may have been, I can
say truly that I did feel, most vividly, as if my father were present there,
and the consequences that I have described followed from this, as
though he had communicated to me without words an interior light
from God, about the condition of my own soul—although I wasn’t
even sure [ had a soul.

The one thing that seems to me morally certain is that this was
really a grace, and a great grace. If I had only followed it through, my
life might have been very different and much less miserable for the
years that were to come.

Before now I had never prayed in the churches I had visited. But
remember the morning that followed this experience. I remember how
I climbed the deserted Aventine, in the spring sun, with my soul broken
up with contrition, but broken and clean, painful but sanitary like a
lanced abscess, like a bone broken and re-set. And it was true contrition,
too, for I don’t think I was capable of mere attrition, since I did not be-
lieve in hell. I went to the Dominicans’ Church, Santa Sabina. And it
was a very definite experience, something that amounted to a capitula-
tion, a surrender, a conversion, not without struggle, even now, to walk
deliberately into the church with no other purpose than to kneel down
and pray to God. Ordinarily, I never knelt in these churches, and never
paid any formal or official attention to Whose house it was. But now [
took holy water at the door and went straight up to the altar rail and
knelt down and said, slowly, with all the belief [ had in me, the Our
Father.

It seems almost unbelievable to me that I did no more than this, for
the memory remains in me as that of such an experience that it would
seem to have implied at least a half hour of impassioned prayer and
tears. The thing to remember is that I had not prayed at all for some
years.

Another thing which Catholics do not realize about converts is the
tremendous, agonizing embarrassment and self-consciousness which



they feel about praying publicly in a Catholic Church. The effort it
takes to overcome all the strange imaginary fears that everyone is look-
ing at you, and that they all think you are crazy or ridiculous, is some-
thing that costs a tremendous effort. And that day in Santa Sabina,
although the church was almost entirely empty, | walked across the
stone floor mortally afraid that a poor devout old Italian woman was
following me with suspicious eyes. As | knelt to pray, | wondered if she
would run out and accuse me at once to the priests, with scandalous
horror, for coming and praying in their church—as if Catholics were
perfectly content to have a lot of heretic tourists walking about their
churches with complete indifference and irreverence, and would get
angry if one of them so far acknowledged God’s presence there as to go
on his knees for a few seconds and say a prayer!

However, | prayed, then I looked about the church, and went into
a room where there was a picture by Sassoferrato, and stuck my face
out a door into a uny, simple cloister, where the sun shone down on an
orange tree. After that | walked out into the open feeling as if | had
been reborn, and crossed the street, and strolled through the suburban
fields to another deserted church where I did not pray, being scared by
some carpenters and scaffolding. 1 sat outside, in the sun, on a wall and
tasted the joy of my own inner peace, and turned over in my mind how
my life was now going to change, and how | would become better.

VII

IT WAS A WAN HOPE, HOWEVER. BUT THE LAST WEEK OR TEN
days that [ was in Rome were very happy and full of joy, and on one of
those afternoons I took the trolley out to San Paolo, and after that got
on a small rickety bus which went up a country road into a shallow
saucer of a valley in the low hills south of the Tiber, to the Trappist
monastery of Tre Fontane. I went in to the dark, austere old church,
and liked it. But [ was scared to visit the monastery. | thought the monks
were too busy sitting in their graves beating themselves with disciplines.
So [ walked up and down in the silent afternoon, under the eucalyptus



trees, and the thought grew on me: “I should like to become a Trappist
monk.”

There was very little danger of my doing so, then. The thought
was only a daydream—and [ suppose it is a dream that comes to many
men, even men who don’t believe in anything. Is there any man who
has ever gone through a whole lifetime without dressing himself up, in
his fancy, in the habit of a monk and enclosing himself in a cell where
he sits magnificent in heroic austerity and solitude, while all the young
ladies who hitherto were cool to his affections in the world come and
beat on the gates of the monastery crying, “Come out, come out!”

Ultimately, | suppose, that is what my dream that day amounted to.
I had no idea what Trappist monks were, or what they did, except that
they kept silence. In fact, I also thought they lived in cells like the
Carthusians, all alone.

In the bus, going back to San Paolo, I ran into a student from the
American Academy whom 1 knew. He was riding with his mother, and
introduced me to her, and we talked about the monastery, and [ said |
wished I were a monk. The student’s mother looked at me with a hor-
ror and astonishment so extreme that [ was reallv a little shocked by it.

The days went by. Letters came from America, telling me to take
the boat and come there. Finally I bade farewell to the Italian type-
writer salesman and the other inhabitants of the pensione, including the
lady who ran the place and whose mother had been overwhelmed with
thoughts of death when I played Sz Louis Blues on the piano, sending in
the maid to ask me to desist.

With sorrow in my heart [ saw the last of the Piazza Barberini and
the big curved boulevard that ran into it; and the last of the Pincio gar-
dens, and St. Peter’s dome in the distance and the Piazza di Spagna; but
above all, I had sorrow and emptiness in my heart at leaving my
beloved churches—San Pietro in Vincoli, Santa Maria Maggiore, San
Giovanni in Laterano, Santa Pudenziana, Santa Prassede, Santa Sabina,
Santa Maria sopra Minerva, Santa Maria in Cosmedin, Santa Maria in
Trastevere, Santa Agnese, San Clemente, Santa Cecilia . ..

The train crossed the Tiber. The little pyramid and the cypresses
of the English cemetery where Keats was buried disappeared. I re-
membered some allusion in Plautus to a big hill of rubbish and pot-
sherds that had once stood in this part of the city. Then we came out



into the bare plain between Rome and the sea. In this distance were San
Paolo, and the low hills that concealed the Trappist monastery of Tre
Fontane. “O Rome,” 1 said in my heart, “will [ ever see you again?”

The first two months after 1 landed in New York, and went to the
house in Douglaston, I continued to read the Bible surreptitiously —I
was afraid someone might make fun of me. And since I slept on the
sleeping porch, which opened on the upstairs hall through glass doors
and which, in any case, [ shared with my uncle, I no longer dared to
pray on my knees before going to sleep, though I am sure everybody
would have been pleased and edified. The real reason for this was that
I did not have the humility to care nothing about what people thought
or said. 1 was afraid of their remarks, even kind ones, even approving
ones. Indeed, it 1s a kind of quintessence of pride to hate and fear even
the kind and legitimate approval of those who love us! | mean, to resent
1t as a humiliating patronage.

There 1s no point in telling all the details of how this real but tem-
porary religious fervor of mine cooled down and disappeared. At
Easter we went to the church where my father had once been organist,
Zion Church, with the white spire standing among the locust trees on
the hill between us and the station. And there [ was very irritated by the
services, and my own pride increased the irritation and complicated it.
And T used to walk about the house or sit at the dinner table telling
everybody what a terrible place Zion Church was, and condemning
everything that it stood for.

One Sunday [ went to the Quaker meeting house in Flushing,
where Mother had once sat and meditated with the Friends. I sat down
there too, in a deep pew in the back, near a window. The place was
about half full. The people were mostly middle-aged or old, and there
was nothing that distinguished them in any evident way from the con-
gregation in a Methodist or a Baptist or an Episcopalian or any other
Protestant church, except that they sat silent, waiting for the inspiration
of the Holy Ghost. I liked that. I liked the silence. It was peaceful. In i,
my shyness began to die down, and I ceased to look about and criticize
the people, and entered, somewhat superficially, into my own soul, and
some nebulous good resolutions began to take shape there.

But it did not get very far, for presently one of the middle-aged
ladies thought the Holy Ghost was after her to get up and talk. I secretly



suspected that she had come to the meeting all prepared to make a
speech anyway, for she reached into her handbag, as she stood up, and
cried out in a loud earnest voice:

“When T was in Switzerland T took this snapshot of the famous
Lion of Lucerne....” With that she pulled out a picture. Sure enough,
it was the famous Lion of Lucerne. She held it up and tried to show it
around to the Friends, at the same time explaining that she thought it
was a splendid exemplification of Swiss courage and manliness and pa-
tience and all the other virtues of the watchmaking Swiss which she
mentioned and which I have now forgotten.

The Friends accepted it in patience, without enthusiasm or resent-
ment. But | went out of the meeting house saying to myself: “They are
like all the rest. In other churches it is the minister who hands out the
commonplaces, and here it is liable to be just anybody.”

Sull, I think I had enough sense to know that it would be madness
to look for a group of people, a society, a religion, a church from which
all mediocrity would absolutely be excluded. But when I read the
works of William Penn and found them to be about as supernatural as
a Montgomery Ward catalogue | lost interest in the Quakers. If T had
run across something by Evelyn Underhill it might have been difterent.

[ think that one could find much earnest and pure and humble wor-
ship of God and much sincere charity among the Quakers. Indeed, you
are bound to find a little of this in every religion. But I have never seen
any evidence of its rising above the natural order. They are full of
natural virtues and some of them are contemplatives in a natural sense
of the word. Nor are they excluded from God’s graces if He wills. For
He loves them, and He will not withhold His light from good people
anywhere. Yet | cannot see that they will ever be anything more than
what they claim to be—a “Society of Friends.”

That summer, when | went on a slow and dirty train in a round-
about way to Chicago to see the World’s Fair, [ picked up two pamphlets
on the Mormons in the Hall of Religion, but the story of the holy books
discovered through revelation on a hill in upper New York State did not
convince me and I was not converted. The thin red and yellow walls of
the palaces of the Fair, scattered between the lake and the slums and
freight-yards, amused me with their noise, and for the first time I walked
in the wide-open air of the flat and endless Middle West.



Out of sheer bravado I got myself a job for a few days as a barker
in front of a side-show in a part of the Fair called the Streets of Paris,
the nature of which is sufficiently evident from that name. The ease
with which I got the job astounded and flattered me, and it gave me a
sense of power and importance to be so suddenly transported from the
order of those who were fleeced of their money to the level of those
who did the fleecing. However, in a couple of days I also discovered
that perhaps | had not risen above the ranks of the “suckers” after all,
since the boss of the side-show was more ready to pay me in promises
and fancy words than in dollars, for my services. Besides, it was very
tiring to stand in the heat and dust from noon to midnight shouting
at the sea of straw-hatted heads and shoulders dressed in duck and
seersucker or in open-necked shirts and dresses soaked with healthy
Middle-Western sweat. The absolutely open and undisguised and non-
committal frankness of the paganism of Chicago and of this Fair and of
this particular part of the Fair and, apparently, of the whole country
which it represented, amazed me after the complicated reticences of
England and the ornate pornography of France.

When 1 got back to New York I had lost most of my temporary in-
terest in religion. My friends in that city had a religion of their own: a
cult of New York itself, and of the peculiar manner in which Manhat-
tan expressed the bigness and gaudiness and noisiness and frank ani-
mality and vulgarity of this American paganism.

I used to go to the Burlesque and hang around Fourteenth Street
with Reg Marsh, who was an old friend of my father’s, and who is fa-
mous for painting ali these things in his pictures. Reginald Marsh was
(and I suppose still is) a thick-set man of short stature who gave the im-
pression that he was a retired light-weight prize-fghter. He had a way
of talking out of the corner of his mouth, and yet at the same time his
face had something babyish and cherubic about it, as he looked out at
the world through the simple and disinterested and uncritical eyes of
the artist, taking everything as he found it, and considering everything
as possible subject matter for one of his Hogarthian compositions, pro-
vided only it was alive.

We got along very well together, because of the harmony of our
views, | worshipping life as such, and he worshipping it especially in
the loud, wild bedlam of the crowded, crazy city that he loved. His



favorite places of devotion were Union Square and the Irving Place
Burlesque, stinking of sweat and cheap cigars and ready to burn down
or collapse at any minute. But | guess his cathedral was Coney Island.
Everybody who has ever seen his pictures, knows that much about Reg
Marsh.

All that summer I hung around his Fourteenth Street studio, and
went with him to many of the parties to which he was invited, and got
to know my way around New York.

But when September came [ sailed for England once more. This
time | made the crossing on the Manhattan, a garish and turbulent cabin
class steamer full of Nazi spies working as stewards and detesting the
Jewish passengers. The voyage was a violent one. One night | looked
down one of the deep stair-wells and saw six or seven half-drunk pas-
sengers having a general fight on the swaying linoleum floor of E deck.
And one afternoon in the middle of one of those paralyzing synthetic
amusements that are fixed up for the passengers on Atlantic liners—I
think it must have been the “horse race”—an American dentist stood
up with a loud roar and challenged a French tailor to come out and
fight him on the promenade deck. The challenge was not taken up, but
all the business men and tourists savored the delicious scandal, for there
was no one on board who was not aware that behind it all stood the six-
foot daughter of someone prominent in Washington, D.C.

At Plymouth they put those of us who were bound for London on
to a fat launch in the middle of the harbor, and once again | looked
upon the pale green downs of England. I landed with one of the worst
colds I ever had in my life.

And so on the tide of all these circumstances of confusion I swept
into the dark, sinister atmosphere of Cambridge and began my univer-
SIty career.

VIII

PERHAPS TO YOU THE ATMOSPHERE OF CAMBRIDGE IS NEITHER
dark nor sinister. Perhaps you were never there except in May. You
never saw anything but the thin Spring sun half veiled in the mists and



blossoms of the gardens along the Backs, smiling on the lavender bricks
and stones of Trinity and St. John’s, or my own college, Clare.

[ am even willing to admit that some people might live there for
three years, or even a lifetime, so protected that they never sense the
sweet stench of corruption that is all around them—the keen, thin
scent of decay that pervades everything and accuses with a terrible ac-
cusation the superficial youthfulness, the abounding undergraduate
noise that fills those ancient buildings. But for me, with my blind ap-
petites, it was impossible that I should not rush in and take a huge bite
of this rotten fruit. The bitter taste is still with me after not a few years.

My freshman year went by very fast. It was a dizzy business that
began in the dark, brief afternoons of the English autumn and ended
after a short series of long summer evenings on the river. All those days
and nights were without romance, horrible. They could not help being
everything that I did not want them to be.

I was breaking my neck trying to get everything out of life that you
think you can get out of it when you are eighteen. And I ran with a
pack of hearties who wore multicolored scarves around their necks and
who would have barked all night long 1n the echoing shadows of the
Petty Cury if they had not been forced to go home to bed at a certain
time.

At first it was confusing. It took me a month or two to find my level
in this cloudy semi-liquid medium in whose dregs I was ultimately
destined to settle. There were my friends from Oakham. At first we
clung together for protection, and used to spend much time in one an-
other’s rooms, although Andrew’s digs were far away in the wilds
beyond Addenbrooke’s hospital. To get there I cycled through a myste-
rious world of new buildings dedicated to chemistry, and at the end of
the journey drank tea and played St. Louis Blues on the piano. Dickens
was much nearer. He was around the corner from my lodgings. You
travelled through two or three courts of St. John’s College and crossed
the river. He was in the so-called New Building. His room directly
overlooked the river and he and 1T and Andrew would eat breakfast
there and throw bits of toast to the ducks while he told us all about
Pavlov and conditioned reflexes.

As the year went on [ drifted apart from them, especially from
Andrew who ended up as the leading man in the Footlights show that



year. He was something of a singer. My crowd had no interest in singing
and a certain amount of contempt, indeed, for the Footlights and all
that it represented. | remember that I almost made friends with one or
two serious and somewhat complicated young men who were reading
modern languages with me and belonged to my own college, but their
reticences bored me. And they, in their turn, were rather shocked by
the two-handed heartiness with which I was grabbing at life.

In the room underneath mine, in my lodgings, was a round red-
faced Yorkshireman who was a pacifist. He too was full of reticences.
But on Armistice Day he got into some kind of a demonstration and all
the rugger players and oarsmen threw eggs at him. I knew nothing
about it untl I saw the pictures in the evening paper.

I would not have been interested in making friends with him ei-
ther—he was too tame and shy. But in any case the landlord took to
coming into my room and calumniating the poor man while I listened
patiently, knowing of no way to shut him up. Before the end of the year
the landlord was much more disgusted with me than with any lodger he
had ever had before or, probably, since.

I think it was after Armistice Day, when I had finally become ac-
quainted with some two hundred different people, that I drifted into
the crowd that had been gravitating around the nether pole of Cam-
bridge life.

We were the ones who made all the noise when there was a “bump
supper.” We lived in the Lion Inn. We fought our way in and out of the
“Red Cow.”

In that year most of my friends were gated at one time or another,
and by the end of it not a few of us were sent down. I cannot even
clearly remember who most of them were—except for Julian. He
stands out vividly enough. He wore horn-rimmed spectacles and
looked, I will not say like an American, but like a Frenchman trying to
look like an American. He could tell long complicated stories in an
American accent too nasal to be true. He was the grandson or the great-
grandson of a Victorian poet and lived in the old man’s house on the
Isle of Wight. He roomed in a big rabbit warren of a place on Market
Hill which was going to be torn down at the end of the year to make
room for a new building, belonging to Caius College. Before the



wreckers came in, Julian’s friends had already begun the ruin of the
house by attempting to destroy the precarious section of it where he
himself lived. | seem to remember some trouble when somebody threw
a teapot out of the window of these rooms and nearly brained the Dean
of Kings who was passing by in the street below.

Then there was a laconic, sallow-faced fellow who came from
Oundle and drove a racing car. He sat stll and quiet most of the time
with the strange, fevered mysticism of the racing driver in his veins
while the rest of us talked and yelled. But when he got under the wheel
of his car—which he was not allowed to drive as a freshman—he was
transformed into a strange sort of half-spiritual being, possessed by a
weird life belonging to another frightening world. The prohibition on
driving could not, of course, hold him. Once in a while he would dis-
appear. Then he would come back relatively happy, and sit down and
play poker with anybody who would take him on. I think he was finally
sent down altogether for the wildest of his expeditions which ended
with him trying to drive his car down one of the zig-zag cliff paths at
Bournemouth.

But why dig up all this old scenery and reconstruct the stews of my
own mental Pompeii after enough years have covered them up? Is it
even worth the obvious comment that in all this [ was stamping the last
remains of spiritual vitality out of my own soul, and trying with all my
might to crush and obliterate the image of the divine liberty that had
been implanted in me by God? With every nerve and fibre of my being
[ was laboring to enslave myself in the bonds of my own intolerable
disgust. There 1s nothing new or strange about the process. But what
people do not realize is that this 1s the crucifixion of Christ: in which
He dies again and again in the individuals who were made to share the
joy and the freedom of His grace, and who deny Him.

Aunt Maud died that November. [ found my way to London and to
Ealing, and was at the funeral.

It was a grey afternoon, and rainy, almost as dark as night. Every-
where the lights were on. It was one of those short, dark, foggy days of
the early English winter.

Uncle Ben sat in a wheel-chair, broken and thin, with a black skull-
cap on his head, and this ume he really did look like a ghost. He



seemed to have lost the power of speech, and looked about him with
blank uncomprehension, as if all this story of a funeral were a gratu-
itous nsult to his intelligence. Why were they trying to tell him that
Maud was dead?

They committed the thin body of my poor Victorian angel to the
clay of Ealing, and buried my childhood with her. In an obscure, half-
conscious way | realized this and was appalled. She it was who had
presided in a certain sense over my most innocent days. And now | saw
those days buried with her in the ground.

Indeed the England | had seen through the clear eyes of her own
simplicity, that too had died for me here. I could no longer believe in
the pretty country churches, the quiet villages, the elm-trees along the
common where the cricketers wait in white while the bowler pensively
paces out a run for himself behind the wicket. The huge white clouds
that sail over Sussex, the bell-charmed spires of the ancient county
towns, the cathedral closes full of trees, the deaneries that ring with
rooks—none of this any longer belonged to me, for | had lost it all. [ts
fragile web of charmed associations had been broken and blown away
and | had fallen through the surface of old England into the hell, the
vacuum and the horror that London was nursing in her avaricious heart.

[t was the last time that I saw any of my family in England.

I took the last train back to Cambridge and was so exhausted that
| fell asleep and woke up at Ely, and had to turn back, so that | got in
long after midnight. And I felt offended at being gated for what was
not, as [ thought, my fault. [t was the first of the two times | was gated
that year.

Shall T follow the circle of the season down into the nadir of win-
ter darkness, and wake up the dirty ghosts under the trees of the Backs,
and out beyond the Clare New Building and in some rooms down on
the Chesterton Road? When it began to be spring, | was trying to row
in the Clare fourth boat, although it nearly killed me. But at least, since
we were supposed to be in training, | got up early for a few weeks and
went to the College for breakfast, and went to bed without being too
dizzy in the nighttime.

In these days I seem to remember there was a little sunlight. It fell



through the ancient windows of Professor Bullough’s room in Caius. It
was a large, pleasant room, lined with books, and with windows open-
ing on the grass of two courts. [t was below the level of those lawns and
you had to go down a couple of steps to getinto his sitting room. In fact
[ think his sitting room 1tself was on two levels, and in the corner he
had a high medieval lectern. There he stood, a tall, thin, grey, some-
what ascetic scholar, placidly translating Dante to us, while ten or a
dozen students, men and women, sat about in the chairs and followed in
our ltalian texts.

In the winter term we had begun with the Zuferno, and had pro-
gressed slowly, taking each day part of a Canto. And now Dante and
Virgil had come through the icy heart of hell, where the three-headed
devil chewed the greatest traitors, and had climbed out to the peaceful
sea at the foot of the seven-circled mountain of Purgatory. And now,
in the Christian Lent, which | was observing without merit and with-
out reason, for the sake of a sport which [ had grown to detest because
I was so unsuccessful in it, we were climbing from circle to circle of
Purgatory.

I think the one great benefit I got out of Cambridge was this ac-
quaintance with the lucid and powerful genius of the greatest Catholic
poet—agreatest 1n stature, though not in perfection or sanctity. Because
of his genius, I was ready to accept all that he said about such things as
Purgatory and Hell at least provisionally, as long as I had the book
under my eyes, in his own terms. "That was already much. I suppose 1t
would have been too much to expect some kind of an application of his
ideas to myself, in the moral order, just because | happened to have a
sort of esthetic sensitiveness to them. No, it seems to me that | was ar-
mored and locked in within my own defectible and blinded self by
seven layers of imperviousness, the capital sins which only the fires of
Purgatory or of Divine Love (they are about the same) can burn away.
But now | was free to keep away from the attack of those flames merely
by averting my will from them: and it was by now permanently and ha-
bitually turned away and immunized. | had done all that | could to
make my heart untouchable by charity and had foruified i, as I hoped,
impregnably in my own impenetrable selfishness.



At the same time, | could listen, and listen with gladness and a cer-
tain intentness, to the slow and majestic progress of the myths and sym-
bols in which Dante was building up a whole poetic synthesis of
scholastic philosophy and theology. And although not one of his ideas
took firm root in my mind, which was both too coarse and too lazy to
absorb anything so clean, nevertheless, there remained in me a kind of
armed neutrality in the presence of all these dogmas, which I tended to
tolerate in a vague and general way, in bulk, in so far as that was neces-
sary to an understanding of the poem.

This, as 1 see it, was also a kind of a grace: the greatest grace in the
positive order that I got out of Cambridge.

All the rest were negative. They were only graces in the sense that
God in His mercy was permitting me to fly as far as [ could from His
love but at the same time preparing to confront me, at the end of it all,
and in the bottom of the abyss, when I thought I had gone farthest away
from Him. S7 ascendero in coelum, tu illic es. Si descendero in infernum, ades.
For in my greatest misery He would shed, into my soul, enough light to
see how miserable | was, and to admit that it was my own fault and my
own work. And always I was to be punished for my sins by my sins
themselves, and to realize, at least obscurely, that | was being so pun-
ished and burn in the flames of my own hell, and rot in the hell of my
own corrupt will unul I was forced at last, by my own intense misery,
to give up my own will.

I had tasted something of this before: but that was nothing compared
to the bitterness that soon began to fill me in that year at Cambridge.

The mere realization of one’s own unhappiness is not salvation: it
may be the occasion of salvation, or it may be the door to a deeper pit
in Hell, and | had much deeper to go than [ realized. But now, at least,
I realized where I was, and I was beginning to try to get out.

Some people may think that Providence was very funny and very
cruel to allow me to choose the means | now chose to save my soul. But
Providence, that is the love of God, is very wise in turning away from
the self-will of men, and in having nothing to do with them, and leav-
ing them to their own devices, as long as they are intent on governing
themselves, to show them to what depths of futility and sorrow their
own helplessness is capable of dragging them.



And all the irony and cruelty of this situation came, not from Provi-
dence, but from the devil, who thought he was cheating God of my
stupid and uninteresting little soul.

So it was, then, that I began to get all the books of Freud and Jung
and Adler out of the big redecorated library of the Union and to study,
with all the patience and application which my hangovers allowed me,
the mysteries of sex-repression and complexes and introversion and ex-
troversion and all the rest. I, whose chief trouble was that my soul and
all its faculties were going to seed because there was nothing to control
my appetites—and they were pouring themselves out in an incoherent
riot of undirected passion—came to the conclusion that the cause of
all my unhappiness was sex-repression! And, to make the thing more
subtly intolerable, I came to the conclusion that one of the biggest
crimes in this world was introversion, and, in my efforts to be an extro-
vert, | entered upon a course of reflections and constant self-
examinations, studying all my responses and analyzing the quality of
all my emotions and reactions in such a way that I could not help be-
coming just what I did not want to be: an introvert.

Day after day I read Freud, thinking myself to be very enlightened
and scientific when, as a matter of fact, [ was about as scientific as an old
woman secretly poring over books about occultusm, trying to tell her
own fortune, and learning how to dope out the future from the lines in
the palm of her hand. I don’t know if I ever got very close to needing a
padded cell: but if I ever had gone crazy, | think psychoanalysis would
have been the one thing chiefly responsible for it.

Meanwhile, I had received several letters from my guardian. They
were sharp, and got sharper as they went on, and finally, in March or
April, I got a curt summons to come to London.

I had to wait a long time, a long, long time in the waiting-room,
where I turned over the pages of all the copies of Punch for two years
back. I suppose this was part of a deliberate plan to sap my morale, this
leaving me alone in a dismal, foggy room, with all those copies of that
dreary magazine.

Finally, after about an hour and a half, T was summoned to climb
the narrow stairs to the consulting room immediately above. The floor
was waxed, and once again [ got this sense of precariousness in my



footing, and was glad to get across the room to the chair by the desk
without falling down and breaking a hip.

With polished and devastating coolness, which carried with it a
faint suggestion of contempt, Tom offered me a cigarette. The implica-
tion was that | was going to need it. Therefore, obviously, I refused 1.

Nevertheless, the fifteen or twenty minutes that followed were
among the most painful and distressing 1 have ever lived through: not
because of anything that he said to me, for he was not angry or even
unkind. In fact I do not even remember exactly what he did say. The
thing that made me suffer was that he asked me very bluntly and coldly
for an explanation of my conduct and left me to writhe. For as soon as
I was placed in the position of having to give some kind of positive ex-
planation or defence of so much stupidity and unpleasantness, as if to
justify myself by making it seem possible for a rational creature to live
that way, the whole bitterness and emptiness of it became very evident
to me, and my tongue would hardly function. And the words I mur-
mured about my “making mistakes” and “not wanting to hurt others”
sounded extremely silly and cheap.

So 1 was very glad to get out of there, and as soon as [ was in the
street | smoked plenty of cigarettes.

Months went by, and things did not change at all. After the Easter
vacation, | was called in to my tutor to explain why 1 was not attending
most of my lectures, and a few other things besides. This time [ was not
so uncomfortable. As to the exams that were soon to come—I was to
take the first part of the Modern Language Tripos in French and Ital-
1an—I thought I would be able to pass them, which as a matter of fact
I did, getting a second 1n both. The results were wired to me by one of
my friends when [ was already on the boat for America—one of those
ten-day boats out of London. We were going through the Straits of
Dover, and the sun was on the white cliffs, and my lungs were filling
with the fresh air.

[ was planning to come back the next year, and had already
arranged for a room in the Old Court of Clare, right over the gate that
led out to Clare bridge. I would have looked out over the President’s
garden. But certainly, considering the kind of undergraduate I was, that



was the worst possible place for me to have wanted to room: for [ was
right in between the President and the Senior Tutor. However, I never
went up to Cambridge again as a member of the University.

That summer Tom sent me a letter in New York suggesting that |
had better give up the idea of ever entering the British Diplomatic ser-
vice, and that Cambridge was, henceforth, useless. To return would be
to waste my time and money. He thought it would be very sensible if |
stayed in America.

It did not take me five minutes to come around to agreeing with
him. I do not know whether it was entirely subjective, but it seemed to
me that there was some kind of a subtle poison in Europe, something
that corrupted me, something the very thought and scent of which
sickened me, repelled me.

What was it? Some kind of a moral fungus, the spores of which
floated in that damp air, in that foggy and half-lighted darkness?

The thought that | was no longer obliged to go back into those
damp and feud mists filled me with an immense relief—a relief that far
overbalanced the pain of my injured pride, the shame of comparative
failure. I say 1 was no longer obliged to return: I would have to go back
long enough to get on the quota and enter America permanently, for
now | was only in the country on a temporary visa. But that did not
matter so much. The feeling that 1 did not have to stay was another
liberation.

Once again, 1 ask myself if it was not mostly subjective— perhaps
it was. For I do not accuse the whole of England of the corruption that
| had discovered in only a part of it. Nor do | blame England for this as
a nation, as if it alone were infected with the sweet and nasty disease of
the soul that seemed to be rotting the whole of Europe, in high places
above all.

It was something | had not known or seen, in the England of those
first days when | had been a child, and walked in the innocent country-
side, and looked at the old village churches and read the novels of Dick-
ens and wandered by the streams on picnics with my aunt and cousins.

What was wrong with this place, with all these people? Why was
everything so empty?



Above all, why did the very boisterousness of the soccer blues, the
rugger players, the cricketers, the oarsmen, the huntsmen and drinkers
in the Lion and the clumsy dancers in the Rendezvous—why was all
their noise so oafish and hollow and ridiculous? It seemed to me that
Cambridge and, to some extent, the whole of England was pretending,
with an elaborate and intent and conscious, and perhaps in some cases
a courageous effort, to act as if it were alive. And it took a lot of acting.
It was a vast and complicated charade, with expensive and detailed cos-
tuming and scenery and a lot of inappropriate songs: and yet the whole
thing was so intolerably dull, because most of the people were already
morally dead, asphyxiated by the steam of their own strong yellow tea,
or by the smell of their own pubs and breweries, or by the fungus on
the walls of Oxford and Cambridge.

I speak of what I remember: perhaps the war that grew out of all
this did something to cure it or to change it.

For those who had nothing but this emptiness in the middle of
them, no doubt the things they had to do and to suffer during the war
filled that emptiness with something stronger and more resilient than
their pride—either that or it destroyed them utterly. But when I had
been away from Cambridge about a year, | heard what had happened to
one of them, a friend of mine.

Mike was a beefy and red-faced and noisy youth who came from
somewhere in Wales, and was part of the crowd in which I milled
around in the daytime and the nighttime during that year at Cam-
bridge. He was full of loud laughter and a lot of well-meaning excla-
mations, and in his quieter moments he got into long and complicated
sentences about life. But what was more characteristic of him was that
he liked to put his fist through windows. He was the noisy and hearty
type; he was altogether jolly. A great eater and drinker, he chased after
girls with an astounding heaviness of passion and emotion. He man-
aged to get into a lot of trouble. That was the way it was when [ left
Cambridge. The next year [ heard how he ended up. The porter, or
somebody, went down into the showers, under the buildings of the Old
Court at Clare, and found Mike hanging by his neck from a rope slung
over one of the pipes, with his big hearty face black with the agony of
strangulation. He had hanged himself.



The Europe I finally left for good, in the late November of 1934,
was a sad and unquiet continent, full of forebodings.

Of course, there were plenty of people who said: “There will not
be a war . ..” But Hitler had now held power in Germany for some time,
and that summer all the New York evening papers had been suddenly
filled with the news of Dollfuss’ murder in Austria, and the massing of
Ttalian troops on the Austrian borders. It was one of the nights when 1
was down at Coney Island, with Reginald Marsh, and 1 walked in the
whirl of lights and noise and drank glasses of thin, icy beer, and ate hot
dogs full of mustard, and wondered if I would soon be in some army or
other, or perhaps dead.

It was the first time | had felt the cold steel of the war-scare in my
vitals. There was a lot more to come. It was only 1934.

And now, mm November, when | was leaving England forever—the
ship sailed quietly out of Southampton water by night—the land [ left
behind me seemed silent with the silence before a storm. It was a land
all shut up and muffled in layers of fog and darkness, and all the people
were in the rooms behind the thick walls of their houses, waiting for the
first growl of thunder as the Nazis began to warm up the motors of a
hundred thousand planes.

Perhaps they did not know they were waiting for all this. Perhaps
they thought they had nothing better to occupy their minds than the
wedding of Prince George and Princess Marina which had taken place
the day before. Even I myself was more concerned with the thought of
some people | was leaving than with the political atmosphere at that
precise moment. And yet that atmosphere was s:omcthing that would
not allow itself to be altogether ignored.

[ had seen enough of the things, the acts and appetites, that were to
jastify and to bring down upon the world the tons of bombs that would
someday begin to fall in milhons. Did | know that my own sins were
enough to have destroyed the whote of England and Germany? There
has never yet been a bomb invented that 1s half so powerful as one
mortal sin—and vet there is no positive power in sin, only negation,
only annihilation: and perhaps that is why 1t is so destrucuve, 1t is a
nothingness, and where it is, there is nothing left—a blank, a moral

vacuum.



It is only the infinite mercy and love of God that has prevented us
from tearing ourselves to pieces and destroying His entire creation long
ago. People seem to think that it is in some way a proof that no merci-
ful God exists, it we have so many wars. On the contrary, consider how
in spite of centuries of sin and greed and lust and cruelty and hatred
and avarice and oppression and injustice, spawned and bred by the free
wills of men, the human race can still recover, each time, and can still
produce men and women who overcome evil with good, hatred with
love, greed with charity, lust and cruelty with sanctity. How could all
this be possible without the merciful love of God, pouring out His
grace upon us? Can there be any doubt where wars come from and
where peace comes from, when the children of this world, excluding
God from their peace conferences, only manage to bring about greater
and greater wars the more they talk about peace?

We have only to open our eyes and look about us to see what our
sins are doing to the world, and have done. But we cannot see. We are
the ones to whom it is said by the prophets of God: “Hearing hear, and
understand not; and see the vision, and know it not.”

There 1s not a flower that opens, not a seed that falls into the
ground, and not an ear of wheat that nods on the end of its stalk in the
wind that does not preach and proclaim the greatness and the mercy of
God to the whole world.

There is not an act of kindness or generosity, not an act of sacrifice
done, or a word of peace and gentleness spoken, not a child’s prayer ut-
tered, that does not sing hymns to God before His throne, and in the
eyes of men, and before their faces.

How does 1t happen that in the thousands of generations of mur-
derers since Cain, our dark bloodthirsty ancestor, that some of us can
still be saints? The quietness and hiddenness and placidity of the truly
good people in the world all proclaim the glory of God.

All these things, all creatures, every graceful movement, every or-
dered act of the human will, all are sent to us as prophets from God.
But because of our stubbornness they come to us only to blind us
further.

“Blind the heart of this people and make their ears heavy, and shut



their eyes: lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears and
understand with their heart and be converted, and I heal them.”

We refuse to hear the million different voices through which God
speaks to us, and every refusal hardens us more and more against His
grace—and yet He continues to speak to us: and we say He 1s without
mercy!

“But the Lord dealeth patiently for your sake, not willing that any
should perish, but that all should return to penance.”

Mother of God, how often in the last centuries have you not come
down to us, speaking to us in our mountains and groves and hills, and
telling us what was to come upon us, and we have not heard you. How
long shall we continue to be deaf to your voice, and run our heads into
the jaws of the hell that abhors us?

Lady, when on that night I left the Island that was once your En-
gland, your love went with me, although 1 could not know 1t, and could
not make myself aware of it. And it was your love, your intercession for
me, before God, that was preparing the seas before my ship, laying
open the way for me to another country.

[ was not sure where | was going, and I could not see what [ would
do when I got to New York. But you saw further and clearer than [, and
you opened the seas before my ship, whose track lead me across the
waters to a place | had never dreamed of, and which you were even
then preparing for me to be my rescue and my shelter and my home.
And when [ thought there was no God and no love and no mercy, you
were leading me all the while into the midst of His love and His mercy,
and taking me, without my knowing anything about i, to the house
that would hide me in the secret of His Face.

Glorious Mother of God, shall I ever again distrust you, or your
God, before Whose throne you are irresistible in your intercession?
Shall I ever turn my eyes from your hands and from your face and from
your eyes? Shall [ ever look anywhere else but in the face of your love,
to find out true counsel, and to know my way, in all the days and all the
moments of my life?

As you have dealt with me, Lady, deal also with all my millions of
brothers who live in the same misery that | knew then: lead them in



spite of themselves and guide them by your tremendous influence, O
Holy Queen of souls and refuge of sinners, and bring them to your
Christ the way you brought me. flos tuos misericordes oculos ad nos con-
verte, et Jesum, benedictum fructum ventris tui, nobis ostende. Show us your
Christ, Lady, after this our exile, yes: but show Him to us also now,
show Him to us here, while we are still wanderers.



FOUR

i o

THE CHILDREN IN
THE MARKET PLACE

HAD A LONG WAY TO GO. I HAD MORE TO CROSS THAN THE

Atlantic. Perhaps the Styx, being only a river, does not seem so ter-
ribly wide. It is not its width that makes it difficult to cross, especially
when you are trying to get out of hell, and not in. And so, this time,
even though 1 got out of Europe, I still remained in hell. But it was not
for want of trying.

[t was a stormy crossing. When it was possible, | walked on the
wide, empty decks that streamed with spray. Or [ would get up forward
where I could see the bows blast their way headfirst into the mountains
of water that bore down upon us. And I would hang on to the rail while
the ship reeled and soared into the wet sky, riding the sea that swept
under us while every stanchion and bulkhead groaned and complained.

When we got on to the Grand Banks, the seas calmed and there was
a fall of snow, and the snow lay on the quiet decks, and made them
white in the darkness of the evening. And because of the peacefuiness
of the snow, I imagined that my new ideas were breeding within me an
Interior peace.

The truth is, I was in the thick of a conversion. It was not the right
conversion, but it was a conversion. Perhaps it was a lesser evil. I do not
doubt much that 1t was. But it was not, for all that, much of a good. I was

becoming a Communist.



Stated like that, it sounds pretty much the same as if [ said: “I was
growing a moustache.” As a matter of fact, [ was sull unable to grow a
moustache. Or [ did not dare to try. And, | suppose, my Communism
was about as mature as my face—as the sour, perplexed, English face
in the photo on my quota card. However, as far as [ know, this was
about as sincere and complete a step to moral conversion as | was then
able to make with my own lights and desires, such as they then were.

A lot of things had happened to me since | had left the relative
seclusion of Oakham, and had been free to indulge all my appetites in
the world, and the time had come for a big readjustment in my values.
I could not evade that truth. I was too miserable, and it was evident that
there was too much wrong with my strange, vague, selfish hedonism.

It did not take very much reflection on the year [ had spent at
Cambridge to show me that all my dreams of fantastic pleasures and
delights were crazy and absurd, and that everything I had reached out
for had turned to ashes in my hands, and that | myself, into the bargain,
had turned out to be an extremely unpleasant sort of a person—vain,
self-centered, dissolute, weak, irresolute, undisciplined, sensual, ob-
scene, and proud. I was a mess. Even the sight of my own face in a mir-
ror was enough to disgust me.

When [ came to ask myself the reasons for all this, the ground was
well prepared. My mind was already facing what seemed to be an open
door out of my spiritual jail. It was some four years since | had first
read the Communist Manifesto, and | had never entirely forgotten
about it. One of those Christmas vacations at Strasbourg | had read
some books about Soviet Russia, how all the factories were working
overtime, and all the ex-moujiks wore great big smiles on their faces,
welcoming Russian aviators on their return from Polar flights, bearing
the boughs of trees in their hands. Then [ often went to Russian
movies, which were pretty good from the technical point of view, al-
though probably not so good as | thought they were, in my great anxi-
ety to approve of them.

Finally, I had in my mind the myth that Soviet Russia was the
friend of all the arts, and the only place where true art could find a
refuge in a world of bourgeois ugliness. Where I ever got that idea is
hard to find out, and how | managed to cling to it for so long is harder
still, when you consider all the photographs there were, for everyone to



see, showing the Red Square with gigantic pictures of Stalin hanging
on the walls of the world’s ugliest buildings—not to mention the views
of the projected monster monument to Lenin, like a huge mountain of
soap-sculpture, and the Little Father of Communism standing on top
of 1t, and sticking out one of his hands. Then, when | went to New York
in the summer, [ found the New Masses lying around the studios of my
friends and, as a matter of fact, a lot of the people I met were either
party members or close to being so.

So now, when the time came for me to take spiritual stock of my-
self, it was natural that I should do so by projecting my whole spiritual
condition into the sphere of economic history and the class-struggle. In
other words, the conclusion I came to was that it was not so much I my-
self that was to blame for my unhappiness, but the society in which
I lived.

I considered the person that | now was, the person that I had been
at Cambridge, and that I had made of myself, and I saw clearly enough
that [ was the product of my tumes, my society, and my class. I was
something that had been spawned by the selfishness and irresponsi-
bility of the materialistic century in which I lived. However, what I did
not see was that my own age and class only had an accidental part to
play in this. They gave my egoism and pride and my other sins a pecu-
liar character of weak and supercilious flippancy proper to this par-
ticular century: but that was only on the surface. Underneath, it was the
same old story of greed and lust and self-love, of the three concupis-
cences bred in the rich, rotted undergrowth of what is technically
called “the world,” in every age, 1n every class.

“If any man love the world, the charity of the Father is not in him.
For all that is in the world is the concupiscence of the flesh and the con-
cupiscence of the eyes and the pride of hfe.” That is to say, all men who
live only according to their five senses, and seek nothing beyond the
gratification of their natural appetites for pleasure and reputation and
power, cut themselves off from that charity which is the principle of all
spirttual vitality and happiness because it alone saves us from the bar-
ren wilderness of our own abominable selfishness.

[t is true that the materialistic society, the so-called culture that has
evolved under the tender mercies of capitalism, has produced what
seems to be the ulumate limit of this worldliness. And nowhere, except



perhaps in the analogous society of pagan Rome, has there ever been
such a flowering of cheap and petty and disgusting lusts and vanities as
in the world of capitalism, where there is no evil that is not fostered and
encouraged for the sake of making money. We live in a society whose
whole policy is to excite every nerve in the human body and keep it at
the highest pitch of artificial tension, to strain every human desire to
the limit and to create as many new desires and synthetic passions as
possible, in order to cater to them with the products of our factories
and printing presses and movie studios and all the rest.

Being the son of an artist, I was born the sworn enemy of every-
thing that could obviously be called “bourgeois,” and now I only had to
dress up that aversion in economic terms and extend it to cover more
ground than it had covered before—namely, to include anything that
could be classified as semi-fascist, like D. H. Lawrence and many of the
artists who thought they were rebels without really being so-—and 1
had my new religion all ready for immediate use.

[t was an easy and handy religion—too easy in fact. It told me that
all the evils in the world were the product of capitalism. Therefore, all
that had to be done to get rid of the evils of the world was to get rid of
capitalism. This would not be very hard, for capitalism contained the
seeds of its own decay (and that indeed is a very obvious truth which
nobody would trouble to deny, even some of the most stupid defenders
of the system now in force: for our wars are altogether too eloquent in
what they have to say on the subject). An active and enlightened mi-
nority—and this minority was understood to be made up of the most
intelligent and vital elements of society, was to have the two-fold task
of making the oppressed class, the proletariat, conscious of their own
power and destiny as future owners of all the means of production, and
to “bore from within” in order to gain control of power by every pos-
sible means. Some violence, no doubt, would probably be necessary,
but only because of the inevitable reaction of capitalism by the use of
fascist methods to keep the proletariat in subjection.

It was capitalism that was to blame for everything unpleasant, even
the violence of the revolution itself. Now, of course, the revolution had
already taken the first successful step in Russia. The Dictatorship of the
Proletariat was already set up there. It would have to spread through



the rest of the world before it could be said that the revolution had
really been a success. But once it had, once capitalism had been com-
pletely overthrown, the semi-state, or Dictatorship of the Proletaria,
would itself only be a temporary matter. It would be a kind of guardian
of the revolution, a tutor of the new classless society, during its mi-
nority. But as soon as the citizens of the new, classless world had had all
the greed educated out of them by enlightened methods, the last ves-
tiges of the “state” would wither away, and there would be a new world,
a new golden age, in which all property would be held in common, at
least all capital goods, all the land, means of production and so on, and
nobody would desire to seize them for himself: and so there would be
NO More poverty, nO More wars, RO MOTe Misery, N0 more starvation, no
more violence. Everybody would be happy. Nobody would be over-
worked. They would all amicably exchange wives whenever they felt
like it, and their offspring would be brought up in big shiny incubators,
not by the state because there wouldn’t be any state, but by that great,
beautful surd, the lovely, delicious unknown quantity of the new
“Classless Society.”

I don’t think that even I was gullible enough to swallow all the
business about the ultimate bliss that would follow the withering away
of the state—a legend far more naive and far more oversimplified than
the happy hunting ground of the most primitive Indian. But I simply
assumed that things would be worked out by the right men at the right
ume. For the moment, what was needed was to get rid of capitalism.

The thing that made Communism seem so plausible to me was my
own lack of logic which failed to distinguish between the reality of the
evils which Communism was trying to overcome and the validity of its
diagnosis and the chosen cure.

For there can be no doubt that modern society is in a terrible con-
dition, and that its wars and depressions and its shums and all its other
evils are principally the fruits of an unjust social system, a system that
must be reformed and purified or else replaced. However, if you are
wrong, does that make me right? If you are bad, does that prove that |
am good? The chiet weakness of Communism is that it is, itself, only
another breed of the same materialism which is the source and root
of all the evils which 1t so clearly sees, and 1t 1s evidently nothing but



another product of the breakdown of the capitalist system. Indeed, 1t
seems to be pieced together out of the ruins of the same 1deology that
once went into the vast, amorphous, intellectual structure underlying
capitalism in the nineteenth century.

I don’t know how anybody who pretends to know anything about
history can be so naive as to suppose that after all these centuries of
corrupt and 1mperfect social systems, there is eventually to evolve
something perfect and pure out of them—the good out of the evil, the
unchanging and stable and eternal out of the variable and mutable, the
just out of the unjust. But perhaps revolution is a contradiction of evo-
lution, and therefore means the replacement of the unjust by the just, of
the evil by the good. And yet it is still just as naive to suppose that
members of the same human species, without having changed anything
but their minds, should suddenly turn around and produce a perfect so-
ciety, when they have never been able, in the past, to produce anything
but imperfection and, at best, the barest shadow of justice.

However, as | say, perhaps the hopefulness that suddenly began to
swell in my breast as I stood on the deck of this ten-day liner going to
New York, via Halifax, was largely subjective and imaginary. The
chance association, in my mind, with fresh air and the sea and a healthy
feeling and a lot of good resolutions, coinciding with a few superficial
notions of Marxism, had made me—Ilike so many others—a Commu-
nist in my own fancy, and 1 would become one of the hundreds of
thousands of people living in America who are willing to buy an occa-
sional Communist pamphlet and listen without rancor to a Communist
orator, and to express open dislike of those who attack Communism,
just because they are aware that there is a lot of injustice and suffering
in the world, and somewhere got the idea that the Communists were
the ones who were most sincerely trying to do something about it.

Added to this was my own personal conviction, the result of the
uncertain and misdirected striving for moral reform, that | must now
devote myself to the good of society, and apply my mind, at least to
some extent, to the tremendous problems of my time.

I don’t know how much good there was in this: but | think there
was some. It was, [ suppose, my acknowledgment of my selfishness, and
my desire to make reparation for it by developing some kind of social



and political consciousness. And at the ume, 1n my first fervor, [ felt
myself willing to make sacrifices for this end. | wanted to devote my-
self to the causes of peace and justice in the world. | wanted to do
something positive to interrupt and divert the gathering momentum
that was dragging the whole world into another war—and 1 felt there
was something I could do, not alone, but as the member of an acuve
and vocal group.

It was a bright, icy-cold afternoon when, having passed Nantucket
Light, we first saw the long, low, yellow shoreline of Long Island shin-
ing palely in the December sun. But when we entered New York har-
bor the lights were already coming on, glittering like jewels in the hard,
clear buildings. The great, debonair city that was both young and old,
and wise and innocent, shouted in the winter night as we passed the
Battery and started up the North River. And | was glad, very glad to be
an Immigrant once again.

[ came down on to the dock with a great feeling of confidence and
possessiveness. “New York, you are mine! I love you!” [t1s the glad em-
brace she gives her lovers, the big, wild city: but [ guess ultimately it is
for their ruin. It certainly did not prove to be any good for me.

With my mind in the ferment in which it was, [ thought for a mo-
ment of registering for courses at the New School for Social Research,
in the shiny, black building on Twelfth Street, but I was easily per-
suaded that [ had better finish out a regular university course and get a
degree. And therefore I entered upon all the complicated preambles to
admission to Columbia.

| came out of the subway at n6th Screet. All around the campus
were piles of dirty snow, and | smelled the wet, faintly exhilarating air
of Morningside Heights in the winter time. The big, ugly buildings
faced the world with a kind of unpretentous purposefulness, and
people hurried in and out the glass doors with none of the fancy gar-
ments of the Cambridge undergraduate—no muldcolored ties and
blazers and scarfs, no tweeds and riding breeches, no affectations of any
kind, but only the plain, drab overcoats of city masses. You got the im-
pression that all these people were at once more earnest and more
humble, poorer, smarter perhaps, certainly more diligent than those |
had known at Cambridge.



Columbia was, for the most part, stripped of fancy academic ritual.
The caps and gowns were reserved for occasions which, as a matter of
fact, nobody really had to attend. [ only got mixed up in one of them
purely by accident, several months after | had acquired my degree,
rolled up in a cardboard container, through one of the windows of the
post-office-like registration bureau in University Hall.

Compared with Cambridge, this big sooty factory was full of light
and fresh air. There was a kind of genuine intellectual vitality in the
air—at least relatively speaking. Perhaps the reason was that most of
the students had to work hard to pay for every classroom hour. There-
fore they appreciated what they got, even when there was not much in
it to appreciate. Then there was the big, bright, shiny, new library, with
a complicated system of tickets and lights, at the main loan desk: and
there [ soon came out with a great armful of things, books which ex-
cited me more than I now can understand. I think it was not the books
themselves but my own sense of energy and resolve that made me
think everything was more interesting than it was.

What, for instance, did I find to enthrall me in a book about esthet-
ics by a man called Yrijé Hirn? I cannot remember. And even in spite of
my almost congenital dislike for Platonism, T was happy with the En-
neads of Plotinus, in Marsilio Ficino’s Latin translation. The truth is
that there 1s a considerable difference between Plato and Plotinus, but
[ am not enough of a philosopher to know what it is. Thank God [ shall
never again have to try and find out, either. But anyway, | dragged this
huge volume into the subway and out on the Long Island railroad to the
house in Douglaston, where [ had a room with a big glass-enclosed
bookcase full of Communist pamphlets and books on psychoanalysis,
in which the little Vulgate I had once bought in Rome lay neglected
and out of place.. ..

For some reason | became intensely interested in Daniel Defoe,
and read his whole life and dipped into most of the strange journalistic
jobs of writing which he did besides Robinson Crusoe. 1 made a hero for
myself out of Jonathan Swift, because of his writing. Towards May of
that year | remember going in to the Columbia Bookstore and selling
them a copy of T: S. Eliot’s essays and a lot of other things which I was
getting rid of in a conscious reaction against artiness—as if all that
were too bourgeois for my serious and practical new-self.



Then, because of the wide general curriculum of an American uni-
versity, which, instead of trying to teach you any one thing completely,
strives to give its students a superficial knowledge of everything, [
found myself mildly interested in things like geology and economics,
and interiorly cursing a big, vague course in current events called
“Contemporary Civilization,” which was imposed on all the sopho-
mores whether they liked it or not.

Soon [ was full of all the economic and pseudo-scientific jargon ap-
propriate to a good Columbia man, and was acclimated to the new at-
mosphere which [ found so congenial. That was true. Columbia,
compared with Cambridge, was a friendly place. When you had to go
and see a professor or an advisor or a dean about something, he would
tell you, more or less simply, what you needed to know. The only
trouble was that you usually had to wait around for about half an hour
before you got a chance to see anybody. But once you did, there were
no weird evasions and none of the pompous beating about the bush,
mixed up with subtle academic allusions and a few dull wittcisms
which was what you were liable to get out of almost anybody at Cam-
bridge, where everybody cultvated some special manner of his own,
and had his own individual and peculiar style. [ suppose it 1s something
that you have to expect around a university, this artificiality. For a man
to be absolutely sincere with generation after generation of students re-
quires either supernatural simplicity or, in the natural order, a kind of
heroic humility.

There was—and sull is—one man at Columbia, or rather one
among several, who was most remarkable for this kind of heroism. I
mean Mark Van Doren.

The first semester [ was at Columbia, just after my twentieth birth-
day, in the winter of 1935, Mark was giving part of the “English se-
quence” in one of those rooms in Hamilton Hall with windows looking
out between the big columns on to the wired-in track on South Field.
There were twelve or fifteen people with more or less unbrushed hair,
most of them with glasses, lounging around. One of them was my
friend Robert Gibney.

[t was a class in English literature, and it had no special bias of any
kind. It was simply about what it was supposed to be about: the English
literature of the eighteenth century. And in it literature was treated, not



as history, not as sociology, not as economics, not as a series of case-
histories in psychoanalysis but, mzrabile dictu, simply as literature.

[ thought to myself, who is this excellent man Van Doren who
being employed to teach literature, teaches just that: talks about writing
and about books and poems and plays: does not get off on a tangent
about the biographies of the poets or novelists: does not read into their
poems a lot of subjective messages which were never there? Who is this
man who does not have to fake and cover up a big gulf of ignorance by
teaching a lot of opinions and conjectures and useless facts that belong
to some other subject> Who i1s this who really loves what he has to
teach, and does not secretly detest all literature, and abhor poetry,
while pretending to be a professor of it?

That Columbia should have in it men like this who, instead of sub-
tly destroying all literature by burying and concealing it under a mass
of irrelevancies, really purified and educated the perceptions of their
students by teaching them how to read a book and how to tell a good
book from a bad, genuine writing from falsity and pastiche: all this gave
me a deep respect for my new university.

Mark would come into the room and, without any fuss, would start
talking about whatever was to be talked about. Most of the time he
asked questions. His questions were very good, and if you tried to an-
swer them intelligently, you found yourself saying excellent things that
you did not know you knew, and that you had not, in fact, known be-
fore. He had “educed” them from you by his question. His classes were
literally “education”—they brought things out of you, they made your
mind produce its own explicit ideas. Do not think that Mark was simply
priming his students with thoughts of his own, and then making the
thought stick to their minds by getting them to give it back to him as
their own. Far from it. What he did have was the gift of communicat-
ing to them something of his own vital interest in things, something
of his manner of approach: but the results were sometimes quite un-
expected—and by that [ mean good in a way that he had not anuci-
pated, casting lights that he had not himself foreseen.

Now a man who can go for year after year—although Mark was
young then and is young now—without having any time to waste in
flattering and cajoling his students with any kind of a fancy act, or with



jokes, or with storms of temperament, or periodic tirades—whole
classes spent in threats and tmprecations, to disguise the fact that the
professor himself has come in unprepared—one who can do without
all these non-essentials both honors his vocation and makes it fruitful.
Not only that, but his vocation, in return, perfects and ennobles him.
And that is the way it should be, even in the natural order: how much
more 5o in the order of grace!

Mark, I know, is no stranger to the order of grace: but considering
his work as teacher merely as a mission on the natural level—1I can see
that Providence was using him as an instrument more directly than he
realized. As far as I can see, the influence of Mark’s sober and sincere
intellect, and his manner of dealing with his subject with perfect hon-
esty and objectivity and without evasions, was remotely preparing my
mind to receive the good seed of scholastic philosophy. And there is
nothing strange in this, for Mark himself was familiar at least with some
of the modern scholastics, like Maritain and Gilson, and he was a friend
of the American neo-Thomists, Mortimer Adler and Richard McKeon,
who had started out at Columbia but had had to move to Chicago, be-
cause Columbia was not ripe enough to know what to make of them.

The truth is that Mark’s temper was profoundly scholastic in the
sense that his clear mind looked directly for the quiddites of things,
and sought being and substance under the covering of accident and ap-
pearances. And for him poetry was, indeed, a virtue of the practical in-
tellect, and not simply a vague spilling of the emotions, wasting the
soul and perfecting none of our essenual powers.

[t was because of this virtual scholasticism of Mark’s that he would
never permit himself to fall into the naive errors of those who try to
read some favorite private doctrine into every poet they like of every
nation or every age. And Mark abhorred the smug assurance with
which second-rate left-wing critics find adumbrations of dialectical
materialism in everyone who ever wrote from Homer and Shakespeare
to whomever they happen to like in recent umes. If the poet is to their
fancy, then he is clearly seen to be preaching the class struggle. If they
do not like him, then they are able to show that he was really a fore-
father of fascism. And all their literary heroes are revolutionary leaders,
and all their favorite villains are capitalists and Nazis.



It was a very good thing for me that I ran into someone like Mark
Van Doren at that particular time, because in my new reverence for
Communism, I was in danger of docilely accepting any kind of stu-
pidity, provided I thought it was something that paved the way to the
Elysian fields of classless society.

I1

THERE WAS A SORT OF A LEGEND IN NEW YORK, FOSTERED BY
the Hearst papers, that Columbia was a hotbed of Communists. All the
professors and students were supposed to be Reds, except perhaps the
president of the university, Nicholas Murray Butler, living in solitary
misery in his big brick house on Morningside Drive. I have no doubt
that the poor old man’s misery was real, and that his isolation from most
of the university was very real. But the statement that everybody in the
untversity was a Communist was far from true.

I know that, as far as the faculty was concerned, Columbia Univer-
sity was built up in concentric rings, about a solid core of well-
meaning, unenlightened stuffiness, the veterans, the beloved of the
trustees and the alumni, and Butler’s intellectual guard of honor. Then
there was an inner circle of sociologists and economists and lawyers,
whose world was a mystery to me, and who exercised a powerful influ-
ence in Washington under the New Deal. About all of them and their
satellites I never knew anything, except that they were certainly not
Communists. Then there was the little galaxy of pragmatists in the
school of philosophy, and all the thousands of their pale spiritual oft-
spring in the jungles of Teachers College and New College. They were
not Communists either. They cast a mighty influence over the whole
American Middle West, and were to a great extent conditioned by the
very people whom they were trying to condition, so that Teachers Col-
lege always stood for colorlessness and mediocrity and plain, hapless
behaviorism. These three groups were then the real Columbia. I sup-
pose they all prided themselves on their liberalism, but that is precisely
what they were: “liberals,” not Communists, and they brought down



upon their heads all the scorn the Communists could pour upon them
for their position of habitual compromise.

I do not understand much about politics. Besides, it would be out-
side the scope of my present vocaton if [ tried to make any political
analysis of anything. But [ can say that there were, at that time, quite
a few Communists or Communist sympathizers among the under-
graduates, and especially in Columbia College where most of the
smartest students were Reds.

The Communists had control of the college paper and were strong
on some of the other publications and on the Student Board. But this
campus Communism was more a matter of noise than anything else, at
least as far as the rank and file were concerned.

The Spectator was always starting some kind of a fight and calling
for mass-meetings and strikes and demonstrations. Then the fraternity
boys, who elected to play “Fascist” in this children’s game, would get
up in the classroom buildings and turn the firehoses on the people who
were standing around the Communist speaker. Then the whole thing
would come out in the New York Fournal that evening and all the
alumni would choke on their mock turtle soup down at the Columbia
Club.

By the ume I arrived at Columbia, the Communists had taken to
holding their meetings at the sundial on néth Street, in the middle of
the wide-open space between the old domed library and South Field.
This was well out of the range of the firchoses in the Journalism build-
ing and Hamilton Hall. The first meeting | went to, there, was very

tame. [t was against [ralian Fascism. There were one or two speeches
by students practising the art. Those who stood around were mostly
members of the National Students’ League, who were there out of a
sense of duty or partisanship. A few curious passers-by stopped a while
on their way to the subway. There was not much excitement. A girl
with a mop of black hair stood by, wearing a placard pronouncing some
kind of a judgement on Fascism. Someone sold me a pamphlet.
Presently | picked out the quiet, earnest, stocky little man in the
grey overcoat, a hatless, black-haired Communist from downtown, who
was running the affair. He was not a student. He was the real artcle.
This was his assignment: forming and training the material that offered



itself to him at Columbia. He had an assistant, a younger man, and the
two of them were kept pretty busy. I went up to him and started to talk.
When he actually listened to me, and paid attention to my ideas, and
seemed to approve of my interest, | was very flattered. He got my
name and address and told me to come to the meetings of the N.S.L.

Soon I was walking up and down in front of the Casa [taliana wear-
ing two placards, front and back, accusing Italy of injustice in the inva-
sion of Ethiopia that had either just begun or was just about to begin.
Since the accusation was manifestly true, I felt a certain satisfaction in
thus silently proclaiming it as a picket. There were two or three of us.
For an hour and a half or two hours we walked up and down the pave-
ment of Amsterdam Avenue, in the grey afternoon, bearing our dire ac-
cusations, while the warm sense of justification in our hearts burned
high, even in spite of the external boredom.

For during that whole time no one even came near the Casa ltal-
iana, and | even began to wonder if there were anyone at all inside of it.
The only person who approached us was a young Italian who looked as
if he might be a Freshman football player, and tried to get into an argu-
ment. But he was too dumb. He went away mumbling that the Hearst
papers were very excellent because of the great prizes which they of-
fered, in open competition, to their many readers.

[ forget how the picketing ended: whether we waited for someone
else to come and take over, or whether we just decided we had done
enough and took oft our signs and went away. But any way | had the
feeling that I had done something that was good, if only as a gesture:
for it certainly did not seem to have accomplished anything. But at least
[ had made a kind of public confession of faith. [ had said that I was
against war—against all war. That | believed wars to be unjust. That |
thought they could only ruin and destroy the world. ... Someone will
ask where | managed to get all that out of the placard I was carrying.
But as far as I remember, that was the party line that year—at least it
was the line that was handed out to the public.

I can stll hear the ured, determined chanting of students at campus
demonstrations: “Books, not Battleships!?” “No More WAR!” There was
no distinction made. It was war as such that we hated and said we
wanted no more of. We wanted books, not battleships, we said. We were
all burned up with the thirst for knowledge, for intellectual and spiri-



tual improvement. And here the wicked capitalists were forcing the
government to enrich them by buying armaments and building battle-
ships and planes and tanks, when the money ought to be spent on vol-
umes of lovely cultural books for us students. Here we were on the
threshold of life, we cried: our hands were reaching out for education
and culture. Was the government going to put a gun in them, and send
us off on another imperialistic war? And the line of reasoning behind all
this definitely held, in 1935, that all war was imperialistic war. War, ac-
cording to the party line in 1935, was an exclusively capitalist amuse-
ment. It was purely and simply a device to enrich the armament
manufacturers and the international bankers, coining fortunes for them
with the blood of the workers and students.

One of the big political events of that spring was a “Peace Strike.”
| was never quite able to understand by virtue of what principle a
student could manage to consider himself on strike by cutting a class.
Theoretically, I suppose, it amounted to a kind of defiance of authority:
but it was a defiance that did not cost anybody anything except perhaps
the student himself. And besides, | was quite used to cutting classes
whenever I felt like it, and it seemed to me rather bombastic to dress it
up with the name of “strike.” However, on another of those grey days,
we went on “strike,” and this time there were several hundred people in
the gymnasium, and even one or two members of the faculty got up on
the platform and said something.

They were not all Communists, but all the speeches had more or
less the same burden: that it was absurd to even think of such a thing as
a just war in our time. Nobody wanted war: there was no justification for
any war of any kind on the part of anybody, and consequently, if a war
did start, it would certainly be the result of a capitalist plot, and should
be firmly resisted by everybody with any kind of a conscience.

That was just the kind of a position that attracted me, that appealed
to my mind at that ume. It seemed to cut across all complexities by its
sweeping and uncompromising simplicity. All war was simply unjust,
and that was that. The thing to do was to fold your arms and refuse to
fight. If everybody did that, there would be no more wars.

That cannot seriously have been the Communist position, but at
least I thought it was. And anyway, the theme of this particular meet-
ing was the “Oxford Pledge.” The words of that pledge were written



out in huge letters on a great big placard that hung limply in the air
over the speakers’ platform, and all the speakers waved their arms at it
and praised it, and repeated it, and urged it upon us, and in the end we
all took it, and acclaimed it, and solemnly pledged ourselves to it.

Perhaps everybody has, by now, forgotten what the Oxford Pledge
was. It was a resolution that had been passed by the Oxford Union,
which said that they, these particular Oxford undergraduates, simply
would refuse to fight for King and Country in any war whatever. The
fact that a majority of those who happened to be at a meeting of a uni-
versity debating society, one evening, voted that way certainly did not
commit the whole university, or even any one of the voters, to what the
resolution said, and it was only other student groups, all over the world,
that had transformed it into a “pledge.” And this “pledge” was then
taken by hundreds of thousands of students in all kinds of schools and
colleges and universities with some of the solemnity that might make
it look as if they intended to bind themselves by it—the way we were
doing at Columbia that day. All this was usually inspired by the Reds,
who were very fond of the Oxford Pledge that year. . ..

However, the next year the Spanish Civil war broke out. The first
thing | heard about that war was that one of the chief speakers at the
1935 Peace Strike, and one who had been so enthusiastic about this glo-
rious pledge that we would never fight in any war, was now hghting for
the Red Army against Franco, and all the N.S.L. and the Young Com-
munists were going around picketing everybody who seemed to think
that the war in Spain was not holy and sacrosanct and a crusade for the
workers against Fascism.

The thing that perplexes me 1s: what did all the people in the gym-
nasium at Columbia, including myself, think we were doing when we
took that pledge? What did a pledge mean to us? What was, in our
minds, the basis of such an obligation? How could we be obliged? Com-
munists don’t believe in any such thing as a natural law, or the law of
conscience, although they seem to. They are always crying out against
the injustice of capitalism and yet, as a matter of fact, they very often
say in the same breath that the very concept of justice is simply a myth
devised by the ruling classes to beguile and deceive the proletariat.

As far as | can remember, it seems that what most of us thought we



were doing, when we took that pledge, was simply making a public
statement, and doing so in sufficient numbers, as we hoped, to influence
politicians. There was no intention of binding ourselves under any
obligation. The notion never even occurred to us. Most of us probably
secretly thought we were gods anyway, and therefore the only law we
had to obey was our own ineffable little wills. It was sufficient to say
that we did not intend to go to war for anybody: and that was enough.
And 1if, afterwards, we changed our minds—well, were we not our
own gods?

It’s a nice, complex universe, the Communist universe: it gravitates
towards stability and harmony and peace and order on the poles of an
opportunism that is completely irresponsible and erratic. Its only law is,
it will do whatever seems to be profitable to itself at the moment. How-
ever, that seems to have become the rule of all modern political parties.
[ have nothing to say about it. I do not profess to be either amazed or
broken-hearted that such a thing should be possible. Let the dead bury
~ their dead: they have certainly got enough to bury. It is the fruit of their
philosophy that they should: and that is all that they need to be re-
minded of. But you cannot make them believe it.

I had formed a kind of an ideal picture of Communism in my
mind, and now I found that the reality was a disappointment. I suppose
my daydreams were theirs also. But neither dream is true.

[ had thought that Communists were calm, strong, definite people,
with very clear ideas as to what was wrong with everything. Men who
knew the solution, and were ready to pay any price to apply the
remedy. And their remedy was simple and just and clean, and it would
definitely solve all the problems of society, and make men happy, and
bring the world peace.

It turned out that some of them indeed were calm, and strong, and
had a kind of peace of mind that came from definite convictions and
from a real devotion to their cause, out of motives of a kind of vague
natural charity and sense of justice. But the trouble with their convic-
tions was that they were mostly strange, stubborn prejudices, ham-
mered into their minds by the incantation of statistics, and without any
solid intellectual foundation. And having decided that God is an inven-
tion of the ruling classes, and having excluded Him, and all moral order



with Him, they were trying to establish some kind of a moral system
by abolishing all morality in its very source. Indeed, the very word mo-
rality was something repugnant to them. They wanted to make every-
thing right, and they denied all the criteria given us for distinguishing
between right and wrong.

And so 1t 1s an indication of the intellectual instability of Commu-
nism, and the weakness of its philosophical foundations, that most
Communists are, in actual fact, noisy and shallow and violent people,
torn to pieces by petty jealousies and factional hatreds and envies and
strife. They shout and show off and generally give the impression that
they cordially detest one another even when they are supposed to be-
long to the same sect. And as for the inter-sectional hatred prevailing
between all the different branches of radicalism, it is far bitterer and
more virulent than the more or less sweeping and abstract hatred of the
big general enemy, capitalism. All this is something of a clue to such
things as the wholesale executions of Communists who have moved
their chairs to too prominent a position in the ante-chamber of Utopia
which the Soviet Union 1s supposed to be.

11

MY ACTIVE PART IN THE WORLD REVOLUTION WAS NOT VERY
momentous. It lasted, in all, about three months. I picketed the Casa
Italiana, I went to the Peace Strike, and [ think I made some kind of a
speech in the big classroom on the second floor of the Business School,
where the N.S.L. had their meetings. Maybe it was a speech on Com-
munism in England—a topic about which [ knew absolutely nothing;
in that case, I was loyally living up to the traditon of Red oratory. 1 sold
some pamphlets and magazines. I don’t know what was in them, but [
could gather their contents from the big black cartoons of capitalists
drinking the blood of workers.

Finally, the Reds had a party. And, of all places, in a Park Avenue
apartment. This irony was the only amusing thing about it. And after all
it was not so ironical. It was the home of some Barnard girl who be-



longed to the Young Communist League and her parents had gone
away for the week-end. [ could get a fair picture of them from the way
the furniture looked, and from the volumes of Nietszche and Schopen-
hauer and Oscar Wilde and Ibsen that filled the bookcases. And there
was a big grand p1ano on which someone played Beethoven while the
Reds sat around on the floor. Later we had a sort of Boy Scout camp-
fire group in the living room, singing heavy Communist songs, includ-
ing that delicate anti-religious classic, “There’ll be pie in the sky when
you die.”

One little fellow with buck teeth and horn-rimmed glasses pointed
to two windows in a corner of one of the rooms. They commanded a
whole sweep of Park Avenue in one direction and the cross-town street
in another. “What a place for a machine-gun nest,” he observed. The
statement came from a middle-class adolescent. [t was made in a Park
Avenue apartment. He had evidently never even seen a machine-gun,
except in the movies. If there had been a revolution going on at the
time, he would have probably been among the first to get his head
knocked off by the revolutionists. And in any case he, like all the rest of
us, had just finished making the famous Oxford Pledge that he would
not fight in any war whatever. ..

One reason why | found the party so dull was that nobody was very
enthusiastic about getting something to drink except me. Finally one of
the girls encouraged me, in a businesslike sort of a way, to go out and
buy bottles of rye at a liquor store around the corner on Third Avenue,
and when [ had drunk some of the contents she invited me into a room
and signed me up as a member of the Young Communist League. [
took the party name of Frank Swift. When I looked up from the paper
the girl had vanished like a not too inspiring dream, and | went home
on the Long Island Railroad with the secret of a name which [ have
been too ashamed to reveal to anyone unal this moment when I am be-
yond humiliation.

I only went to one meeting of the Young Communist League, in
the apartment of one of the students. [t was a long discussion as to why
Comrade So-and-so did not come to any of the meetings. The answer
was that his father was too bourgeois to allow it. So after that, [ walked
out into the empty street, and let the meeting end however it would.



It was good to be in the fresh air. My footsteps rang out on the dark
stones. At the end of the street, the pale amber light of a bar-room
beckoned lovingly to me from under the steel girders of the elevated.
The place was empty. | got a glass of beer and lit a cigarette and tasted
the first sweet moment of silence and relief.

And that was the end of my days as a great revolutionary. | decided
that it would be wiser if I just remained a “fellow-traveller.” The truth
is that my inspiration to do something for the good of mankind had
been pretty feeble and abstract from the start. | was still interested in
doing good for only one person in the world—myself.

May came, and all the trees on Long Island were green, and when
the train from the city got past Bayside and started across the meadows
to Douglaston, you could see the pale, soft haze of summer beginning
to hang over the bay, and count the boats that had been set afloat again
after the winter, and were riding jauntily at their moorings oft the end
of the little dock. And now in the lengthening evenings the dining
room was still light with the rays of the sun when Pop came home for
dinner, slamming the front door and whooping at the dog and smack-
ing the surface of the hall table with the evening paper to let every-
body know that he had arrived.

Soon John Paul was home from his school in Pennsylvania, and my
exams were over, and we had nothing to do but go swimming and hang
around the house playing hot records. And in the evening we would
wander off to some appalling movie where we nearly died of boredom.
We did not have a car, and my uncle would not let us touch the family
Buick. It would not have done me any good anyway, because I never
learned to drive. So most of the time, we would get a ride to Great
Neck and then walk back the two or three miles along the wide road
when the show was over.

Why did we ever go to all those movies? That is another mystery.
But I think John Paul and I and our various friends must have seen all
the movies that were produced, without exception, from 1934 to 1937.
And most of them were simply awful. What is more, they got worse
from week to week and from month to month, and day after day we
hated them more. My ears are ringing with the false, gay music that
used to announce the Fox movietone and the Paramount newsreels



with the turning camera that slowly veered its aim right at your face.
My mind still echoes with the tones of Pete Smith and Fitzpatrick of
the Travel-talks saying, “And now farewell to beauuful New South
Wales.”

And yet I confess a secret loyalty to the memory of my great he-
roes: Chaplin, W. C. Fields, Harpo Marx, and many others whose
names I have forgotten. But their pictures were rare, and for the rest, we
found ourselves perversely admiring the villains and detesting the he-
roes. The truth is that the villains were almost always the better actors.
We were delighted with everything they did. We were almost always in
danger of being thrown out of the theater for our uproarious laughter
at scenes that were supposed to be most affecting, tender, and appealing
to the finer elements in the human soul—the tears of Jackie Cooper,
the brave smile of Alice Faye behind the bars of a jail.

The movies soon turned into a kind of hell for me and my brother
and indeed for all my closest friends. We could not keep away from
them. We were hypnotised by those yellow flickering lights and the big
posters of Don Ameche. Yet as soon as we got inside, the suffering of
having to sit and look at such colossal stupidities became so acute that
we sometimes actually felt physically sick. In the end, it got so that |
could hardly sit through a show. It was like lighting cigarettes and tak-
ing a few puffs and throwing them away, appalled by the vile taste in
one’s mouth.

In 1935 and 1936, without my realizing it, life was slowly, once more,
becoming almost intolerable.

In the fall of 1935, John Paul went to Cornell, and [ went back to
Columbia, full of all kinds of collegiate enthusiasms, so that in a mo-
ment of madness | even gave my name for the Varsity light-weight
crew. After a couple of days on the Harlem River and then on the
Hudson, when we tried to row to Yonkers and back in what seemed to
me to be a small hurricane, | decided that I did not wish to die so
young, and after that carefully avoided the Boat-House all the rest of
the ume | was in college.

However, October 1s a fine and dangerous season in America. [t1s
dry and cool and the land is wild with red and gold and crimson, and all
the lassttudes of August have seeped out of your blood, and you are full



of ambition. It 1s a wonderful time to begin anything at all. You go to
college, and every course in the catalogue looks wonderful. The names
of the subjects all seem to lay open the way to a new world. Your arms
are full of new, clean notebooks, waiting to be filled. You pass through
the doors of the library, and the smell of thousands of well-kept books
makes your head swim with a clean and subtle pleasure. You have a
new hat, a new sweater perhaps, or a whole new suit. Even the nickels
and the quarters in your pocket feel new, and the buildings shine in the
glorious sun.

In this season of resolutions and ambitions, in 1935, I signed up for
courses in Spanish and German and Geology and Constitutional Law
and French Renaissance Literature and | forget what else besides. And
[ started to work for The Spectator and the yearbook and The Review and
[ continued to work for Zester as | had already done the spring before.
And [ found myself pledging one of the fraternities.

It was a big, gloomy house behind the new library. On the ground
floor there was a pool-room as dark as a morgue, a dining room, and
some stairs led up to a big dark wainscotted living room where they
held dances and beer-parties. Above that were two floors of bed-rooms
where telephones were constantly ringing and all day long somebody
or other was singing in the showerbath. And there was somewhere in
the building a secret room which I must not reveal to you, reader, at
any price, even at the cost of life itself. And there I was eventually ini-
tiated. The initiation with its various tortures lasted about a week, and
I cheerfully accepted penances which, if they were imposed in a
monastery, for a supernatural motive, and for some real reason, instead
of for no reason at all, would cause such an uproar that all religious
houses would be closed and the Catholic Church would probably have
a hard time staying in the country.

When that was over | had a gold and enamel pin on my shirt. My
name was engraved on the back of it, and [ was quite proud of it for
about a year, and then it went to the laundry on a shirt and never came
back.

I suppose there were two reasons why | thought I ought to join a
fraternity. One was the false one, that | thought it would help me to



“make connections” as the saying goes, and get a marvelous job on
leaving college. The other, truer one was that I imagined that I would
thus find a multitude of occasions for parties and diversions, and that |
would meet many very interesting young ladies at the dances that
would be held in that mausoleum. Both these hopes turned out to be il-
lusory. As a matter of fac, | think the only real explanation was thac |
was feeling the effects of October.

Anyway, when John Paul went to Cornell the whole family, except
me, drove up to Ithaca in the Buick and came back with words and con-
cepts that filled the house with a kind of collegiate tension for a couple
of weeks to come. Everybody was talking about football and courses
and fraternities.

As a matter of fact, John Paul’s first year at Cornell turned out to

be sad in the same way as my first year at Cambridge—a thing that was
not long n becoming apparent, when the bills he could not pay began
to show up at home. But it was even more obvious to me when I saw
him again.

He was naturally a happy and optimistic sort of a person and he
did not easily get depressed. And he had a clear, quick intelligence and
a character as sensitive as it was well-balanced. Now his intelligence
seemed a little fogged with some kind of an obscure, interior confusion,
and his happiness was perverted by a sad, lost restlessness. Although he
maintained all his interests and increased them, the increase was in ex-
tent, not in depth, and the result was a kind of scattering of powers, a
dissipation of the mind and will in a variety of futile aims.

He stood for some time, with great uncertainty, on the threshold of
a fraternity house at Cornell, and even let them put a pledge pin on
him, and then after a couple of weeks he took it off again and ran away.
And with three friends he rented a house on one of those steep, shady
Ithaca streets, and after that the year was a long and sordid riot, from
which he derived no sadsfaction. They called the place Grand Hotel,
and had stationery printed with that title, on which desultory and frag-
mentary letters would come to Douglaston, and fill everyone with un-
quiet. When he came back from Cornell, John Paul looked tired and
disgusted.



[ suppose it is true, at least theoretically, that brothers watch over
one another and help one another along in the fraternity house. In my
fraternity house at Columbia, I know that the wiser members used to
get together and shake their heads a little when somebody was carrying
his debauchery too far. And when there was any real trouble, the con-
cern of the brothers was sincere and dramatic, but it was useless. And
there is always trouble in a fraternity house. The trouble, which came
in the year after | was initiated, was the disappearance of one of the
brothers, whom we shall call Fred.

Fred was a tall, stoop-shouldered, melancholy individual, with dark
hair growing low on his brows. He never had much to say, and he liked
to go apart and drink in mournful solitude. The only vivid thing I re-
member about him was that he stood over me, during one of the pecu-
liar ceremonies of the initiation, when all the pledges had to stuff
themselves with bread and milk for a special reason. And while I tried
with despairing efforts to get the huge mouthfuls swallowed down, this
Fred was standing over me with woeful cries of: “EAT, EAT, EAT! It
must have been sometime after Christmas that he disappeared.

[ came into the house one night, and they were sitting around in the
leather chairs talking earnestly. “Where’s Fred?” was the burden of the
discussion. He had not been seen anywhere for a couple of days. Would
his family be upset if someone called up his home to see if he was
there? Evidently, but it had to be done: he had not gone home eith<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>