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'Adds enormously to our understanding of the man'Evening StandardGeorge Orwell was one of
the greatest writers England produced in the last century. He left an enduring mark on our
language and culture, with concepts such as 'Big Brother' and 'Room 101.' His reputation rests
not only on his political shrewdness and his sharp satires (Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-
Four) but also on his marvellously clear style and superb essays, which rank with the best ever
written.Gordon Bowker's new biography includes fascinating new material which brings
Orwell'slife into unfamiliar focus. He writes revealingly about Orwell's family background; the
lasting influence of Eton on his work and character; his superstitious streak and youthful flirtation
with black magic; and his chaotic and reckless sex life, which included at least one homoerotic
relationship. It highlights the strange circumstances of his first marriage and provides remarkable
new evidence of his experiences in Spain and their nightmarish consequences. It also offers a
fresh look at his peculiar deathbed marriage to a woman fifteen years his junior. All this has
enabled Bowker to give Orwell's life a brilliantly fresh and distinctive interpretation.

From Publishers WeeklyBowker's centenary biography is the best of the many since Orwell's
death at 46, of tuberculosis, in 1950. Whether in memorable essays on contemporary culture or
in novels in which the bleak Orwellian landscape remains consistently familiar, George Orwell-
born Eric Blair-was a moral conscience of his age. He seemed to forget nothing of his
experiences, exploiting them vividly and imaginatively, and the texture of his childhood,
adolescence and young manhood, as well as their impact upon his writing, has never been
better or more fully told. An Etonian who slipped social caste to become a policeman in colonial
Burma; a tramp in London and a dishwasher in Paris; a radical, soon-wounded volunteer in the
Spanish Civil War-he never made a living until, as a medical misfit during WWII, he wrote for the
BBC: his education in bureaucracy. But he needed none of that, he explained, to understand the
fragility of human decency. "The brutal side of public-school life, which intellectuals always
deprecate," he explained, "is not a bad training for the real world." Bowker, biographer of
Malcolm Lowry and Lawrence Durrell, has a retentive eye for striking Orwellisms, and one can
have no more effective model for lucid prose than the writer of "Politics and the English
Language." Orwell's life also never lacked drama. Rarely a deskbound author, he always pushed
himself beyond his limits. Dying by degrees, he ignored the symptoms of tuberculosis recklessly,
even scratching out a living on a desolate island in the Hebrides that had nearly no amenities.
Finally, he wed his long-lusted-for second wife at his hospital deathbed, having promised her a
wealthy and famous widowhood. In all his complex contradictions, Orwell comes to energetic
life. Illus.Copyright 2003 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.Review"[Orwell is]Â…a voice that speaks as urgently to our times



as it did to his."--Thhe Economist -- Review"[Orwell is].a voice that speaks as urgently to our
times as it did to his."--Thhe Economist -- ,The Economist,06/14/2003 --This text refers to an out
of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorGordon Bowker has written highly
acclaimed biographies of Malcolm Lowry (Pursued by Furies, a New York Times Notable Book
of the Year) and Lawrence Durrell (Through the Dark Labyrinth), and articles and reviews for the
London Magazine, the Observer, the Sunday Times, The New York Times and the Times
Literary Supplement.Gordon Bowker has written highly acclaimed biographies of Malcolm Lowry
(Pursued by Furies, a New York Times Notable Book of the Year) and Lawrence Durrell (Through
the Dark Labyrinth), and articles and reviews for the London Magazine, the Observer, the
Sunday Times, The New York Times and the Times Literary Supplement. --This text refers to an
out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From the Inside Flap"[In this book] Orwell comes
alive in all his shortcomings as well as strengths--an unfaithful husband with an ambiguous
attitude toward Jews and homosexuals, yet also as a loyal friend, a courageous militiaman, a
generous supporter of struggling writers, a master of plain prose, a champion of freedom of
speech, and an outspoken scourge of both capitalist profiteers and Stalinist ideologues. If you
assumed, as I did, that nothing fresh and original could be said about a figure so exhaustively
studied as George Orwell, you too have much to learn from this superb biography."--John
Rodden, author of George Orwell: The Politics of Literary Reputation and Scenes from an
Afterlife: The Legacy of George Orwell"Gordon Bowker has brought the same sure
psychological understanding that distinguished his biographies of Malcolm Lowry and Lawrence
Durrell to Inside George Orwell. At every point his careful judgment and indefatigable research
deepens and enriches our understanding of one of the most complex and most misunderstood
of modern writers. It is a splendid and splendidly revealing book, emphasizing the enduring and
heroic character of Orwell's achievement 'warts and all.'"--James K. Hopkins, author of Into the
Heart of the Fire: The British in the Spanish Civil War"This superb and fascinating biography
adds enormously to our understanding of a man who knew the times he lived in far better than
he knew himself."--Lloyd Evans, Evening Standard"It is an exhilaratingly crowded book. Bowker
doesn't really try to add Orwell up; instead, he piles everything in. . . ."--Fred Inglis, Independent
Review--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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Gordon Bowker has written highly acclaimed biographies of Malcolm Lowry (a New York Times
Notable Book of the Year) and Lawrence Durrell, and articles and reviews for the London
Magazine, the Observer, the Sunday Times, the New York Times and the Times Literary
Supplement.‘This excellent biography reviews the extraordinary life and times of one of our
greatest writers’ Daily Mail‘Bowker’s centenary biography is the best of the many since Orwell’s
death … Bowker, biographer of Malcolm Lowry and Lawrence Durrell, has a retentive eye for
striking Orwellisms … In all his complex contradictions, Orwell comes to energetic life’
Publishers Weekly‘An exhilaratingly crowded book … all thick with colour’ Fred Inglis,
Independent‘In judging the significance of various literary influences, Bowker is spot on … [He]
is excellent on the pattern of virulent rejection and reluctant acceptance that characterise
Orwell’s relationship to Kipling … He has the ability to select the right detail and let it speak for
itself’ Jonathan Bate, Sunday Telegraph‘Bowker is humane in deciphering the emotional
undertext of Orwell’s life’ Hilary Spurling, Daily Telegraph‘[A] fine biography … Bowker has
unearthed a good deal of new material, particularly concerning Orwell’s childhood and his later,
paranoid conviction (not entirely misplaced, according to a previously unseen file) that Stalin’s
KGB agents were tracking and, perhaps, threatening him. He presents the socialist as an
eccentric secular priest, and is excellent in his account of the problems faced by Orwell’s estate
and his widow, Sonia, after his death … Bowker is astute’ Ian Bell, Glasgow Sunday
Herald‘[Bowker] sustains a page-turning narrative while bringing together a great deal of
material’ Stefan Collini, Times Literary Supplement‘The test of any book about Orwell is whether
the Spanish Civil War seems dangerous enough … In Bowker, you have a sense of the
conspiracy all around, the risk, the betrayals; he prints the indictment for treason – Trotskyism
really – drawn against Blair and his wife Eileen’ Michael Pye, ScotsmanAlso by Gordon
BowkerPursued by Furies: A Life of Malcolm LowryThrough the Dark Labyrinth: A Biography of
Lawrence DurrellCopyrightPublished by Hachette DigitalCopyright © Gordon Bowker 2003All
rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the
publisher.Hachette DigitalLittle, Brown Book Group100 Victoria EmbankmentLondon, EC4Y
0DYTo my parents who survived these years andto Rhoda who survived this bookContentsAlso
by Gordon BowkerCopyrightPreface1The Inheritance2‘The Golden Age’3Pathos and
Nightmare4‘Absorbing Wisdom Unawares’5‘The Pain of Exile’6Picking up the Thread7Getting a
Footing8The Invention of George Orwell9Tory Anarchist Meets James Joyce10Journeys of
Discovery11The Spanish Betrayal12The Road to Morocco13One Character in Search of a
War14War of Words15Tribune of the People16The Dark Side of Solitude17The Man Who Loved
Islands18The Nightmare and the Novel19The End of the Beginning20Life After
DeathNotesBibliographyAcknowledgements‘Narcissism is a normal motive of novelists … and it
is an unusual novel that does not contain somewhere or other a portrait of the author, thinly
disguised as hero, saint, or martyr.’Orwell, review of Colm Brogan’sThe Democrat at the Supper
Table, 1946‘A history constructed imaginatively would never be right about any single event, but



it might come nearer to essential truth than a mere compilation of names and dates in which no
one statement is demonstrably true.’Orwell, review of Winwood Reade’sThe Martyrdom of Man,
1946‘I don’t think George ever knew what makes other people tick, because what made him tick
was very different from what made most other people tick.’Arthur Koestler, ‘George Orwell’,BBC
Third programme, November 1960Preface‘Saints should always be judged guilty until they are
proved innocent.’Orwell, ‘Reflections on Gandhi’, 1949Few can doubt that George Orwell was a
writer of great power and imagination, and one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century,
still widely read and greatly admired. He was one of those rare men – a bestselling novelist who
also had a profound influence on the politics of his time. From a relatively obscure middle-class
colonial background, an undistinguished career at Eton and with the Indian Imperial Police in
Burma in the 1920s, he launched himself as a writer (first in Paris, then in London),
supplementing his income by teaching, working in a bookshop, and running a village store in
Hertfordshire. At the end of his comparatively short life his great literary stature was recognised,
yet he became widely known only five years before he died.He began intending to write poetry
and ‘enormous naturalistic novels … full of purple passages in which words were used partly for
the sake of their sound’. But, as his social conscience developed, his fiction became sparse and
sharply focused, and he also turned to writing non-fiction based on his own experiences. These
early documentaries (for which he first took the name ‘George Orwell’) dealt with the lives of the
marginal, exploited and dissident – the world of the poor and destitute (Down and Out in Paris
and London), the grim conditions of the unemployed in the North of England (The Road to
Wigan Pier), and the experience of fighting in the Spanish Civil War (Homage to Catalonia).
Orwell wrote that, ‘Good prose is like a window-pane,’ and if we look through his prose in one
direction we see the world as he saw it; from the other direction we can observe the inner man. It
is not surprising, therefore, that the central characters in his pre-war fiction mirror his own life, his
social and political concerns – a British colonial in Burma coming to hate imperialism (Burmese
Days), a member of the middle class down and out among tramps (A Clergyman’s Daughter), a
struggling writer working in a bookshop (Keep the Aspidistra Flying), a lower-middle-class man
searching for a political language to express his unease with modern capitalism and the threat of
war (Coming Up For Air).But was his ‘true nature’ confined to the ascetic intellectual we often
think of him as being, or was it the passionate soul we sometimes glimpse in his less well-known
writing? He wrote intensely enthusiastic letters about Joyce’s Ulysses, and essays on Henry
Miller and Salvador Dali, which tell us that inside the austere writer there was a romantic
struggling to get out. All the protagonists in his novels, from John Flory in Burmese Days to
Winston Smith in Nineteen Eighty-Four, are fired not only by social or political motives, but by
frustrated passion. Orwell himself was a man with deep feelings, which he attempted as far as
possible to conceal. Yet, as he admitted, it was emotion that provided the driving force of his
creativity. The main thrust of this book will be to reach down as far as possible to the roots of that
emotional life, to get as close as possible to the dark sources mirrored in his work.Apart from
passion, of course, Orwell also possessed peculiar mental qualities which helped form his



distinctive perception of the world. For example, he was fascinated by how things work, from
pieces of machinery to human societies, and, in whatever situation he found himself – among
down-and-outs, working in a hotel kitchen, picking hops in Kent, teaching in schools, working in
a bookshop, fighting in Spain – he quickly saw how the system worked. This intuitive grasp of
social patterns and processes, his sociological imagination, enabled him to develop into a writer
of vision. He saw present events in their wider contexts and also saw the future they implied. In
many ways it was an eccentric vision, but a vision instantly recognisable to others through the
fiction he wrote.His distinctive mental powers and political imagination, which ultimately gave us
his most outstanding works, were given direction by personal experience. Long before 1939, he
saw the threat to individual liberty from totalitarianism of both left and right. His horror at what
happened to him in Spain, his keen observations of country life and his close identification with
animals, supplied the landscape and inspiration for his Animal Farm ‘revolution-gone-wrong’. His
involvement with bureaucracy and propaganda during his wartime years at the BBC gave him
‘Newspeak’, ‘The Ministry of Truth’ and ‘Room 101’ – the malevolent instruments of Nineteen
Eighty-Four. But it would take the romantic, the poet inside Orwell, to transform such raw
experiences into unforgettable fictions.The post-war years brought Orwell his greatest success
and lasting influence. A man who had laboured largely in the shadows emerged as a major
author with the publication of Animal Farm in 1945, and then Nineteen Eighty-Four in 1949.
Since publication they have sold in their millions (40 million is a recent estimate) and been
translated into languages as disparate as Swahili and Serbo-Croat. The rhetoric of politics has
been changed by Orwell’s writing. Modern readers of his books are made more aware of the
ease with which politicians can pervert language, and the ever-burgeoning school of cultural
studies owes as much to Orwell’s brilliant sociological literary essays as to the scholarship of
Matthew Arnold, F. R. Leavis, Richard Hoggart or ‘post-modern’ theorists.There have been three
previous major biographies of Orwell: Bernard Crick’s George Orwell: A Life (1980), Michael
Shelden’s Orwell: The Authorized Biography (1991) and Jeffrey Meyers’ more recent Orwell:
Wintry Conscience of a Generation (2000) – different biographers, different readings, different
portraits. Crick’s book stressed the political context of Orwell’s life; Shelden’s concentrated on
Orwell the literary man, Meyers’ acknowledged more the inner man.New material (especially the
recently published Complete Works of George Orwell) and new witnesses offer the opportunity
to go even further in trying to reconstruct the evolving consciousness of this writer of genius. It is
now possible for more attention to be directed to Orwell’s quite complex sexuality and strangely
deceptive nature, to explore the motives which drove him to Burma and thence into the
underground world of the poor, dispossessed and deviant, and left a legacy of disgruntlement
which fuelled much of his writing. And recently available KGB archives supply a clearer picture of
how he was hunted and spied on in Spain, an experience that ultimately gave birth to his last two
great novels. Taking in the broad sweep of his life also throws light on the story of Orwell’s
collaboration with the covert Information Research Department of the Foreign Office, which has
aroused such controversy on the political left.In some circles Orwell has been canonised, but it



is now evident that as a man he had certain crucial weaknesses. For example, despite his
reputation for crystalline honesty, he had a deceptive streak. He deceived fellow tramps about
his identity and true circumstances; he kept his family ignorant of what he was doing; he
deliberately kept some of his friends apart in order to present them with different faces; he was
deceptive in his sexual relationships; he concealed his true feelings behind a mask of reserve.
The revelation that he co-operated with the IRD left some of his old friends feeling badly
deceived as to his true nature. He deliberately concealed himself behind a pseudonym, and
argued that ‘a writer’s literary personality has little or nothing to do with his private character’. But
elsewhere he wrote that in order to understand a writer’s motives we need to understand his
early life. His writing, especially about his childhood, provides sharper insights into Orwell’s
private character than has been previously recognised.Some aspects of the inner Orwell were
probably meant to remain obscure. The intention is to try to illuminate that shadowy self lying
concealed behind a façade of dour irony and self-denial. The way he wrote about women, for
example, betrays a fundamental, if repressed, sybaritic and chauvinistic nature; his political
passions reveal a religious temperament acquired in his youth which survived his conversion to
atheism; his feeling for animals and country life show him to have been a committed
conservationist, and his love of French literature and culture reveals an exotic side not fully
portrayed in previous accounts of his life.Through that mass of detail now available, the human
face of Orwell emerges. He was often painfully honest about his prejudices and self-
contradictions. So while he was against private schools, disliked Scots, and was a staunch
atheist, he put his adopted son down for Westminster, chose to live among Scots on Jura, and
asked to be buried according to the rites of the Church of England. And although he was a
rationalist he was superstitious enough to take ghosts and poltergeists seriously, and ask
Rayner Heppenstall to cast his son’s horoscope. And those who believe he lacked humour
should look at his essay on seaside postcards and his poem about a man besotted by a
Burmese girl:I said ‘For twenty silver pieces,Maiden sleep with me.’She looked at me, so pure,
so sad,The loveliest thing alive,And in her virgin lisping voice,Stood out for twenty-five.Like his
fictional heroes, he had difficulty approaching women. In his teens he was rebuffed by a
childhood sweetheart; in Burma he indulged with prostitutes and is said to have had a child by a
Burmese girl; in Paris in 1928 he lived for a while with a ‘trollop’. Back in England, even though
he managed the occasional liaison and was familiar with London prostitutes, recurring illness
and self-induced poverty made sustaining a love life difficult. As a lover he lacked sophistication,
but he certainly had powerful and unsatisfied sexual feelings and a sadistic streak to
complement the masochism that drove him to self-punishment. Although part of him wished to
emulate sexually unbridled writers like D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce and Henry Miller, the social
and political climate of his age and the harsh obscenity laws propelled him towards literary
puritanism.Only when he met a young psychology student, Eileen O’Shaughnessy, in 1935, did
he find a woman prepared to share his spartan lifestyle. Their marriage, though a success,
became a fairly open one. To some extent each tolerated the other’s occasional infidelities,



although Eileen probably knew nothing of a secret liaison he began with one of her friends soon
after they married. It is also now clear that a woman thought to be just an old friend was in fact a
great obsession in his life and he attempted unsuccessfully to establish a ménage à trois with
her and Eileen. Orwell’s various sexual encounters may reflect his desperate desire for children
and his fear of having become sterile. In 1944 the couple finally adopted a child, and George
became a devoted father. When Eileen died suddenly in 1945 he felt shattered, but, like a good
Etonian, concealed his true feelings from others. (‘She was a good old stick,’ he told a friend.)
Thereafter he sought out young women and, after only the barest preliminaries, proposed
marriage, offering the prospect of a lucrative literary inheritance in the event of his early death.
This approach failed but, despite looking increasingly haggard, some – often wealthy – women
were drawn by his strange, ascetic charisma. Shortly before his death in January 1950, the
beautiful young editor Sonia Brownell was persuaded to marry him. She inherited the Orwell
estate and became keeper of the flame until her death in 1980.Illness stalked him from
childhood and became a dark, malignant presence in his life. He was cursed with a weak chest,
and careless living only worsened his condition. By the end of the war he was worn out and by
the time he came to write Nineteen Eighty-Four TB had him in a deadly grip. There can be no
doubt that this last novel became infused with the gloom cast over him by his fatal illness. But
that same feeling reaches back to earlier novels in which his characters are smothered by
convention, suffocating in suburban boredom and striving always to ‘come up for air’. The
general lack of sunlight in Orwell’s fiction suggests that the shadow cast upon his lungs was also
cast over the landscape of his imagination.Another key aspect of Orwell rarely considered is the
extent to which his intellectual life was affected by European ideas and events. He began
publishing in France, and Paris gave him half the material for his first book. Spain transformed
him politically and events in Germany and the Soviet Union dominated the last fifteen years of
his life. To that extent he was a great European writer. And yet he had a profound sense of
Englishness, which comes through in the best of his essays. This duality needs to be seen as
central to his life as does the duality between the inner man and the literary-political man, the
visionary romantic and the man for whom crystalline prose was an imperative.What has been all
too often neglected is the way Orwell’s works mirror the shape of his own life. In book after book,
freedom is achieved at great risk and sacrifice, then lost again through deception or cheating, or
under the crushing weight of convention or state despotism – Orwell’s version of Paradise
Gained and Paradise Lost. (The reversal of an established form was characteristic of him.) This
overarching metaphor of his life and work also reflects his sense of a lost ‘Golden Age’, the
pre-1914 years of his childhood. In conveying to us key images of our times and in warning us of
our futures, there is something of the secular priest, reminding us that his grandfather was a
missionary bishop.He saw himself as somehow chosen to live and endure by the pen. ‘There is
a minority of gifted, wilful people,’ he wrote, ‘who are determined to live their own lives to the
end, and writers belong to this class.’ While many writers and poets of Orwell’s generation chose
to express their inner lives through the seductive fog of poetry or the jargon of political sects, he



chose rather the window pane of transpicuous prose. Despite his commitment to truth, however,
his inner life was shrouded. Nevertheless, through the psychological depths of his fictional
characters, in his autobiographical essays, and between the lines of his letters and diary entries,
the shroud may be lifted sufficiently for the secret self to be revealed.Most biographers like to
think that they have turned up new and important information and been able thereby to cast their
subject in a new light. The ground of Orwell’s life has been well dug over in the past, so it is
surprising how much fresh material is still to be found. Here, details of his mother’s family history
seem to have been overlooked by previous biographers, especially details of interracial liaisons
and marriages; the fact of Eric Blair’s early Catholic education has not previously been
uncovered; his youthful obsession with the occult and the true story of his dabbling in
sympathetic magic as a schoolboy has never before been told, and the full influence of Eton, his
public school, has not previously been fully explored and understood. Themes established at
that time can be seen to have lasted and experiences undergone there continued to haunt him.
There were new leads casting fresh light on his liaisons in Burma and, thanks to newly
discovered letters, the extent of his involvement with one of his early girlfriends, before and
throughout his married life, has finally come to light. Most extraordinary, perhaps, from the
unearthing of KGB files, is just how firmly Orwell was in the sights of the Soviet authorities even
while he was in Spain, and how some of those around him were themselves implicated. It is not
always appreciated just how paranoid his Spanish experience left Orwell, but the evidence of a
man who knew him in London after the war confirms the fact that he thought himself to be in
great danger from Stalin’s hit-men. Much of this new material enables Orwell to be seen in a
somewhat different light from the way in which he has been hitherto viewed, and helps make
greater sense of some of his later, seemingly contradictory, behaviour. His relationship with
women can now be seen in better focus and the unfettered homophobia with which he has long
been credited can be at least questioned, thanks to new testimony from a pre-war flatmate. In
other words there is much that is new to be written about and reflected upon in reassessing
Orwell, not only as a man, but as a man writing very much against the odds.Chapter 1The
Inheritance‘It is probably true that you can’t give a really revealing history of a man’s life without
saying something about his parents and probably his grandparents.’Orwell, BBC radio talk,
1945As a young man Eric Blair was fascinated by ghost stories and intrigued by black magic.
Once, seemingly to deadly effect, he laid a curse on a schoolboy who had offended him. On
another occasion he reported seeing a ghost. Later, he told a friend that he used a pseudonym
so that no enemy could take his name and work magic against him. In dreams he looked for
symbols and interpretations, and more than once had highly prophetic visions. None of this quite
fits with the widely held image of a man who transformed himself into the writer of clear-headed,
rational and lucid prose, George Orwell. But behind every bearer of a pseudonym there stands
an individual life, an individual who can appear in various guises and a life which can come to us
in different versions. That is because personalities and lives are kaleidoscopic – records, images
glimpsed behind words or lodged in reminiscence, fragments viewed and re-viewed through the



mirrors of memory and conscious reflection, all projected in turn in new configurations through
the eyes of biographers.In a strange vision, at the age of twenty-six, Eric Blair (not yet ‘George
Orwell’) seems to have foreseen his own death. Lying ill with pneumonia in a squalid Paris
hospital ward in 1929, he saw in a bed opposite a man who had just died – pale, wasted,
lifeless.Numéro 57’s eyes were still open, his mouth also open, his small face contorted into an
expression of agony. What most impressed me however was the whiteness of his face. It had
been pale before, but now it was little darker than the sheets. As I gazed at the tiny, screwed-up
face, it struck me that this disgusting piece of refuse, waiting to be carted away and dumped on
a slab in the dissecting room, was an example of ‘natural’ death, one of the things you pray for in
the Litany. There you are, then … that’s what is waiting for you, 20, 30, 40 years hence.1Just
over twenty years later, Orwell himself, wizened and enfeebled by tuberculosis, lay at the brink of
death in a hospital bed, the very image of the old Frenchman he had once watched die. As his
time approached, in his solitary remorseless way, he observed his own slow deterioration. In
1948, having caught sight of his naked reflection in a sanatorium mirror, he projected his own
horrifying likeness on to Winston Smith, the persecuted protagonist of his final novel, Nineteen
Eighty-Four. Smith, too, is confronted by the ravaged spectre of a tortured man seemingly close
to death:A bowed, grey coloured, skeleton-like thing was coming towards him. Its actual
appearance was frightening, and not merely the fact that he knew it to be himself. He moved
closer to the glass. The creature’s face seemed to be protruded, because of its bent carriage. A
forlorn, jailbird’s face … cheekbones above which his eyes were fierce and watchful. The cheeks
were seamed, the mouth had a drawn-in look. Certainly it was his own face, but it seemed to him
that it had changed more than he had changed inside. The emotions it registered would be
different from the ones he felt … But the truly frightening thing was the emaciation of his body.
The barrel of the ribs was as narrow as that of a skeleton: the legs had shrunk so that the knees
were thicker than the thighs … The curvature of the spine was astonishing. The thin shoulders
were hunched forward so as to make a cavity of the chest, the scraggy neck seemed to be
bending double under the weight of the skull. At a guess he would have said that it was the body
of a man of sixty, suffering from some malignant disease.2This was The Picture of Dorian Gray
reversed. The cruel self-portrait, the emaciated wreck, was the reality; the man he longed to be –
handsome and attractive to women – lay hidden in the attic, or at least in a secretive corner of
his imagination. The reality on his deathbed testified to a harsh life of self-denial and self-
mortification for sins both real and imagined. It is tempting to see in O’Brien, Winston’s torturer,
the sadistic alter ego of George Orwell, intent on rendering him less than human, and in Winston
himself the masochistic alter ego, the mirror-image self of the same complex character. This
picture of the crushed and beaten man is Orwell, transforming personal suffering into art. The
passage quoted embodies two other significant characteristics of the man – an impulse towards
prophecy and a compulsion to be candid, the latter a quality he both valued and feared. So,
while in many ways he could be brutally honest about himself, some aspects of him remained
concealed behind a carefully constructed persona, secret sides of himself he seems to have



feared and which he may have hoped would remain hidden, even beyond the grave.The
ancestry of this strange, guilt-ridden ascetic, with English, French and long-obscure Scottish
connections, has been chronicled previously, though details remain somewhat sketchy, and
therefore difficult to vivify. Some hints and clues and new revelations, however, do bring some
life to names inscribed in dusty records.Two geographical axes enable us to map the family
inheritance. One links Hardy’s Dorset to Kipling’s India; the other connects a town in central
France, celebrated for its delicate enamel paintings, to a bustling port in Burma. In his first work
of fiction, Burmese Days, Orwell sets out to debunk the Kiplingesque myth of the ‘white man’s
burden’, the story unfolding with all the tragic inevitability of a Hardy novel. In no other work of his
would these diverse strands of his distant heritage come together quite so evidently, except
perhaps in the autobiographical sections of The Road to Wigan Pier, and a long work, a family
saga projected before his death, which died with him.On his father’s side there were West Indian
slave-owners, minor aristocrats and upstanding servants of Empire; on his mother’s were French
colonials, shipbuilders and timber merchants. He would come, as a young man, to despise
those who profited from colonialism, as he found himself doing for a time, even though he
sneakingly admired the people who made the system work. He poured scorn on Anglo-Indian
imperialists, even while admiring their bard, Kipling, for portraying them so honestly. He was
ashamed of what Europeans like his maternal ancestors had done in Burma, yet he embraced
his Gallic heritage and immersed himself in French literature. Despite attending the most
prestigious school in England, he rejected the easy path to wealth and privilege, and denied
himself the many comforts which conformity would have brought. The rest of his life is a story of
adventures, often reckless adventures, invariably destined to fail, as he was only too ready to
admit. As he wrote, ‘Any life when viewed from the inside is simply a series of defeats.’3 The one
adventure which did succeed for him was his venture into literature, though even that path, too,
was strewn with disasters, and lasting success eluded him until the very end of his life.A taste for
adventure marks his family history on both sides – in colonial exploits and exploitations. In the
eighteenth century the enterprise of the Blairs led to wealth and marriage into the nobility, only to
be followed by slow decline into respectable obscurity. Charles Blair, Eric’s great-grandfather,
was born in 1743, probably of Scottish ancestry. By way of Jamaican sugar plantations and the
slave trade he became sufficiently prosperous to be an acceptable husband for Lady Mary
Fane, youngest daughter of the Earl of Westmoreland, to whom he was married in 1765. The
Fanes were enthusiastic field sportsmen. Their ranks include Masters of Hounds and army
cavalry officers as well as a Commander of the British Army in Burma. Eric was keenly aware of
his Blair ancestry – the procession of ghostly fore-bears, their names inscribed in the Blair family
Bible inherited from his father, an oil painting of Lady Mary Blair and a set of leather-bound
volumes once owned by his great-uncle, Captain Horatio Blair, to which he became
sentimentally attached. Unlike the worthy captain, he never developed a yen for the sea, but field
sports, especially shooting and fishing, became lifelong passions. In novels such as A
Clergyman’s Daughter and Coming Up For Air he wrote knowingly about the fate of worn-out



aristocrats and their declining families, and in his wartime call-to-arms, The Lion and the
Unicorn, he observed that ‘England was ruled by an aristocracy constantly recruited from
parvenus’ which nevertheless ‘somehow … decayed [and] lost its ability, its daring, finally its
ruthlessness.’4However, back in the eighteenth century, at least, Blairs were thriving. The
parvenu Charles Blair and Jane, his Lady wife, produced at least nine children, four of whom
died young – Henry Charles was killed at nineteen while serving as captain in the 23rd Regiment
of Foot in St Domingo. Of the surviving five, last in the line was Thomas Richard Arthur Blair,
Eric’s paternal grandfather. There were Blair cousins, too, including the first Horatio, born in 1808
and named, presumably, in honour of the great Nelson, killed at Trafalgar just three years
earlier.Thomas Richard was born in the year of his father’s death, 1802, and grew up with his
siblings and widowed mother at Ensbury in Dorset. In accordance with family tradition, the
children were educated privately, though not entirely ineffectually. Thomas gained entrance to
Pembroke College, Oxford, where for a year he read Theology as a Fellow Commoner with high-
table privileges, before setting off for the colonies as an acolyte of the Anglican Church. Why he
failed to complete his Oxford years and disappeared so precipitately to the colonies is unknown,
but he was first ordained a deacon of the Church of England in Calcutta in 1839, then in 1843 as
a priest in Tasmania. Legend has it that in the 1830s, sailing home on leave from India, his ship
called at Cape Town where he met and proposed to Emily Hare, intending to marry her on his
return. However, on arrival, he found her already married. Apparently unconcerned, he simply
said, ‘Well, never mind, I’ll have Fanny’ – Francis Hare, her fifteen-year-old sister. His first child,
Horatio, was born in Calcutta in 1838. There followed a daughter, Augusta Michel and two sons,
Dawson, and Richard Walmsley Blair, born nine months apart in 1857.Three years earlier,
Thomas had returned to England and, through his Westmorland connections, was handed the
vicarage of Milborne St Andrew, a small village in his home county of Dorset. Milborne stands a
few miles north of Tolpuddle, where in 1834 six farm labourers attempted to set up a union and
were transported to Australia – a martyrdom still celebrated by English socialists. The parish
included the hamlet of Dewlish, where Fanes formed the squirearchy, and in this essentially
feudal setting, Thomas remained vicar for thirteen years, until his death in 1867.There was a
touch of arrogance in old Thomas, and the village retains one controversial memorial to him. In
1856, considering the existing vicarage not quite dignified enough for the grandson of an earl,
he excited great local hostility by building a new one at considerable cost to the parish. Although
Eric would turn atheist and spend his life attacking institutional religions, he always had a
lingering affection for the Anglican Church, identifying with its dissenting martyrs and allowing it
to confirm, marry and ultimately to bury him. And, while he declared war on the capitalist class
and embraced the basic philosophy of socialism there was a lingering streak of the nineteenth-
century Tory in his make-up. No doubt it was with the High Church Blairs in mind that he
commended his favourite eighteenth-century novelist, Smollett, for writing mostly about ‘the kind
of people who are cousins to a landowner, and take their manners from the aristocracy’.5 The
nineteenth-century industrial middle classes, on the other hand, who were catered for by the



Low and Nonconformist Churches, and engineered the rise of capitalism, could be happily
despised.Like the rest of his brothers, Richard was privately tutored, in his case at Bath in
neighbouring Somerset, continuing there until he was eighteen. As with most upper-middle-
class families of the time there was great emphasis on public service. Thomas’s cousin Horatio
(son of the first Horatio Blair), not surprisingly perhaps, was destined for the Navy, Richard for
the far more humdrum life of colonial civil servant. Horatio became a Royal Navy captain, and
would be buried with full naval honours at Portsmouth in 1908, when Eric was five and Britain
was building up its formidable fleet of dreadnoughts. It was he who left behind the much-valued
set of leather-bound volumes kept in a wooden travelling-case which Eric was to inherit. But
there were also unusual, unpredictable and unstable relations who brought a dash of drama to
the family. On 13 January 1911, Richard Charles Blair, another of his father’s cousins, a captain
in the 6th Gurkha Rifles, sailing home from India through the Red Sea, and suffering from
depression, walked up on deck one night and quietly jumped overboard. The family kept the
newspaper cutting of the story, another scrap of Blair history retained, and one is reminded of
Eric’s alter ego, John Flory in Burmese Days, who did away with himself in Burma in similarly
melancholic circumstances.The aristocratic connection had weakened by the time Richard
Walmsley Blair was born. What took him to India is unclear, but he is said to have had an
unhappy love affair, and this may be what led him, at the age of nineteen, to take on one of the
most obscure and least heroic roles in the whole colonial system. In 1875 he entered the Opium
Department of the Province of Bengal, an uncovenanted member of the Indian Civil Service. As
Assistant Sub-Deputy Opium Agent, grade 5 on 500 rupees per month, he could hardly have
found a more remote and less exalted position at the lowest level in the order of precedence in
the complex hierarchy of the Empire. His job was to oversee the growing of opium, mainly for
export to China. It was a lucrative trade monopolised by Britain, but one which the Chinese
Government was actively seeking to have banned. By 1897, Richard, still stuck on his lowly
grade 5 and his poor starting salary, was serving in Tehta, in the Gaya district in Upper Bengal.
He was thirty-nine, unmarried, and employed in a job that seemed to have a distinctly limited
future.Eric’s mother, Ida Mabel Limouzin, grew up in Moulmein in Lower Burma. Her father,
Francis Mathew Limouzin (known as Frank), was a timber merchant from Limoges, in central
France, a region, according to the playwright Jean Giraudoux, ‘which has bred more popes and
fewer lovers than any other in the world’.6 The town, which stands between Poitiers and
Périgueux, was an early centre of French civilisation, the birthplace of the painter Auguste
Renoir and Etienne de Silhouette, the man after whom the outline drawing was named.
‘Limouzin’ was the name applied to natives of the ancient French province of Limougeauds, and
the first saloon car was christened ‘the limousine’ because it mimicked the enclosing warmth of
the shepherd’s cloak worn in those parts. One of Eric’s childhood jokes was to refer to his
mother’s family as ‘the automobiles’ or ‘the lemonskins’.7 The ancient Limouzins of Limoges,
however, were and remain celebrated painters of enamel, a craft which, by the mid-nineteenth
century, it seems, had temporarily collapsed.Francis emigrated to Burma, with his wife Eliza



(née Fallon) and his brothers William Eugene and Joseph Edmund, sometime in the late 1850s.
Joseph also took a wife, Mary, with him; William Eugene was single. The brothers settled in
Moulmein, one of the most picturesque ports in the East, perched at the mouth of the Salween
River. As well as a busy trading station, it was a centre for shipbuilding. William found work as a
shipwright and Joseph as a general merchant, while Francis was employed in the offices of a
large shipping company. Shortly after arriving in Burma, William produced a child by an Indian
woman called Sooma.By 1864, Francis, aged twenty-nine, and Eliza, twenty-three, had two
young children – two-year-old Arthur, and Emily, just one. Then quite suddenly the young family
was engulfed by tragedy and in less than three months Francis found himself not only a widower
but childless. First Emily, the youngest, died of croup, then, two months later, Eliza died from
dysentery, and within the following two weeks Arthur also succumbed to croup. Francis,
however, did not remain single for long. In August 1865, just six months after Eliza’s death, he
married a 22-year-old English woman, Thérèse Catherine Halliley, by special licence in
Moulmein, with members of his dead wife’s family present. Within three years he had set up as a
timber merchant, was settled into a large house, proudly named ‘Franconia’, in the fashionable
riverside district of Salween Park, and was busily creating a second family. Francis and Thérèse
were to produce eight children – Norah (born 1866), Charles, known as Chills (1868), Frank
(1869), Helène Kate, known as Nellie (1870), Blanche (1872), Ida (1875), Mina (1880) and
George (1881). Francis’s brother William had died in 1863, aged thirty-nine, leaving just one
child, Aimée, while Joseph and Mary produced four – Elizabeth, Minnie, Agatha and May. By the
end of the century, Francis stood proudly at the head of his own firm, Limouzin and Co., and was
the local consular agent for Italy, a country with which he did a good deal of business, while
Joseph ran the local Phoenix distillery. The Limouzins of Moulmein were a thriving and much
respected local family.Ida Mabel was born in Penge, close to the Crystal Palace on the southern
outskirts of London on 18 May 1875, while Francis and Thérèse were on leave visiting the
Hallileys there. Although born in England, Ida was regarded as a French national, and, until she
married, carried a French passport. The Limouzin children grew up in Moulmein and attended
school there. The boys mostly went into the timber business, and at least two of the girls became
teachers – Helène at the Diocesan School for Girls in Rangoon and Ida, more adventurously, as
assistant mistress in the girls’ department of a boys’ school in Naini Tal, a hill station over six
thousand feet above sea level in the North West Province of India. Beautifully situated in the hills
between Rampur and Srinagar, Naini Tal was a popular summer resort for Europeans and a
retreat for the provincial government during the hot season. Why Ida should have travelled so far
from home to work is unclear, but it is said that as a young woman she was jilted, and it is
possible that it was in Naini Tal that her lover had abandoned her, or where she had gone to try
to forget. In Naini Tal she was destined to meet and marry Richard Walmsley Blair, also, it
seems, the sad casualty of an earlier disappointment.They were an ill-matched pair – ill-
matched in age as much as character. At thirty-nine, Richard was still a lowly Sub-Deputy Opium
Agent, Ida was just twenty-two; he was a staid, somewhat philistine British colonial, while she



was a high-spirited vivacious woman with a lively intelligence. He was over six feet tall with clear
blue eyes and rather chubby cheeks; she was dark and pretty, with a ready smile and a slightly
exotic taste in dress. Ironically perhaps, they were married at the Church of St John in the
Wilderness on 15 June 1897, with Ida’s sister Blanche as bridesmaid. Francis Limouzin’s name
is absent from the marriage certificate, suggesting that he may not have approved his young
daughter marrying a man old enough to be her father. Richard’s best man was a lawyer also
from Gaya, with whom he was probably taking summer leave when he met the woman he would
take back as his wife.The move from the attractive hill town of Naini Tal to the sweltering disease-
ridden district of Gaya, at the heart of the Bengal opium trade, was no doubt something of a
shock for Ida, who soon became pregnant with her first child, Marjorie Frances Blair, born on 21
April 1898. What sort of social life was possible in such a posting is difficult to imagine. The town
of Gaya stands some eighty-one miles south of Patna. Named after a pagan monster once
trapped under a stone there, it was a place of pilgrimage to both Hindus and Buddhists, with a
high proportion of priestly Brahmins living well off taxes extorted from pilgrims. As was normal in
British India, the Europeans lived separately from the native Indians and existed largely in
ignorance of the local culture, cultivating among themselves a sense of exclusion and superiority
– what George Orwell called ‘the pukka sahib pose’, living the lie that in exploiting the country
and robbing its people they were solely committed to benefiting them.8The Indian colonial life
could be agreeable enough for those prepared to put up with a certain amount of discomfort and
isolation. Even so, carrying the ‘white man’s burden’ in an out-of-the-way place like Gaya must
have been rather more of a burden than usual. Apart from certain government offices, mostly
connected with the opium trade, the European quarter boasted little more than a government
high school, a hospital and a branch of the Lady Elgin association for women. The Blairs, of
course, would have had the usual compliment of servants, including an ayah for Marjorie, and
there would have been the inevitable whites-only club where they could enjoy endless rubbers of
bridge and endless rounds of chota pegs in the company of other Anglo-Indians. And for
Richard there was the faint prospect of advancement. By 1902 he had inched his way from Sub-
Deputy Opium Agent 5th class to Sub-Deputy Opium Agent 4th class, on a salary of 600 rupees
a month.Eric followed Marjorie on 25 June 1903, a Thursday’s child with ‘far to go’. By this time
Richard, again promoted, to Sub-Deputy Opium Agent 3rd class on an income of 700 rupees,
had been posted north to oversee the opium fields around Motihari, a spectacular part of the
world, veined by rivers and a lacework of lakes and with inspiring views towards the forested
heights of the Nepalese Himalayas. But it was far more remote and even less populous than
Gaya, this time well beyond Patna, where the opium was distilled before being exported to
China.The years 1902 and 1903, the years of Eric’s conception and birth, saw the publication of
significant works by authors who were to greatly influence him as a writer – Rudyard Kipling’s
Just So Stories, Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles, H. G. Wells’s The
Discovery of the Future, Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Samuel Butler’s The Way of All
Flesh, Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People of London and Jack London’s The People



of the Abyss.In January 1903, in Delhi, the recently-crowned Edward VII was proclaimed
Emperor of India by the Viceroy Lord Curzon. The Edwardian age had been inaugurated and
age of Empire was at its zenith, the fleet was expanding, and a third of the world’s map was red.
From the British point of view, there may have been pogroms in distant Russia and atrocities in
the far-off Balkans, but for the moment there was peace in Western Europe and an Entente
Cordiale between Britain and France would soon be signed as a guarantee of its
continuity.There were, however, intimations of change and turbulent times ahead. In the same
year the Ford Car Company was established in Detroit, the dangerous Italian socialist Benito
Mussolini was under police surveillance in Switzerland, and, in the American film The Great
Train Robbery, the spectacular gunplay was causing a sensation in packed London cinemas. A
new element of change and vicarious violence had entered British life. Labour increased its
presence in the House of Commons to three, there were strikes and social unrest in Russia, and
when Eric was four months old, Emmeline Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Movement
was launched in London. In August Lenin’s Bolsheviks broke away from the other Russian
socialists to form a party dedicated to revolution led by an inner core of dedicated fanatics. Two
months later the Wright brothers made their first flight at Kitty Hawk, a miracle that within his
lifetime Eric would see turned into the nightmare of aerial warfare. The era of mass
communications came closer in 1904 with the invention of the radio valve, and Freud, now
working on a theory of infantile sexuality, occupied a Chair in Neurology in Vienna. An age of
probing into the human mind aimed at changing human behaviour and human thought had
dawned.The progress from Naini Tal to the small town of Gaya to the isolation of Motihari must
have been less than inspiring. Yet despite its remoteness, life for a young mother like Ida might
have been just bearable, with a new family to think about, another child on the way, and servants
to take care of the routine chores. But then the district was struck by an outbreak of plague, and,
not surprisingly, shortly after Eric’s birth, she persuaded Richard to bring her and their children to
settle permanently in England. Richard’s name is temporarily absent from the India List of 1903,
which seems to confirm that he took leave to accompany his young family on the long homeward
voyage. Surviving photographs of the infant Eric in the arms of his mother and his ayah, were
most likely taken at the time of his baptism on 30 October, just before their departure.It was not
unusual for British colonials to bring their children home to be educated. This happened to
Thackeray, Kipling and Lawrence Durrell, all of whom were born and spent their early years in
India, and to the short-story writer ‘Saki’ (Hector Hugh Munro), who was born in Burma.
Normally, parents would then return to their comfortable colonial lives, grand houses and
plentiful supply of cheap native servants. Ida, however, at twenty-eight, was probably all too
happy to get away from the heat, the dust, the narrow circle of Anglo-Indian society, and the ever-
present threat of deadly infection. In England, too, she was well away from her decidedly middle-
aged husband and the risk of yet more restrictive and burdensome pregnancies.Meanwhile, the
Limouzins of Moulmein had fallen on hard times. The boat-building industry had collapsed by
the end of the century, and Francis was said to have gone into the rice business, losing much of



his money in the process. His long-deceased brother William had cohabited with an Indian
woman; now, in 1899, his second eldest son, Ida’s brother Frank, fathered a child by a Burmese
girl, Mah Hlim. There could well have been a scandal over this, because Frank appears to have
fled the country. The Limouzins were popular in the Anglo-Indian society of Moulmein and,
perhaps to spare their blushes and save his own face, he disappeared to Siam to find work as a
forester. However, by 1907 he had returned to face up to his responsibilities, to have his young
daughter baptised, and at last stand by her mother. The records give only the bare bones of this
drama and one can do little but speculate about exactly what happened. In fact the Limouzin
family was in the process of disintegrating. By 1904, most of Francis’s children had left Burma
and were settled in England – at least Ida, Charlie, Norah and Nellie were. George, the
youngest, took a slightly different exit, emigrating to Cape Town. Francis was to die of old age in
1915, aged eighty-two; Thérèse is said to have dropped out of Anglo-Indian society and ‘gone
native’, dying in Moulmein ten years later, also aged eighty-two. Strangely, there is no trace of
her death in the official records, leaving open the possibility that she died something of an
outcast, at least from the Anglican communion. In Burma in the early 1920s, Eric was to meet his
grandmother Limouzin, and presumably his Eurasian relatives – his Aunt Aimée, daughter of
William and Sooma, and his cousin, Kathleen, daughter of Frank and Mah Hlim, just four years
older than himself. On this feature of his mother’s family he remained silent, but in his first novel,
Burmese Days, he gave the name Ma Hla May to the Burmese mistress of his tragic hero John
Flory, and wrote knowingly of Eurasians in Burma, one of them, interestingly enough, called
‘Francis’:He thought of Rosa McFee, the Eurasian girl he had seduced in Mandalay in 1913. The
way he used to sneak down to the house in a gharry with the shutters drawn; Rosa’s corkscrew
curls; her withered old Burmese mother, giving him tea in the dark living-room with the fern pots
and the wicker divan. And afterwards, when he had chucked Rosa, those dreadful, imploring
letters on scented notepaper, which, in the end, he had ceased opening.Elizabeth reverted to
the subject of Francis and Samuel after tennis.‘Those two Eurasians – does anyone here have
anything to do with them? Invite them to their houses or anything?’‘Good gracious, no. They’re
complete outcasts. It’s not considered quite the thing to talk to them, in fact.’9One of his favourite
poets, Kipling, had adopted an observer’s pose, had deliberately chosen the role of ‘outsider’ in
British India, a position with which Eric could fully sympathise. ‘While in India he tended to mix
with “the wrong” people,’ he wrote, ‘and because of his dark complexion he was wrongly
suspected of having a streak of Asiatic blood.’ Mixing with ‘the wrong people’ and becoming
‘suspect’ was to become a focus of his own early writing.10Later, even when transformed by a
pseudonym, he acknowledged that few can ever entirely escape their family history. In his case
his work reveals just how his family past moulded the consciousness of the author-to-be. A
strong sense of Englishness, of course, marked the man who became ‘George Orwell’, a name
with powerful English connotations. His feeling for the soil and the natural world, his fascination
with traditional field sports, and his highly refined sense of social class stratification, were drawn
directly from his paternal English roots. From the Blairs, too, he imbibed a heightened sense of



public service, and, from the spirit of his parsonical grandfather a tradition of religious awareness
and moral commitment. One of his few good poems begins, ‘A happy vicar I might have been, a
hundred years ago’, and he was always wrestling with the question of how one creates a moral
code in a godless age.From his French ancestry he acquired the distinctly eccentric and
obstinate edge to his character, and an intellectual curiosity which encompassed the great
French writers and the whole European dimension. The Limouzins included their own
nonconformists such as William and Frank who formed liaisons outside their caste, and aunts
who in England were active Suffragettes and moved in Fabian circles. One of these
independently minded women, Aunt Nellie Limouzin, would have more influence on his literary
and political development than any other member of his family, and perhaps more than the
teachers he encountered at his various schools. However, it seems also that it was from the
Limouzins that he inherited his susceptibility to lung infections – a weakness which did for his
grandfather’s two firstborn, contributed to his mother’s death and finally ended his own, well
before his time.While he left too young to remember India consciously or be influenced by it
directly, he grew up in a decidedly Anglo-Indian family. His mother, though born on a fleeting visit
to London, spent all her early life in British India, and his father spent most of his working life in
Bengal. All that carried with it mental baggage and specific cultural assumptions, including a
keen sense of caste, which he could hardly escape inheriting. He was very conscious of having
been born in India, and throughout his adult life was fascinated first by the romance of the East –
inspired and sustained by a youthful passion for Kipling – and then driven by the conviction that
the British presence in India was morally wrong. Here, from among these disparate strands of
history and ancestry the basis of this unique personality was constructed. There were, however,
crucial elements still to be put into place, and England was the setting in which the other deep
structures of his personality would finally be laid.Chapter 2‘The Golden Age’‘A human being is
what he is largely because he comes from certain surroundings, and no one ever fully escapes
from the things that have happened to him in early childhood.’Orwell, BBC radio talk, 1945‘Guilt
had, I think, been implanted in him at an early age.’Anthony Powell, Infants of the SpringBy 1904,
Richard was back in Motihari tending his opium fields, and Ida was living with her two children at
a rented house in the Oxfordshire town of Henley-on-Thames. There, Marjorie, aged nine, was
sent to the local convent school while for Eric there was a series of nursemaids – Louise, Violet,
Edith and Mabel all in one year. It is evident from Ida’s surviving diary for 1905 that she was by
that time well-established in Henley society, and settled into a comfortably decorous middle-
class Edwardian existence. Life for her was a continual round of churchgoing, country rambles,
picnics with her children, afternoon teas, and evenings of bridge – a life measured out by both
tea-and coffee-spoons and perhaps the odd clink of glasses. But Ida’s life was by no means
confined to coffee, cards and picnicking. In the summer she played tennis and croquet, indulged
a minor passion for photography, spent time on the river and even on occasion dared to bathe in
it. She took Marjorie to dancing classes and arranged tea parties for her and her friends, one of
which Eric was permitted to attend and did not, it seems, disgrace himself. Forty years on he



recalled the embarrassing party-going etiquette insisted upon by his mother. ‘As a child I was
taught to say “Thank you for having me” after a party, and it seemed to me such an awful phrase.’
In fact, as he admitted, he was not a particularly gregarious little boy and, as an adult, found
small-talk impossible.Henley-on-Thames, an old market town nestling on a horseshoe bend of
the Oxfordshire Thames between Marlow and Reading, was just sixty-five miles upstream from
London Bridge and fifty minutes by train from Paddington. The town dated back to the fourteenth
century and boasted a parish church said to have been built partly by Cardinal Wolsey. During
the Civil War it fell first to Royalists then Parliamentarians, was used as a stopover by William of
Orange on his march on London during the Glorious Revolution, and had once been the social
centre of the county. Passing through on his Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain in
1778, Daniel Defoe recorded nothing more remarkable about the town than its trade in malt,
meal and timber.1 But in 1851 it attracted the attention of the Prince Consort, and Henley
Regatta became Henley Royal Regatta. In 1905, with a population of little more than six
thousand, photographs show a town still largely dominated by the horse. On market days farm
wagons and merchants’ carts jostled for parking space with the smart carriages and gigs of the
local notables. In the marketplace the horse-trough was a focal point, and with its mix of people,
farm animals and feedstuffs, Henley was a good place for a boy with such keen senses as Eric
Blair to acquire a highly refined awareness of the touch, taste and smell of country life.This
Edwardian age into which Eric was born became for him his Golden Age – a world seemingly
unchanged and unchanging, fixed in its certainties and sense of continuity. It was a period of
considerable confidence and, for the moneyed classes, one of great affluence – of country
house living and conspicuous indulgence, one aspect of the time he regarded with distaste.
‘There never was … in the history of the world,’ he wrote, ‘a time when the sheer vulgar fatness
of wealth, without any kind of aristocratic elegance to redeem it, was so obtrusive.’2 A channel
separated Britain from the quarrelsome Continentals, and its people stood self-sufficient and
proud at the heart of a great trading Empire. It was a world at peace, secure behind its iron wall
of dreadnoughts and a standing army steeped in centuries-old traditions. Jingoism was at its
height, Europe could be ignored, and King and Empire were ideals glorious enough to die for.
Foreigners were considered funny if not dangerous, and unquestionably inferior. The coming of
the motorcar and telephone had barely disturbed the tranquillity of the age, the heavier-than-air
machine (despite that twelve-minute flight at Kitty Hawk) was still considered a distant
dream.Edwardian Britain was a stable, highly structured, highly differentiated society, a class
system of subtle gradations defining exactly to whom one deferred and to whom one
condescended. In this still largely feudal system, prestige and power were carefully distributed.
At its apex stood the titled upper class of mostly landowners, now rivalled by the newly enriched
commercial classes who had risen on a tide of Victorian prosperity. Then came the middle class,
the petite bourgeoisie, rooted in the professions or in trade. At the bottom of the heap lay the
working class or proletariat, manual workers who survived by selling their labour on the open
market. Within these broad bands were fine distinctions of rank, placing individuals more



precisely in order of precedence.These subtle nuances of class were readily identified and
strictly observed, and little boys like Eric were expected to recognise them and play their part in
the elaborate charade of etiquette and manners which sustained them. As he wrote, ‘the social
status of nearly everyone in England could be determined from his appearance, even at two
hundred yards’ distance. The working classes all wore ready-made clothes, ill-fitting poor
reflections of outdated upper-class fashions. For men, the cloth cap was practically a badge of
status. It was universal among the working class, while the upper classes wore it only for golf
and shooting.’3 Despite the recent formation of the Independent Labour Party and the increasing
power of the trade unions, by and large the working class still ‘knew its place’, and women’s
suffrage was still considered a huge joke by readers of Punch. Great aristocratic figures
dominated politics and the law, and enjoyed feudal power over their retainers. The Empire was
ruled and run by men imbued with the public school ethos of service, motivated by pious loyalty
and characterised by self-sacrifice.Culturally, the age was still dominated by a generation that
had grown up with Thackeray and Dickens, Tennyson and Browning, George Eliot and Mrs
Gaskell. Eric would absorb them all, especially Dickens, whose work he loved on first reading,
but the writers who best conveyed the spirit of those years for him were Kipling, Wells, Shaw,
Ibsen and Chesterton, while, in a slightly different mode, Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes
epitomised the genius and solidity which typified the new age of scientific curiosity.On 7
February 1905, Eric, a little more than eighteen months old, was stricken with bronchitis, and
confined to bed for a week. After five days, no doubt frustrated at being bed-bound, he uttered
his first recorded word – ‘beastly’. In fact he was, Ida noted in her diary, calling everything
‘beastly’. It must have been a word much on the lips of his mother, and no doubt what she called
‘beastly’, Eric called ‘beastly’, although his idea of what was or was not ‘beastly’ would
eventually differ greatly from that of both his parents. However, the word ‘beastly’ stayed with
him, and occurs in every one of his books, except, perhaps understandably, in Animal Farm.That
same year, Ida attended the Regatta, and visited Wimbledon for the annual tennis
championships – two high-spots in the English social calendar. With Marjorie at the convent and
Eric at home with his nanny, there were shopping excursions to Reading and Winchester. On
trips to London, she took in Hampton Court Palace, went to concerts and theatres (to see Sarah
Bernhardt on one occasion), to Kew Gardens with sisters Nellie and Norah, and to swim at
Paddington Baths, close to Nellie’s flat in Notting Hill. Nellie, the most bohemian of the
Limouzins, is said to have enjoyed a brief career on the music-hall stage, and ran what
amounted to an artistic salon at her flat in Ladbroke Grove. The sisters also attended Suffragette
meetings and moved in Fabian circles, hobnobbing with writers such as Wells, Chesterton and
E. Nesbit (author of not just The Railway Children and The Would-be Goods, but also The
Ballads and Lyrics of Socialism), and radicals such as Conrad Noel, the famous vicar of
Thaxted, who flew the red flag from his church tower, and was at that time Nellie’s local curate in
Paddington, a pioneer of Christian socialism who spent his spare time in London lodging houses
among the down-and-outs.Away from her husband, Ida developed a quite distinctive character.



Ruth Pitter, the poet, who knew her later, recalled her as small and dark with a touch of French
militancy in her make-up. ‘She had dark eyes and hair, thin features … an acute mind [and] a
very penetrating wit … Any satirical, any attacking moods in her son would have come from her
rather than his old man.’4 More than that, something of Ida’s inquisitiveness and adventurous
nature communicated itself to him very early. Shortly before his second birthday, on 14 June, she
noted, ‘Baby’s latest feat was to go out in the garden by the drawing room window!’ The natural
world, the surface of the earth, the world at large and the urge to explore them he always found
irresistible.Eric’s childhood was marred by further attacks of bronchitis that year, once when Ida
was in London, probably visiting Nellie. On hearing he was ill she took the first train home,
remaining with him till he recovered. Shortly afterwards, following a holiday at Frinton-on-Sea
(where he paddled for the first time), Eric fell ill again. These recurrent illnesses must have been
worrying, and, as her diary entries show, Ida was a watchful and caring mother, conscientiously
recording the progress of each illness, and greeting signs of his recovery with evident relief. It
seems certain that she had removed him from India in part from fear of infection – that outbreak
of plague in Gaya must have been especially frightening to a young mother. And most likely,
Eric’s obsessive fear of rats (bearers of the Black Death) was learned at the knee of his anxious
mother.By September that year, the family had moved into a new house in Vicarage Road,
Henley, for which Ida invented the name ‘Ermadale’ by combining the first two letters of ‘Eric’
and ‘Marjorie’. The daily round was relieved by occasional visits from her sisters Nellie and
Norah, and from her brother Charlie, who was not without money, and was busily engaged in
managing and designing golf courses. He would later run a golf club in Bournemouth where the
Blair children sometimes spent their holidays. With Richard absent, Charlie was probably the
first male on whom Eric could model himself.By the spring of 1906, the family had moved to
another Henley house, in Western Road, this one called ‘Nutshell’, after none of the children,
one supposes. Eric, now almost three, was growing up surrounded by women. His mother,
apparently, spoiled him and would not hear a word against him; there were nursemaids to care
for him and a female servant always around the house. He developed a strange attitude towards
women; on the one hand he enjoyed their company enormously, often preferring it to that of
men, but he could also be quite indifferent, even cruel, towards them when he chose. This
probably mirrors the ambivalent attitude towards his own sex which he detected in his mother
and her friends. Men came into his life only infrequently. Apart from intermittent contact with
Charlie, Ida formed attachments – one to a Henley magistrate called Simmons, who young Eric
came to fear and dislike, and one to her neighbour, a local GP, Dr Dakin, who, according to his
son Humphrey, was much smitten by the handsome young grass widow, seemingly abandoned
by her elderly husband.Eric’s childhood was a happy retreat for him in later life, and a deep pool
of memory from which to fish an occasional glimpse of a past he came to mourn. It was a vision
retrievable only in fleeting memories, like those of George Bowling in Coming Up For Air, or in
dreams, like Winston Smith’s in Nineteen Eighty-Four. These are, of course, the memories of an
author, surfacing in the course of his mature writing, often prompted not so much by the refined



tastes of a Proust, but by a more diverse set of associations – a heap of junk, a newspaper
headline, or, as with George Bowling, something as crude as a pungent smell.The past is a
curious thing. It’s with you all the time, I suppose an hour never passes without your thinking of
things that happened ten or twenty years ago, and yet most of the time it’s got no reality, it’s just
a set of facts that you’ve learned, like a lot of stuff in a history book. Then some chance sight or
sound or smell, especially smell, sets you going, and the past doesn’t merely come back to you,
you’re actually in the past.5In one case, the sickly smell in a hospital ward recalled for him one of
his many bouts of childhood illness and a grisly piece of Tennysonian verse read to him by an
old Victorian nurse. ‘The horrors and sufferings of the old-style hospitals were a vivid memory to
her. We had shuddered over the poem together.’Our doctor had call’d in another, I neverhad
seen him before,But he sent a chill to my heart when I sawhim come in at the door …Wonderful
cures he had done, O, yes, butthey said too of himHe was happier using the knife than in tryingto
save the limb …6Needless to say, little Emmie, the patient, is killed by the prospect of the cure,
and the surgeon’s ‘ghastly tools’. It was just the poem to read to an ill child to give it a lifelong
phobia about the medical profession. Clearly, this poem threw a shadow of nightmare across his
mind, so much so that the memory and the horror it inspired returned to torment him more than
twenty years afterwards. And at the age of thirty-five he told his wife that hospitals were
‘institutions devised for murder’.Recurring bouts of bronchitis and influenza were to plague his
life. As an adult he liked to blame inept doctors and ignorant adults for the wretched state of his
health. Six years after failing his army medical in 1940, he wrote to his old College tutor,
explaining that he had not done much in the war partly because of ‘a lesion in one lung which
was never diagnosed when I was a boy’.7 But his own antipathy to hospitals and doctors also
played its part.He recalled fragments of his Henley childhood, conjuring them up en passant in
the course of his writings – a Victorian lady’s bustle, found in a dusty cupboard when he was five;
the annual cavalry ride through Henley and the strong manly physiques of the mounted soldiers;
nursery rhymes learned (‘See-saw Margerie Daw’, ‘Oranges and lemons’), ancient bits of
‘churchyard wisdom’ (such as ‘Solomon Grundy’), and a memory evoked by John Flory, isolated
in the Burmese jungle, of ‘winter Sundays in his pew in the parish church at Home’ watching ‘the
yellow leaves … drifting and fluttering against leaden skies’.8 There were memories too, of old
toys – rag-books, lead soldiers, German clockwork toys, kaleidoscopes, a hobby horse,
plasticine and modelling wax, the Struwwelpeter and Beatrix Potter books, whip-tops, and ones
which must have provoked a memorable event in the Blair household – ‘clockwork mice to
frighten your aunt’. Even more fascinating to him was ‘a pond-water aquarium, for which one
uses a small accumulator jar or a 7lb. pickle jar [and] the creatures that live in it – tadpoles,
caddis flies and water fleas’.9 And when he was given one of ‘those agreeable little grocer’s
shops with scales, tin canisters and a wooden counter’, there was no idea in the class-
conscious Blair household that one day he would be reduced to the servile role of shopkeeper.A
conversation with a barmaid in wartime London prompted memories of ‘the fallacies which were
taught to me as a child … not as an old wives’ tale but as a scientific fact’. He listed some in his



notebook: ‘That a swan can break your leg with a blow of its wing./That if you cut yourself
between the thumb and forefinger you get lockjaw./That powdered glass is poisonous./ … /That
bulls become infuriated at the sight of red.’10 This reveals another favourite childhood diversion
– compiling lists. It became for him a strange kind of addiction. He had, he admitted, ‘the sort of
mind that takes pleasure in dates, lists, catalogues, concrete details, descriptions of processes,
junk-shop windows, and back numbers of Exchange and Mart’.11 He made lists of books,
redundant metaphors, jargon words, Kiplingesque epithets, poets who characterised the
century, and ‘sentimental writers’. At thirty-seven he produced a mental list remembered from an
adventure story read when he was seven: ‘Nearly thirty years after reading the book I can still
remember more or less exactly what things the three heroes of Ballantyne’s Coral Island
possessed between them. (A telescope, six yards of whipcord, a pen-knife, a brass ring and a
piece of hoop iron.)’ List-making expressed what he called ‘the jackdaw inside all of us, the
instinct that makes a child hoard copper nails, clock springs, and glass marbles out of lemonade
bottles’.12 He was still constructing lists (and collecting junk) at the end of his life, most
controversially the list of those he thought were suspected subversives.Conversations between
his mother and her friends, overheard as a child, had an important effect on how he came to
regard himself. Men, they seemed to imply, were unattractive, uncouth smelly brutes who forced
their attentions on women and were best kept at arm’s length. In his famous essay on Dickens,
Orwell wrote with compelling intensity about the terrifying, isolated and nightmarish world of the
child, captured brilliantly, he thought, in David Copperfield, in passages which evoked his own
feeling of deprivation as a fatherless boy with no one close enough to share his experiences. He
later told a woman friend that he would have been far happier if he had had a brother. In his
autobiographical essay ‘Why I Write’, he explored that childhood solitude and saw in it the
beginnings of his creative life:I was the middle child of three, but there was a gap of five years on
either side, and I barely saw my father before I was eight. For this and other reasons I was
somewhat lonely, and I soon developed disagreeable mannerisms which made me unpopular
throughout my schooldays. I had the lonely child’s habit of making up stories and holding
conversations with imaginary persons, and I think from the very start my literary ambitions were
mixed up with the feeling of being isolated and undervalued … I felt that this created a sort of
private world in which I could get my own back for my failure in everyday life.13This ‘inward eye/
which is the bliss of solitude’ he also invested in Julia in Nineteen Eighty-Four – ‘With another
part of her mind she believed that it was somehow possible to construct a secret world in which
you could live as you chose.’14 The inner world of imagination was his sanctuary, the world in
which he could ‘get his own back’ on those who had offended him. Even in the mature writer this
revenge motif is evident and was clearly irresistible.He had decided to become a writer, he said,
at the age of five or six – the age at which he must have begun to create that inner fictional life
and the age at which he must also have begun to read by himself. The earliest thing he could
recall having written was a poem composed at the age of four or five, which his mother probably
wrote down for him. ‘I cannot remember anything about it except that it was about a tiger and the



tiger had “chair-like teeth” – a good enough phrase, but I fancy the poem was a plagiarism of
Blake’s “Tiger, Tiger”.’15 It suggests that India was never very far from his childhood, even in the
very English town of Henley-on-Thames.The presence of India intensified in the summer of
1907, when Eric was just four. His absent father returned on leave and left significant changes in
his wake. Richard, still no further up the promotion ladder, was now based at Monghyr. By the
time he returned to his opium fields, he had left Ida pregnant. When, on 6 April 1908 a second
sister, Avril Norah, joined Eric, the disappointment of not having a brother to help lessen his
isolation must have been acute.16 Having a new child does not seem to have cramped Ida’s
style. The following summer, no doubt having left the baby with her nanny, she took the older
children to the White City Exhibition in London, where Eric had another unforgettable experience
– ‘the Wiggle-Woggle’, ‘a monster fairground ride’ – jolted back to mind thirty years later, while
he was being driven to hospital in Spain inside a ramshackle ambulance over unmetalled
roads.17If the women who surrounded and indulged him as a boy left him feeling isolated, the
harsh world of men was not always appealing to him either:I am six years old, and I am walking
along a street in our little town with my mother and a wealthy local brewer, who is also a
magistrate. The tarred fence is covered with chalk drawings, some of which I have made myself.
The magistrate stops, points disapprovingly with his stick and says, ‘We are going to catch the
boys who draw on these walls, and we are going to order them Six Strokes of the Birch Rod’. (It
was all in capitals in my mind.) My knees knock together, my tongue cleaves to the roof of my
mouth … Not till many years later, perhaps twenty years, did it occur to me that my fears had
been groundless. No magistrate would have condemned me to Six Strokes of the Birch Rod,
even if I had been caught drawing on the wall. Such punishments were reserved for the Lower
Orders.18In fact, Blair here confuses a Reading brewer called Simmonds and a Henley
magistrate called Simmons; it was the man of law who is said to have been paying more than
platonic attention to Ida, and it was no doubt from a lingering sense of resentment towards this
draconian rival for his mother’s affections that he later gave the name Simmonds (whose name
doubtless appeared on brewer’s drays around Henley) to the man who drove Boxer, the
carthorse hero of Animal Farm, off to the knacker’s yard.But rather than some little ruffian graffiti-
artist in need of a thrashing, young Eric was in fact a very conformist little boy, and a budding
jingo. ‘Those were the great days of the Navy’s popularity. Small boys wore sailor suits, and
everyone belonged to something called the Navy League and had a bronze medal which cost a
shilling, and the popular slogan was “We want eight (Dreadnoughts) and we won’t wait!”.’19 Eric
was no exception and wore his sailor’s rig with ‘HMS Invincible’ on his cap as proudly as any
boy.20 A photograph from this time shows the very image of an obedient chubby-faced little
Edwardian flag-wagger. But this smug-looking child felt desperately unattractive, as his alter ego,
George Bowling in Coming Up For Air, reminds us: ‘I was rather an ugly little boy, with butter-
coloured hair which was always cropped short except for a quiff in front.’21 He was also,
according to the boy whose gang he joined around this time, a miserable little tale-teller into the
bargain.The shadow of the schoolroom fell across Eric at the age of five when he was sent as a



day-boy to the convent which Marjorie attended – not an Anglican convent, as has been thought
(no such convent existed in Henley), but a Catholic convent run by French Ursulines exiled from
France after religious education was banned there in 1903. When they were able to return after
eight or nine years, Marjorie, then fourteen, went with them to complete her education across
the Channel, probably taking her young sister Avril with her.22 Ida’s 1905 diary records her
visiting the place, no doubt to talk about Marjorie, which suggests that, although she was a
regular Anglican churchgoer she had no anti-Catholic prejudice, and probably found French
company more congenial than many others in Henley might have done. As Henley was mainly
Protestant, non-Catholics were probably admitted and simply told others that the convent was
Anglican.If young Eric was first taught by Catholic nuns as a lone boy in a school of girls, it would
explain two important and enduring aspects of his complex personality – his unremitting hostility
towards Roman Catholicism and an acute sense of guilt. As he himself admitted, at the age of
eight his consciousness of sin was never far away.23 His Catholic friend at Eton, Christopher
Hollis, recognised this in Blair and was puzzled by it; later friends Frederic Warburg and Anthony
Powell felt his sense of guilt was implanted early, in a part of his past kept secret from others.
And other personality traits of his could have had their roots among the cloistered Ursulines,
such as his veritable Jansenist tendency to damn whole categories of people, his evermore
complicated attitude towards women and sex, and his tendency to self-mortification, a
characteristic not noticeably displayed by other members of his family. He never spoke of his
earliest education, except for an occasional passing reference, but he had a gift for suffering in
silence which enabled him to conceal his more extreme feelings. And even though he spoke of
‘unnecessary torments’ endured as a child,24 and of feeling lonely and excluded, he wrote of his
home as ‘a place ruled by love rather than fear’,25 a ‘warm nest’ from which dislodgement was
always going to strike him as a cruel blow.If he was indulged at home, being disciplined by nuns
was bound to come as something of a shock, though the presence of Marjorie, who helped
teach the younger pupils and probably taught him to read, could have made it easier to bear.
Two fleeting and sardonic references seem to evoke the shadowy Ursulines, one to ‘nuns in
convents, scrubbing floors and singing Ave Marias, secretly unbelieving’,26 the other more
subversive:When we were children we had a story that after Robin Hood was done to death in
the Priory, his men raped & murdered the nuns, & burned the priory to the ground. It seems this
has no foundation in the ballads – we must have made it up. An instance of the human instinct
for a happy ending.27It was among the nuns that he was first smitten by a member of the
opposite sex, a passionate if fleeting attachment. ‘I fell deeply in love, a far more worshipping
kind of love than I have ever felt for anyone since, with a girl named Elsie at the convent school
which I attended. She seemed to me grown up, so I suppose she must have been fifteen.’28 He
saw her again years later and suddenly she seemed a grown woman, past her best. The
delectable Elsie (renamed Katie Simmons) turns up in Coming Up For Air, when George
Bowling rediscovers her married to a gypsy, ‘a wrinkled-up hag of a woman … looking at least
fifty years old’ although she must have been no more than twenty-seven.29Now old enough for



school, Eric was also thought old enough to play out on his own. His sister Marjorie was friendly
with Humphrey Dakin, the popular and assertive doctor’s son, who led a small gang of local
boys. They would go on expeditions into the surrounding countryside, bird-nesting, rabbit-
hunting with their dogs, and, above all, fishing in the many pools hidden deep in the woods or in
quiet stretches of the Thames at Henley Lock and beyond. Dakin disliked young Eric. He was
more interested in Marjorie, and her wretched little brother simply got in the way. Furthermore, he
didn’t fit in with the gang who made their hostility clear to him, as Dakin recalled. ‘Our gang of
kids knocked him about in Henley. He was about the youngest member and he was an absolute
nuisance. He was a little fat boy … always whining and sneaking, telling tales and so on … he
was not a very nice little boy.’30Unwanted by the Dakin gang, Eric sought companions
elsewhere. A plumber and his family lived nearby and his children now became his playmates.
With them, not only did he get his first inklings of sex, but also his first lesson in class snobbery.
‘We used sometimes to play games of a vaguely erotic kind. One was called “playing at doctors”
and I remember getting a faint but definitely pleasant thrill from holding a toy trumpet, which was
supposed to be a stethoscope, against a little girl’s belly.’31 But when Ida found out she put her
foot down, and took the opportunity to teach Eric not so much the facts of life but the facts of
English social life, and the sinfulness of such contacts. Looking back, he understood that she
was only doing what her class position required of her.I was forbidden to play with the plumber’s
children; they were ‘common’ and I was told to keep away from them. This was snobbish, if you
like, but it was also necessary, for middle-class people cannot afford to let their children grow up
with vulgar accents. So, very early, the working class ceased to be a race of friendly and
wonderful beings and became a race of enemies. We realised that they hated us, but we could
never understand why, and naturally we set it down to pure, vicious malignity.32Not only was he
taught that the plumber’s children were ‘common’, but also that the lower classes smelt. If social
distinctions depended in part on odour, this, in a boy as sensitive as Eric, was bound to cause
problems for the future. The extent to which this lesson went home is seen in what he wrote in
The Road to Wigan Pier, when he was thirty-three: ‘You cannot have an affection for a man
whose breath stinks – habitually stinks, I mean. However well you may wish him, however much
you may admire his mind and character, if his breath stinks he is horrible and in your heart of
hearts you will hate him.’33 But that was not all; the lower orders were ugly and hostile: ‘To me in
my early boyhood, to nearly all children of families like mine, “common” people seemed almost
sub-human. They had coarse faces, hideous accents and gross manners, they hated everyone
who was not like themselves, and if they got half a chance they would insult you in brutal
ways.’34 And below this ‘common’ herd there lurked an even more frightful and threatening riff-
raff – tramps, who he was taught were ‘monsters’ and ‘blackguards’.35 Now he was forbidden to
play with the plumber’s children, Ida insisted he be allowed to join Humphrey and his pals, and
reluctantly they agreed to let sneaky little Eric, the snivelling tale-teller, string along.Despite his
unpopularity, with these boys he shared experiences that were to mark him and add an enduring
dimension to his character. He had been on long country walks with his mother, gathering



berries and mushrooms on the way, and learning to recognise trees and flowers and various
forms of wildlife. But in this new and rougher company he saw the natural world differently. For
the gang, the woods were an adventure playground, where one could collect bird’s eggs, use a
catapult to knock down a nesting bird, chase rabbits, climb trees and, above all, fish! These
experiences were lovingly retained as part of the landscape of memory to which he returned
often and which came to symbolise something spiritual – a Garden of Eden from which moral
corruption and the coming of war would expel everyone. It was a landscape far removed from the
fake world of modernity with its false values, warped minds and perversion of the language.But,
even in this idyllic setting, there lurked cruelty. It was probably the Dakin gang he saw blow up a
toad with a bicycle pump till it exploded, and who taught him that it was OK to steal and smash
birds’ eggs and kill sitting birds. As George Bowling reflects, ‘The truth is that kids aren’t in any
way poetic, they’re merely savage little animals, except that no animal is a quarter as selfish …
Killing things – that’s about as near to poetry as a boy gets.’ Eric’s childhood escapades clearly
encouraged the sadistic streak to which he later confessed – for example, the joy with which he
contemplated bayoneting a Buddhist priest in ‘Shooting an Elephant’. In 1940, reviewing
Malcolm Muggeridge’s book on The Thirties, a decade which he felt cut us off irretrievably from
his idyllic Edwardian age, he wrote:I thought of a rather cruel trick I once played on a wasp. He
was sucking jam on my plate, and I cut him in half. He paid no attention, merely went on with his
meal, while a tiny stream of jam trickled out of his severed oesophagus. Only when he tried to fly
away did he grasp the dreadful thing that had happened to him. It is the same with modern man.
The thing that has been cut away is his soul, and there was a period – twenty years, perhaps –
during which he did not notice it.36In his mind, the crisis of the modern age was epitomised by
the way he related to nature as a boy. Images from childhood recur throughout his work,
suggesting how, by sleepwalking through history, not only had the British jeopardised their
stability and sense of continuity, their culture of decency and fair play, but also risked losing the
freedom to be themselves.Out with the gang, fishing became a sacred pastime, a symbolic ritual
through which later some lost life could be reclaimed, just as flashes of past delight could be
fished up from the dark reaches of memory. These recollections held more meaning for him as
the pleasures of the period receded and the horrors of the new century closed in. Fishing, and
his remembered delight in it, become a powerful metaphor in Coming Up For Air, the novel in
which despair over lost childhood is at its most acute: ‘Is it any use talking about it, I wonder –
the sort of fairy light that fish and fishing tackle have in a kid’s eyes? Some kids feel the same
about guns and shooting, some feel it about motor-bikes or aeroplanes or horses. It’s not a thing
that you can explain or rationalise, it’s merely magic.’37 This ‘magic’ came to symbolise for him
that Golden Country, so significant a feature of his fictional landscape, a country and age which
were about to be swept away.The civilisation which I grew up in … is now, I suppose, just about
at its last kick. And fishing is somehow typical of that civilisation. As soon as you think of fishing
you think of things that don’t belong to the modern world. The very idea of sitting all day under a
willow tree beside a quiet pool – and being able to find a quiet pool to sit beside – belongs to the



time before the war, before the radio, before aeroplanes, before Hitler. There’s a kind of
peacefulness even in the names of English coarse fish. Roach, rudd, dace, bleak, barbel,
bream, gudgeon, pike, chub, carp, tench. They’re solid kind of names. The people who made
them up hadn’t heard of machine-guns, they didn’t live in terror of the sack or spend their time
eating aspirins, going to the pictures and wondering how to keep out of the concentration
camp.38In his memory, those days remained days of perpetual sunshine, the rivers and pools
always full of fish. Whenever possible, throughout his life, he tried to recreate that experience,
staying as close to nature as he could, escaping whenever possible on fishing trips or
excursions into the countryside.The cruel streak which led Eric to cut up wasps or smash birds’
eggs shades into a fondness for guns and explosives. In his forties, recalling this youthful
passion, he wrote about ‘little brass cannons on wooden gun-carriages’:The largest were six or
eight inches long, cost ten shillings and went off with a noise like the Day of Judgment./To fire
them you needed gunpowder, which the shops sometimes refused to sell you, but a resourceful
boy could make gunpowder for himself if he took the precaution of buying the ingredients from
three different chemists. One of the advantages of being a child 30 years ago was the lighter-
hearted attitude that then prevailed towards firearms. Up till not long before the other war you
could walk into any bicycle shop and buy a revolver, and even when the authorities began to
take an interest in revolvers, you could still buy for 7s. 6d. a fairly lethal weapon known as a
Saloon Rifle. I bought my first Saloon Rifle at the age of 10, with no questions asked./Normal
healthy children enjoy explosions.39The spirit of Empire encouraged these violent predilections.
Over-the-counter gun sales were only banned in 1919 when Irish terrorism and the Russian
Revolution caused the authorities to clamp down. Orwell later came to regret this ban, especially
when he thought that British workers should arm themselves in the event of a Second World
War.40The main rival for the attention of the young angler and explosives enthusiast was
reading. After those rag-books, Struwwelpeter and E. Nesbit, he moved quickly on to sterner
stuff, and fell in love with ‘literature’. No Anglo-Indian home was without its Kipling: ‘He was a sort
of household god with whom one grew up and whom one took for granted whether one liked him
or whether one did not … [he] was the story-teller who was so important to my childhood.’41
With Kim he was able to revisit the northern India of his birth, with The Jungle Book he could
enter a world where animals philosophised, and in Stalky & Co. he could anticipate the fun of
boarding-school life. At eight, or so he said, he read Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, a present
discovered the night before his birthday and read straight through. At nine his birthday present
was Wells’s The History of Mr Polly and he discovered Dickens and read David Copperfield at
the same age. These authors were certainly the most important discoveries of his childhood,
authors he read and reread throughout his life. The Blair home was not especially bookish, but
there was other reading-matter to hand to absorb a young boy – Punch, which his parents took,
and the popular boys’ comics, the Boys’ Own Paper, the Gem and the Magnet (‘the most
consistently and cheerfully patriotic papers in England’), children’s books about America,
probably Marjorie’s, and ghost stories, particularly R. H. Barham’s Gothic parodies, The



Ingoldsby Legends, with its tales of witchcraft, hideous hauntings and murder most foul. He
loved Jack London’s adventure stories and, as a humorous antidote to Kipling, Hilaire Belloc’s
gentle satire on British Imperialism, The Modern Traveller, including the immortal lines,
‘Whatever happens, we have got/The maxim gun and they have not.’42 ‘There are books that
one reads over and over again,’ he wrote, ‘books that become part of the furniture of one’s mind
and alter one’s whole attitude to life …’43 Swift, Dickens and Kipling, read and reread, were
probably the most prominent of his mental furnishings, except perhaps Defoe. Gissing came
later.From his reading, too, he acquired what he called ‘a false map of the world, a series of
fabulous countries into which one can retreat at odd moments throughout the rest of one’s life,
and which in some cases can even survive a visit to the real countries which they are supposed
to represent’.44 His reading took him to the South American pampas, Transylvania among
boyars and vampires, the China of nineteenth-century adventurers, George Du Maurier’s gas-lit
Paris, and the Americas of Mark Twain and Louisa M. Alcott. He would, of course, create his own
maps, his own sordid Paris and London, a dramatically exotic Burma, a subterranean world of
tramps and the dispossessed, a lost landscape of childhood, an imaginary world of animals and
a fearful landscape of mental slavery. These were not all cosy worlds into which to escape the
real world, more often they brought the real world closer and lent it new moral significance and
more than a touch of nightmare.There were other, more real worlds to explore. In 1910 Ida took
the family on holiday to Looe in Cornwall – a sweltering summer, as Eric recalled it.45 There he
spent time not only playing with his sisters, sea-bathing and rock-climbing, and trailing off on
country walks, but also making friends with local farmers; and it was from a Cornish farmhand
that he learned his first swearword, ‘bugger!’46 Such men – labourers, blacksmiths and
farmhands – were early heroes of his, and he retained a fascination with how things were made,
how they worked and in particular how the land was farmed. But there were also occasions in
Cornwall, perhaps, when, like John Betjeman, holidaying nearby, he could feel ‘deliciously
alone’.A few weeks before Eric’s seventh birthday his Golden Age ended officially with the death
of Edward VII. It was a year that saw one of the great old-fashioned English domestic murders,
ending in the trial and execution of Dr Crippen, the death of Count Leo Tolstoy at the railway
station at Astopov, and Prime Minister Herbert Asquith harassed in the London streets by
Suffragettes. The following year King George V was crowned, there was a shoot-out between
police and anarchists in London’s East End, revolution broke out in Mexico, and there were left-
wing riots in Wales and Liverpool; the Russian Prime Minister was assassinated at the opera
and Winston Churchill was given charge of Britain’s navy. Meanwhile at Eton, a large
demonstration of Old Etonians protested against the College’s abolition of the birch. One might
detect a wind of change in all this, but nothing much seemed to change in the small Thameside
town of Henley, and, for the time being, Eric and his friends would continue to play and fish and
do unspeakable things to little animals when he was not withdrawing into his own private
fictional world of Dickens, Swift, Kipling and boys’ comic books.Chapter 3Pathos and
Nightmare‘Eric; or, Little by Little [was a] great drug … “Here we are,” said M’Turk. “Corporal



punishment produced on Eric the worst effects. He burned not with remorse or regret” – make a
note o’ that, Beetle – “but with shame and violent indignation. He glared” – oh, naughty
Eric!’Kipling, Stalky & Co.The world of childhood, wrote George Orwell, was not just one of
idyllic pleasures and imaginary wonderlands, it had another and far grimmer aspect. ‘Childhood
has its pathetic side, and also its nightmare side. A child lives a lot of its time in a terrifying world.
And even seen from the outside a child is a very pathetic thing.’1 As an adult he could observe
his childhood self from without, but he also had the imagination to recreate the nightmare within.
That nightmare world he might have experienced in some measure at the Ursuline convent, but
he was to encounter something far more terrifying shortly after his eighth birthday when the time
came to leave the ‘warm nest’ of home to move to the cold-hearted domain of an English
preparatory school. It was to leave him feeling, or so he claimed, intimidated, pathetic and
forlorn.In his family the belief was that Eric’s education was more important than that of his
sisters and so sacrifices had to be made to ensure him a good start in life. Ida was particularly
ambitious for her only son, and her brother Charlie was asked to find the best possible school to
prepare him for higher things. The choice would prove fateful.Whatever his relation with the
Henley Ursulines, Eric did well enough from his convent education to be thought sufficiently
worthy to enter St Cyprian’s, the prestigious preparatory school at Eastbourne in Sussex
recommended by Charlie. David Ogilvy called it ‘an aristocratic Dotheboys Hall’ and Gavin
Maxwell claimed it brought on his ‘night horrors’.2 And George Orwell, while warning against
exaggeration and not wishing to draw the Dickensian parallel too closely, agreed in spades: ‘I
should be falsifying my own memories if I did not record that they are largely memories of
disgust.’3 Obviously, moving there was to be a scarifying experience for him, a baptism of fire
which changed his emotional landscape for ever. The smug little eight-year-old jingo who
entered the school would emerge five years later a rebellious young cynic, but that cynicism, he
intimated, concealed a guilt-ridden and emotionally damaged child. However, this sense of guilt
and failure was balanced, he said, by the instinct to survive and learn from whatever befell him.
The mask of reserve concealed a highly intelligent boy brimming with curiosity.Orwell’s notorious
memoir of the school, ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’, the product of over thirty years of brooding, is
his own anatomy of melancholy, complemented only by Nineteen Eighty-Four. It is the
recollection of a place and period viewed through a highly sensitive and complex mind, filtered
through time and coloured by ideology, the account of a closed and oppressive world from the
alter ego of Winston Smith, the last apostle of free thought. It is as much a polemic aimed at the
English private school system as a piece of reflective self-analysis, and probably more revealing
than intended. In a 1935 book review he described a study of the subjective life of a child as ‘a
marvel of imaginative reconstruction’. In similar mode, ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’ is an
extraordinary piece of retrospective reinvention, an adult version of a childhood experience.
Added to this is the dramatic force of a long-felt hurt coming from the pen of a master satirist
who could be as savage as he could be inventive.Whatever its shortcomings as history, this long-
lingering ‘childhood nightmare’ provides the only glimpse we have into the interior world of this



particular schoolboy. There is, of course, more than a hint of vengeance in it – after all, ‘getting
his own back’ was one of his admitted motives for becoming a creative writer – and that no doubt
contributed to the somewhat sinister caricatures he drew of the head and his wife and the
exaggerated horror of the school he recreated.St Cyprian’s was probably not so very different
from other schools of that period, but Eric Blair was different from most schoolboys of the time.
He would, after all, develop into one of the great misfits of his generation, an outsider who made
idiosyncrasy his hallmark. Even so, others recognised something of their own experience in
Orwell’s memoir. Cecil Beaton, a contemporary at St Cyprian’s, thought that, despite some
exaggeration, he had ‘seen through all the layers of snobbery and pretence’ of the couple who
ran it and captured them both perfectly. ‘How I loathed [them] and loathed every minute of the
school regime,’ he wrote, and as for the head’s monstrous wife, ‘I was fascinated by her, terrified,
had absolutely no affection for her, in fact hated her almost as much as Orwell did.’4 It may have
been questionable history but its emotional resonances echoed the deep feelings of
sympathetic contemporaries.It was in late September 1911 that Eric exchanged his proudly-
worn sailor suit for the St Cyprian’s blue-collared green jersey, corduroy knee-breeches and blue
cap with Maltese Cross. The cost of sending him to the school, £180 a year, was beyond his
family’s means. However, because they favoured Anglo-Indians and were impressed by his
potential, the head, Leslie Vaughan Wilkes and his redoubtable wife Cecily took him for half the
normal fee. High-flying pupils brought prestige by winning scholarships to great public
schools.Although Eric knew nothing of this reduced-fee arrangement when he began at St
Cyprian’s, he soon recognised that he was from a poorer home, seeing other boys arrive in
smart chauffeur-driven cars with mothers dripping with furs and jewellery. And those other boys
no doubt picked up quickly on these differences, too, especially as Mrs Wilkes oozed snobbery
and treated such visitors like royalty. The cult of Scotland, with its military tradition and royal
connections, was something she was also eager to promote. ‘[Her] face always beamed with
innocent snobbishness when she spoke of Scotland,’ wrote Orwell. For her, ‘Scotland was a
private paradise which a few initiates could talk about and make outsiders feel small.’5 Not
surprisingly, Eric grew to hate all things Scottish, but it was the snobbery of wealth that offended
him most. ‘Probably the greatest cruelty one can inflict on a child is to send it to a school among
children richer than itself,’ says Gordon Comstock in Keep the Aspidistra Flying. ‘A child
conscious of poverty will suffer snobbish agonies such as grown-ups can scarcely even
imagine.’6 He became aware of belonging to ‘a kind of shabby-genteel family’ with ‘far more
consciousness of poverty than in any working-class family above the level of the dole … [in
which] … practically the whole family income goes in keeping up appearances …’7 Keeping up
appearances would never figure much in his life, and schools that promoted this kind of
snobbery would become a special target for his hatred.At that time, Eastbourne, a rather sedate
Sussex coastal resort, was a centre for private education with more than eighty schools and
dozens of private tutors listed in the local directory. St Cyprian’s stood on the western edge of
the town, on Summerdown Road, on a rise looking over the links of the Eastbourne Golf Club



towards the broad sweep of sea beyond. Further west lay the South Downs leading to Beachy
Head. The school was based in a large gabled Victorian house fronted by a wide sports field and
a small parade-ground. When Blair arrived, it had some eighty boys aged from eight to thirteen,
and a staff of a dozen teachers. The main aim at St Cyprian’s was to prepare boys for public
school entrance, but especially through scholarships for Eton, Harrow, Wellington and
Winchester. These were the schools from which the Establishment was mostly drawn, and on
whose playing fields it was thought England’s battles were destined to be won by future heroes
of Empire. The ideals and values of imperial and public service were what the place was
designed to instil. Ironically, St Cyprian, after whom this highly conformist school was named,
was an early Christian martyr decapitated for heresy.Half a mile to the north, and lending the
local topography an allegorical character, stood a forbidding old Napoleonic War barracks, then
the Eastbourne Union Workhouse – the local poorhouse. There the needy, the destitute, the
outcast and the illegitimate worked for food and a roof over their heads. To its casual ward came
the beggars and tramps who, through choice or necessity, haunted the twilight world of the
down-and-out. So, at St Cyprian’s, young Eric Blair found himself placed between the two
extremes of English society – those with a privileged start and every expectation of position and
wealth, and those cast out and stigmatised, destined to remain submerged in hopeless
dereliction. And no doubt, he would sometimes see the vagrants on their way to the poorhouse,
a stark warning of what awaited any boy who failed to conform.In 1911 Mrs Wilkes was a
vigorous woman of thirty-five, mother of four children, the school’s undoubted matriarch and
driving force. She insisted the boys call her ‘Mum’, a form of address used mostly by servants,
but because of her waddling gait which set her oversized bosoms in motion, she was known to
the boys as ‘Flip’. In Orwell’s haunted memory, Flip was ‘a stocky square-built woman with hard
red cheeks, a flat top to her head, prominent brows and deepset, suspicious eyes … full of false
heartiness, jollying one along with mannish slang (“Buck up, old chap!” and so forth). It was very
difficult to look her in the face without feeling guilty, even at moments when one was not guilty of
anything in particular.’8 Her husband Leslie, nicknamed ‘Sambo’, was ‘a round-shouldered,
curiously oafish-looking man, not large but shambling in gait, a chubby face which was like that
of an overgrown baby, and which was capable of good-humour’.9 When necessary, Sambo
meted out the canings; Flip resorted to other forms of control. Apart from the accusing stare, like
some capricious queen, she dispensed favours in a way that induced both apprehension and
sycophancy. To be ‘in favour’ with Flip, wrote one pupil, Henry Longhurst, was to be in heaven, to
be ‘out of favour’ was like hell; according to another, Edward Meyerstein, she was a woman ‘of
devastating female guile’, a mistress of psychological manipulation, who left him distrustful of
women for the rest of his life.10 When Orwell wrote that as a child he found it difficult to trust or
love anyone over thirty (apart from his mother), doubtless he had Flip Wilkes somewhere in
mind. Seemingly he never attempted to understand or respond to the volatile mood of this
woman, as some boys did, and thereby retained a certain moral integrity, though at a price.The
school ran along rigid lines, and daily rituals were strictly observed – a seven-thirty wake-up, a



plunge in the school swimming pool, then physical training and chapel before breakfast. The
food was monotonous – thick lumpy porridge served in pewter porringers, followed by a hefty
slice of bread with butter and jam. According to David Ogilvy, the Wilkes profited greatly from
serving their pupils inferior food while dining in style themselves. Boys in favour were sometimes
allowed to wait at their high table, with the attractive prospect of being able to smuggle leftovers
back to the dormitories for secret midnight feasts. After breakfast, Flip took Scripture and boys
were expected to recite a prescribed collect or verse from the Bible on pain of punishment. One
morning a week French alone was spoken, the only morning, it was said, when breakfast was
eaten in silence. Later, as a teacher, Orwell himself tried the only-French method, and his ability
to quote the Authorised Version from memory clearly owes something to the breakfast-time
demands of Cecily Philadelphia Vaughan Wilkes.Above all else the school encouraged
‘character, character, character’,11 meaning asceticism, self-sacrifice, duty, public service and
playing the game – all achieved through an emphasis on sport, military training, manliness
reinforced by moral sermonising, shamings and beatings. The Wilkes believed that ‘the public
school ideal’ which they aimed to inculcate would ensure the continuity of the great imperial
order. They extolled the virtues of money, strength, beauty, charm, athleticism and something
called ‘guts’ or ‘character’, all embodied in Haggard, Newbolt and, most explicitly, in Kipling’s ‘If’.
Orwell reflected wryly that he possessed none of these qualities and, in any case, saw a
contradiction at the heart of the system – ‘Broadly, you were taught to be a good Christian and a
social success, which is impossible.’ By the age of ten or eleven he had concluded that you were
no good unless you had £100,000 yielding £4,000 a year at 4 per cent. ‘Going into the City’ was
how money was made. ‘Top-notchers’ were always rich when young. For one of the ambitious
middle-class examination-sitters, like himself, ‘only a bleak, laborious kind of success was
possible … You scrambled upwards on a ladder of scholarships into the Home Civil Service or
the Indian Civil Service, or possibly you became a barrister.’ ‘Slacking’ or ‘going off’ and missing
a rung (as Sambo warned), meant ending up ‘a little office boy at forty pounds a year’. But even
if you made it as high as you could, you could only ever hope to be ‘an underling, a hanger-on of
the people who really counted’.12Sadly for homesick young Eric, on his very first day at the
school he put himself completely out of favour with the awesome Mrs Wilkes, rebuffing all her
attempts to comfort him and make him feel welcome – even a picnic on the Downs with one of
her sons failing to melt him. ‘He was,’ she is reported saying, ‘not an affectionate little boy. There
was no warmth in him.’13 Worse followed. Soon afterwards he began wetting the bed. Instead of
this being regarded as a normal reaction in a young boy torn away from home, it was treated as
a revolting crime, and he the guilty perpetrator. He was publicly humiliated, and beaten three
times. Once, overheard by Flip saying that one beating had not hurt much, he was thrashed
again until the cane broke and he was reduced to a snivelling heap, crying, he claimed, more
from humiliation than pain.14 It was possible, he had discovered, to commit a sin unwittingly and
be unable to avoid doing so. That last double beating brought home to him the nature of the
harsh world in which he now found himself. ‘Life was more terrible, and I was more wicked, than I



had imagined.’ For the first time he felt convinced of his own sin, folly, weakness and guilt,15 and
it took him twenty or thirty years to see that he had been fooled. There was one more bed-
wetting and one more beating and then it stopped, so he was left feeling that the Wilkes’s
method actually worked.As far as the Blairs were concerned, Eric was in good hands and good
spirits. Neither at home during the holidays nor in his (probably censored) letters to his mother
did he betray any of the unhappiness he claimed to have suffered. To complain, he thought, was
unforgivable. ‘To write home and ask your parents to take you away would have been even less
thinkable, since to do so would have been to admit yourself unhappy and unpopular, which a
boy will never do. Boys are Erewhonians: they think that misfortune is disgraceful and must be
concealed at all costs.’ But his reticence went beyond his schoolboy miseries. All his thoughts
and emotions belonged to his inner world and were therefore private. ‘Not to expose your true
feelings to an adult seems to be instinctive from the age of seven or eight onwards.’16Yet,
however much he felt compelled to conceal his woes, he could still think his own thoughts.
Gradually he came to see the school as ‘a system’, a commercial enterprise dedicated to
snobbery. It was Sambo’s ambition to attract boys with titles and wealth that led boys to quiz
each other about their parents’ income and place of residence, something he found deeply
annoying.17 The titled boys were always addressed as ‘Lord So-and-So’ and all rich boys were
openly favoured. ‘I doubt,’ he wrote, ‘that Sambo ever caned any boys whose father’s income
was much above £2,000 a year.’As a high-flyer, after three years of Latin and one of Greek, he
was put into a scholarship class for special coaching in Classics. The teaching, he wrote, was
intensive and aimed solely at passing examinations. ‘Boys were crammed with learning as
cynically as a goose is crammed for Christmas.’ Marks were all that counted, examinations
became ‘a sort of confidence trick [to] give the examiner the impression that you knew more than
you did’.18 This ‘evil’ system on which a gifted boy’s career was made to hang, produced cynical
and empty teaching practices – the study of passages likely to be examined rather than whole
books, a discouragement of science and nature study (things which interested Eric), books read
with only the ‘English paper’ in mind and – this he especially disdained – the rote learning of
dates which passed for History teaching.However, Flip did shine as an English teacher and
probably influenced him more than he admitted. Her more admiring pupils recalled her great
insistence on simplicity and clarity in prose, the very qualities George Orwell later sought to
emulate, and he had to admit that in certain ways she encouraged him. ‘I was always
tremendously proud when I succeeded in making Flip laugh. I have even, at her command,
written vers d’occasion, comic verses to celebrate memorable events in the life of the school.’19
On one occasion he was favoured by being allowed into her library and there discovered
Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, so something of her literary taste did communicate itself to him.
However, her inspired teaching was often marred by an instinct to browbeat. One of her methods
of spurring on scholarship boys was to pull their hair. Blair countered this by plastering his own
blond locks with grease.In Orwell’s memory the most oppressive cramming was in advanced
Classics, with Sambo ‘always goading, threatening, exhorting … prodding away at one’s mind to



keep it up to the right pitch of concentration, as one might keep a sleepy person awake by
sticking pins in him’. The goading sometimes turned physical – a tap on the skull from Sambo’s
heavy silver pencil, a tug on the short hairs around the ears or a kick on the shins under the
table. Sometimes failure to learn meant being hauled off for a caning. As much as he detested
Sambo’s methods, Orwell admitted reluctantly that a classical education would probably be
unfeasible without corporal punishment.20 But at St Cyprian’s these brutal methods were
reserved for the poor scholarship boys whose brains were Sambo’s ‘gold-mine’. Their
expectations were also lowered compared to the rich boys. They were not going to grow up with
money, they were reminded. ‘Your people aren’t rich. Don’t get above yourself!’ And they were
allocated less pocket money than the rich boys, whatever their parents had sent them. But what
hurt Eric most was the fact that the traditional iced cake with candles for a boy to share around
on his birthday was never provided for him, so the chance of gaining at least momentary
popularity was lost.He was made to feel that he must win a scholarship or be condemned to that
grim little office stool. To avoid that dreaded fate he resorted to every kind of superstitious charm
– fervent prayers over wishbones, horseshoes and wishing-wells, and under new moons – but at
the same time he felt impelled by some inner demon to slack. Then Flip and Sambo would throw
his reduced-fee status in his face, accusing him of ‘not playing the game’, of letting his mother
down and being unfair to them, the Wilkes. Did he know what they had done for him? Was it very
‘straight’ of him? The more brutal Sambo would say, ‘You are living on my bounty.’ Not
surprisingly, he spent his schooldays agonising about money and became, in his own words, ‘a
money snob’. ‘Looking back, it is astonishing how intimately, intelligently snobbish we all were,
how knowledgeable about names and addresses, how swift to detect small differences in
accents and manners and the cut of clothes.’21When he was able to circumvent school rules
and steal out to buy sweets, he was overcome by paranoia, feeling he was being spied on – a
feeling which was to plague him more as time went on. He was gripped by two powerful
competing emotions, a deep hatred of the Wilkes, and an equally strong feeling of ‘shame and
dismay’ at his lack of gratitude. ‘All through my boyhood I had a profound conviction that I was no
good, that I was wasting my time, wrecking my talents, behaving with monstrous folly and
wickedness and ingratitude – and all this, it seemed, was inescapable, because I lived among
laws which were absolute … but which it was not possible for me to keep.’ In retrospect he hated
the Wilkes even more because he had come to see that all he was to them was ‘good
speculation’.22Having described in such detail his sufferings at St Cyprian’s he then admitted
having good times there. There were expeditions across the Downs and to Beachy Head, and
‘nature walks’ equipped with nets and jars in search of caterpillars, butterflies and newts
dredged from dew-ponds. There were twilit wanderings in the school grounds in midsummer,
followed by plunges in the pool, dawn risings to read alone for an hour in a sunlit dormitory from
favourite authors such as Ian Hay, Thackeray, Kipling and Wells. The impact of Wells was
considerable:Back in the nineteen-hundreds it was a wonderful experience for a boy to discover
H. G. Wells. There you were, in a world of pedants, clergymen and golfers, with your future



employers exhorting you to ‘get on or get out’, your parents systematically warping your sexual
life, and your dull-witted schoolmasters sniggering over their Latin tags; and here was this
wonderful man who could tell you about the inhabitants of the planets and the bottom of the sea,
and who knew that the future was not going to be what respectable people imagined.23Reading
Wells encouraged an interest in science, a curiosity about how things worked and how mysteries
were solved, which in turn led him to the exploits of the great fictional detectives – Conan Doyle’s
Sherlock Holmes, Ernest Bramah’s Max Carados, Chesterton’s Father Brown, and in particular,
the crime stories of R. Austin Freeman featuring the forensic scientist Dr Thorndyke. Another
hero was Raffles, the gentleman crook, with whom he shared an enthusiasm for cricket. His
passion for reading was not just confined to great literature and he would always retain an
attachment to what he called (after Chesterton) ‘good bad books’, from Doyle and Bramah to A.
E. W. Mason and Leonard Merrick.One teacher at St Cyprian’s who won the undying affection of
this small resentful child was the second master, Robert Sillar – a quiet, charismatic figure
sporting the fashionable Kitchener moustache, who had been at the school from its beginning,
and was not, it seems, at all beholden to the Wilkes. He conducted his own ‘nature trips’,
encouraging his young enthusiasts with butterfly-collecting competitions and magic lantern
shows. His philosophy, oft repeated, was, ‘No one can understand difficult things like their own
lives unless they understand simpler things like animals and birds first.’24 His Christmastime
readings from Dickens, illustrated with slides, were a highlight of the school year, and his
readings from the Apocrypha something of a curiosity. He was a devotee of the gun, taught
shooting, and once showed young Blair his treasured pearl-handled six-shooter. Flip ridiculed
Sillars’s nature excursions as ‘bug-hunting’, no help for passing exams. But Eric’s love of nature
was important to him. He had the true eye of a naturalist and his knowledge of plants and
animals would become extensive. ‘Most of the good memories of my childhood,’ he said, ‘are in
some way connected with animals.’25 His attitude to animals, however, was ambivalent,
balancing a strong love of them with an equally powerful hunter’s urge to destroy them.There
were other pleasures to which he only alluded – wandering off to small villages to buy fizzy
drinks and wonderful sweets (Paradise Mixture, Farthing Everlastings, Caroway Comfits, Penny
Monsters, sugar mice and liquorice pistols).26 There were walks around Eastbourne, thronged
in the summer with holidaymakers enjoying the promenade, the donkey-rides and end-of-the-
pier entertainment, with minstrels singing the latest songs. In his forties he could still recall the
hits of the day – ‘Every nice girl loves a sailor’, ‘My little grey home in the west’, ‘The Turkey Trot’,
‘Gilbert the filbert, the knut with a K’, and the sentimental Irish song of 1914, ‘Tipperary’.27 In
Eastbourne, too, he discovered naughty seaside postcards, a source of delight and fascination
for the rest of his life. Perhaps the caricatures of fat women dominating meek and puny
husbands were comic reminders of Flip and Sambo, and his stirring libido was titillated by the
depiction of scantily clad women and the risqué captions. He started a secret collection, keeping
the rudest ones in a separate envelope. By 1914 he had acquired an albumful – a new hobby to
replace a forgotten childhood passion for stamp-collecting.28Like most children of his



generation he was ignorant of sex. The Wilkes raged so furiously against what they called
‘swinishness’ and ‘beastliness’ (meaning masturbation and homosexuality) that he was left
feeling sinful, depraved and destined for suicide or the lunatic asylum; sex and sin were
associated early in his mind. Only at eleven was he told by a schoolfellow where babies came
from, and even then had no idea how they got there in the first place. From those overheard
conversations between his mother and her feminist friends (and her referring to men always as
‘those brutes’), he gained the impression, which stayed with him until he was twenty, that only
men derived pleasure from sexual intercourse. The picture left in his mind was of ‘a man
pursuing a woman, forcing her down & jumping on top of her’, much as he had seen a cock do to
a hen. Men, it seemed, were hateful and unattractive in women’s eyes, an idea which would mar
his sexual life for a long time afterwards.29 If he raised the question with Ida or Richard he
seems to have received no honest answer.Music-hall songs, seaside postcards and thoughts of
sex, of course, were passing pleasures gently subverting the moral proprieties for which St
Cyprian’s stood. For a deeper, more satisfying pleasure he could escape to the magic world of
literature. He had already discovered Swift and Dickens; at St Cyprian’s he was introduced to
Shakespeare and Thackeray, and there were always the Gem and the Magnet and Stalky & Co.
to transport him beyond St Cyprian’s, to schools where japes and scrapes and hilarity
predominated and thrashings were made fun of, especially when applied to the ample posterior
of Billy Bunter.‘Such, Such Were The Joys’ is the dark side of his famous essay on ‘Boys’
Weeklies’. Orwell’s schooldays were recalled not in jolly adventures but savage canings, baleful
glares from the Wilkes, choking Eton collars on Sundays, purgatorial football matches and
disgusting food. The litany of horrors includes draughty dormitories, lumpy porridge with hairs
floating in it, porringers with stale porridge caked under their rims, forks clogged with old food,
slimy water in the swimming pool, towels with damp cheesy smells, filthy doorless lavatories, evil
faecal smells in corridors, the clang of emptying chamber pots, and once, on a visit to a public
swimming baths, a floating human turd – a truly Orwellian touch. To him, the age of seven to
seventeen was ‘the age of disgust’ when ‘one always seems to be walking the tightrope over a
cesspool’. It was a feeling he never quite shook off, as his novels, especially Nineteen Eighty-
Four, demonstrate. This sense of disgust was connected with his belief that he was ugly and
unworthy, and that he smelt. And there was a further fact about him which set him apart and
could account for his half-hearted attitude to games. It was a fashion in those days for upper-
class boys to be circumcised. In the bath after sport Eric was quickly identified by the others as
‘not one of us’ and felt acutely embarrassed.30On top of that was his chronic ill health. At St
Cyprian’s the emphasis was on health and vigour; illness was regarded as moral deficiency.
What was called his ‘wheeziness’ or ‘chestiness’ was dismissed by Sambo as imagined or due
to overeating. ‘My cough was referred to as a “stomach cough”, which made it sound both
disgusting and reprehensible. The cure for it was hard running, which, if you kept it up long
enough, ultimately “cleared your chest”.’ Rather than a cause of concern, it was treated as a
source of annoyance. In a note he records the jibe of his school drill sergeant – ‘Corf! Corf! Corf!



Corf! We shall have to send you to Corfe Castle.’ Thirty years later, after being told that he had
bronchiectasis and TB, he blamed this primitive mentality for costing him his health. The shadow
of illness weighed heavily upon him, marking him out as different – an unattractive solitary child
and an irritant to others. ‘By boyish standards, I was a poorer specimen,’ he wrote, and it was
against this perceived condition and those who deemed him unworthy that he rebelled.For his
first three years at the school he appears to have conformed. At Christmas 1912 he turned out
for a Fancy Dress Dance dressed as a footman ‘with a red velvet coat and a white flowered
waistcoat, and red-silk trousers, and black stockings, and a lace frill and a wig’.31 He was a
member of the winning ten-a-side rugby team in the winter of 1913, and the following spring won
first place in the Junior High Jump. In the August 1914 edition of the St Cyprian’s Chronicle he
was featured as a ‘best bat’ and a cricketing ‘character’. But cricket carried no prestige at the
school, he said, because ‘boys only attach importance to a game if it requires strength or
courage’. The sport which did bring prestige was football, a game he derided as ‘a species of
fighting’. ‘The lovers of football are large, boisterous, nobbly boys who are good at knocking
down and trampling on younger boys.’ That was what the school celebrated – ‘the continuous
triumph of the strong over the weak’.32 The one game he did enjoy was fives, a game one could
play with a chosen friend, or even alone.At home, meanwhile, things had changed. In January
1912, after thirty-seven years’ service and at the age of fifty-five, Richard Blair retired from the
Bengali Opium Service on a pension of just over £400 a year, probably with additions from
contributions set aside and a family supplement.33 While still at the very bottom of the British
Indian Order of Precedence, and despite his obscure position and posting he had finally risen to
the rank of Sub-Opium Agent Class 1. Now he returned to join his family in Henley. Determined
not to fall pregnant yet again, Ida banished ‘Dick’, as she called him, to his own separate room.
He was put firmly in his place around the house, which by now was her own domain.34 His had
not been a glittering career, and Ruth Pitter thought him a man with ‘a deep-seated grudge
against life’.35With only distant memories of his father, Eric met this intimidating new arrival only
on returning for his spring holidays just before his ninth birthday. Now instead of being spoiled at
home he found himself confronted by ‘a gruff elderly man forever saying “Don’t!”’36 By the
beginning of 1913 his sisters were in France with the Ursulines, so Eric had to face up to this
new situation alone. His feelings about his father are hinted at in what he wrote about how
children view adults:The enormous size of grown-ups, their ungainly, rigid bodies, their coarse,
wrinkled skins, their great relaxed eyelids, their yellow teeth, and the whiffs of musty clothes and
beer and sweat and tobacco that disgorge from them at every movement! Part of the reason for
the ugliness of adults, in a child’s eyes, is that the child is usually looking upwards, and few faces
are at their best when seen from below. Besides, being fresh and unmarked itself, the child has
impossibly high standards in the matter of skin and teeth and complexion.37One of his father’s
habits was to begin each meal by removing his false teeth and depositing them beside him on
the table, replacing them after he had eaten.38 The apparent horror with which he came to
regard false teeth must have had its origins here. Even so, many of his father’s favourite dishes



became Eric’s own – kippers, Gentleman’s Relish, thick-cut marmalade, and, no doubt, very
strong Indian tea.However wretched St Cyprian’s was and however unsettling his home had
become, horrors of the modern external world were increasingly ready to intrude. In April 1912
news of the sinking of the ‘unsinkable’ Titanic left Eric feeling quite stricken.39 In 1913
Eastbourne was riveted by a murder trial – a ‘hooded man’, a long-term criminal with numerous
aliases, had shot and killed a local policeman, and reports of the case filled the Eastbourne
Gazette for weeks. On 13 February it ran a minute-by-minute account of the hanging – the arrival
of the executioner, Ellis, the prisoner’s last meal, the walk to the scaffold, the thud of the long
drop and the grave waiting beside the prison walls. Everyone at the school would have known of
the case. Whether he read the report in the Gazette or not, he cannot have been unaware of the
sensation the case of ‘the hooded man’ caused locally. He certainly developed a fascination with
‘the English murder’, later writing his own moving account of a hanging, and was sufficiently
familiar with execution literature to produce thirty years later a list from memory for a newspaper
column, including the final scene of A Tale of Two Cities, Byron’s description of a guillotining, a
beheading described by Horace Walpole, Jack London’s story ‘The Chinango’ and Kipling’s
‘Danny Deever’.40Because he was thought too clever and a bit strange he was often bullied at
St Cyprian’s, sometimes teased as ‘Eric; or, Little by Little’. In a letter to his mother in February
1912 he casually reported that someone had torn up her last letter before he had had a chance
to read it.41 John Grotrian, a contemporary at the school recalled, ‘His face was moon-shaped
and all too often streaked with tears.’42 Only once, it seems, did he react when turned upon by a
bigger boy. Cliffy Burton, a hearty soccer player, an athlete, a marksman and a corporal in the
Cadets, was a popular conformist, whose parents sponsored school prizes. To Flip he embodied
the St Cyprian’s ideal, and was much favoured. According to Orwell, when Burton grabbed him
and twisted his arm, he decided on revenge. Next day, he sauntered up to his tormentor and
without warning hit him in the face with all his might, sending him flying. When challenged to
fight, he refused. He knew he was breaking an unwritten code of honour, but felt justified in the
circumstances, and thereafter the bullying ceased. But that did not altogether assuage his thirst
for vengeance. Twenty years later, while checking into casual wards and dosshouses around
London and once when arrested for drunkenness, he gave the name Burton, and even
suggested it as a pseudonym for the author of Down and Out in Paris and London. To bring the
apple of Flip’s eye down into the workhouse would have pleased him enormously.‘Getting his
own back’ through his writing was something he came to prefer to direct retribution. At St
Cyprian’s there was a teacher called Ellis who taught Maths and had a fearsome temper, as
Gavin Maxwell recalled. ‘Failure … to give the correct answer to a question was enough to start
a ten-minute seeming manic hysteria, beginning with a terrific crash of his stick across the
culprit’s desk, a crash that would have broken bones unwise enough to be in the way.’43 It may
be no coincidence that ‘Ellis’ is the name Orwell gave to the most obnoxious character in
Burmese Days, who blinds a boy with a stick, although a close friend of the hated Burton, also
called Ellis, might have been the target in mind there.By the end of 1912, the family had moved



three or four miles upriver from Henley to a large detached house in Shiplake, a beautiful
riverside hamlet perched on a chalk cliff overhanging one of the prettiest bends on the Thames,
close to its confluence with the River Lodden. Alfred Lord Tennyson was married at the church
there in 1850 and at Binfield, a few miles beyond Wargrave on the other bank, Alexander Pope
was born and grew up. The river at Shiplake was a paradise for fishermen, the perfect place, as
Jerome K. Jerome might have said, for ‘messing about in boats’.44 Behind weirs and locks lay
still stretches of the Thames, overhung with willow and teeming with fish, and hidden pools lying
deep in woods bordering nearby Binfield Heath. This magical setting came to represent a spirit
of place and time that would haunt Orwell’s consciousness and reshape his imaginary world. It
became, with Henley, the ‘Lower Binfield’ of Coming Up For Air while the countryside around
inspired the visionary landscape of Winston Smith in Nineteen Eighty-Four. ‘Lower Binfield’,
which also crops up as a place name in Down and Out in Paris and London and A Clergyman’s
Daughter, was a conflation of Binfield Heath and Lower Shiplake, where the Blairs’ house, Rose
Lawn, stood close to the station. It was also close to Harpesden where Richard had found a job
to supplement his pension, as secretary to the Henley Golf Club.Eighteen months after moving
to Shiplake, next door to Rose Lawn, Eric discovered new friends. Part of the Blairs’ back garden
bordered part of the garden of Quarry House, where the Buddicoms lived with their three
children – Jacintha (fourteen), Prosper (eleven) and eight-year-old Guinever. Seeing them
playing there one day, Eric climbed through the hedge and, still keeping a polite distance, calmly
stood on his head. The children were suitably impressed, and when they asked him what he was
doing he replied, ‘You’re noticed more if you stand on your head than if you’re the right way
up.’45 It could have been a scene from Alice in Wonderland with Eric acting the slightly Mad
Hatter. The result was that they all became friends, and for the next seven years he spent most
of his school holidays in their company. In Prosper Buddicom he found a friend with whom to
hunt and fish, and share his new passion for explosives – anything that ‘went off with a noise like
the Day of Judgement’. The Buddicoms had a good spread of wooded land that he would roam
with Prosper hunting for rabbits and birds.In Jacintha, although two years older than him, Eric
had discovered an intellectual companion, a nature-lover and bookworm like himself. She was a
serious girl, a pupil at Oxford High School for Girls with a university career in mind, who clearly
enjoyed his company. They shared books and he showed her some of his stories. ‘He said that
reading was a good preparation for writing; any book could teach you something, if only how not
to write one. Of course, Eric was always going to write; not merely as an author, always as a
FAMOUS AUTHOR in capitals.’46 Among the Buddicoms he became known thereafter as ‘Eric
the FAMOUS AUTHOR’. And his future Collected Works became a favourite topic for discussion.
‘It was to be a Uniform Edition, and we argued at length about the respective merits of rather
small books bound in red leather with gold letters like my family’s Kiplings, or rather larger in
chaste blue with silver, to which Eric was finally more inclined.’47 And the FAMOUS AUTHOR’s
name was always to be E. A. Blair. ‘Eric’, he told them, was not an author’s name.Together they
read through all the children’s favourites, Kenneth Grahame’s Golden Age, Lewis Carroll’s



Through the Looking Glass, Harry Graham’s Ruthless Rhymes for Heartless Homes, and a book
from the Buddicoms’ library which he borrowed again and again – Wells’s AModern Utopia.
That, he told Jacintha, was the kind of book that he might write himself one day, a clear portent
of Nineteen Eighty-Four, she thought later. And Animal Farm, she was sure, had its roots in
Beatrix Potter’s Pigling Bland, which they read aloud to cheer one another up.48 It was no doubt
in this same mood of levity that he played practical jokes on crooked advertisers, in one case
pretending to be a woman troubled by obesity and anxious for a cure. Having haggled the fee
down from two guineas to half a crown he then announced that the problem had been cured by
a rival firm.49The Buddicoms helped bring out another side of him, somewhat more dramatic
and sinister. Mrs Buddicom was a dabbler in spiritualism and the children accepted flirtation with
the supernatural as part of their world: Jacintha at one point even entertained the idea that she
was a white witch. He was, recalled Jacintha, a very accomplished teller of ghost stories and
loved especially The Ingoldsby Legends. He gave her copies of The Turn of the Screw and
Dracula, plus a crucifix and clove of garlic to keep away vampires. But he did not always please
her. When she discovered that he and Prosper had killed a hedgehog and shot a sitting bird, she
was outraged. However, their friendship became extremely important to him and would play a
significant part in determining the course of his later life.The delight of getting away from the
hated St Cyprian’s at holidaytime probably explains why Jacintha remembered him always as a
happy boy with a great sense of humour, and was amazed that he wrote so bitterly of his
miserable childhood. They played French cricket, croquet and tennis together, and obviously he
left the reclusive, morose little Eric behind at school, showing a very different face to the
Buddicoms. It was a trick he would perfect over time, showing one face to one set of people and
another to others.If Eric’s home life was marred by a coolness between his parents, by his dislike
for his father and the distance between himself and his two sisters, the Buddicoms appear to
have been extraordinarily normal and happy, even though the children’s parents separated in
1915. In the Blairs’ case an ill-assorted couple remained together. Jacintha remembered Ida
Blair as ‘vivacious and spirited’, and Richard as gruff and elderly, calling through the hedge to
summon Eric indoors to finish his homework – a man who thought children were better seen
than heard, and best kept off the lawn.50The outbreak of the Great War on 4 August that year
would transform not just old England – and old Europe – for ever, but also the Blair family. Avril,
only six at the time, recalled her brother on that day, down in Cornwall for their usual summer
holiday, ‘sitting cross-legged on the floor of my mother’s bedroom, talking to her about [the
outbreak of the war] in a very grown-up manner’, while she knitted him a school scarf.51 Eric
himself had a veritable album of memories of the period – a cartoon of the Kaiser which shocked
people unused to the guying of royalty; a cabman in tears in Henley marketplace as his old
horse was taken for war service; at the railway station, ‘a mob of young men … scrambling for
the evening papers that had just arrived on the London train’,52 and the sight of soldiers,
‘monstrous men with chests like barrels and moustaches like the wings of eagles who strode
across my childhood’s gaze’, marching off to war that year ‘when all soldiers seemed like giants



to me’.53 The memory of those giants marching off to a muddy death in Flanders remained to
haunt him, as it did so many of his generation just too young themselves to join the parade.One
of the men to go marching off to war was Marjorie’s old flame Humphrey Dakin, the doctor’s son
whose gang young Eric had tagged behind. Humphrey, now nineteen, had gone to America to
seek his fortune. When war broke out he took the first ship home, and promptly signed up for the
Royal Liverpool Regiment. By the following April he was gazetted Second Lieutenant and by the
end of 1915 was out in France, no longer creeping through woods in search of rabbits but along
trenches in search of Germans. Elderly, gruff old Richard, not to be outdone, joined the Henley
Territorials. As George Orwell later wrote, he ‘grew up in a military tradition’.One effect of the war
was that Eric the jingo was reborn. Inspired, no doubt, by the welter of blazing headlines, and
perhaps encouraged by Flip, he penned a poem for the occasion, a call to arms, which was
submitted to the Henley and South Oxfordshire Standard, no doubt by his proud parents. It was
published at the beginning of October 1914, headed, ‘The following verses were composed and
written by Master Eric Blair, eleven-year-old son of Mr. R. W. Blair, of Rose Lawn, Shiplake.’Oh!
give me the strength of the lion,The wisdom of Reynard the fox,And then I’ll hurl troops at the
Germans,And give them the hardest of knocks.Oh! think of the War lord’s mailed fist,That is
striking at England to-day;And think of the lives that our soldiersAre fearlessly throwing
away.Awake! oh you young men of England,For if, when your Country’s in needYou do not enlist
by the thousand,You truly are cowards indeed.54His effort greatly pleased Mrs Wilkes and,
briefly at least, he basked in her favour.The image of ‘sleeping England’ recurred to him a
quarter of a century later followed by a quite different call to arms. Later still he would compose a
similar verse in more revolutionary vein to be sung to the strains of ‘Clementine’ or ‘La
Cucuracha’,55 not intended to inspire young humans to fight but for all animals to unite against
human tyranny. He must have felt he knew a good deal about that, even as a child.Master Blair’s
poem sat well beside such headlines as, ‘Germans Driven Back’, ‘Turn of Tide’, and (a little
prematurely) ‘Germans Defeated’, and messages carried in most newspapers from the king,
Lord Kitchener and other luminaries of the day, many of them Eric’s writer-heroes. The Henley
and South Oxfordshire Standard quoted Wells, invoking the aid of science and urging, ‘Give our
men only machines enough and support enough and they will do their work,’ and Kipling,
solemnly declaring that, ‘If England fails the lights of Freedom will go out, and even the very
tradition of Freedom will pass out of remembrance.’56 Uncannily, these were phrases echoed
almost exactly by Winston Churchill in 1940, and much the same sentiments about freedom
inform Winston Smith’s anguished thoughts in Nineteen Eighty-Four. And Eastbourne had visits
and patriotic speeches from Conan Doyle and Hilaire Belloc. On the other hand, another of
Eric’s literary heroes, George Bernard Shaw, declared that England and Germany were ‘a
couple of extremely quarrelsome dogs’, and advised soldiers on both sides to ‘SHOOT THEIR
OFFICERS AND GO HOME’. No newspaper would print this pearl of Shavian sagacity.57The St
Cyprian’s Chronicle was in no mood for such cynicism either, and was not to be outdone at flag-
waving. In its last edition of 1914 it ran a list of Old Boys who had rallied to the colours, including



the half-dozen killed in the first battles. Above this list ran the rubric ‘Dolce et decorum est pro
patria mori’ (‘Sweet and glorious it is to die for your country’), words which Wilfrid Owen later
damned as ‘the old Lie’ that led men to choking deaths in gas-filled trenches.58 Over the
following four years the Chronicle’s lists of ‘glorious dead’ slowly grew to thirty-eight. Medals
were won, legs, eyes and lives lost, but, declared the Chronicle, ‘Their names will go down in
glory etc. etc.’ Obituaries extolled the virtues of courage, self-sacrifice and character of every
fallen Old St Cyprian. One concluded, ‘Donald was the whitest man I ever met,’59 a revealing
comment on the school’s prevailing ethos.While thousands flocked to the recruiting stations,
under the stern gaze and pointed finger of Lord Kitchener, and the words ‘Your Country Needs
You!’, St Cyprian’s, too, mobilised for war. A map was posted showing the site of each new
battle, boys knitted socks and scarves for soldiers and saved up to buy cigarettes to distribute to
wounded men at the neighbouring Summerdown Camp, an experience that Orwell gave to
George Bowling in Coming Up For Air. School concerts were re-run to entertain troops, though
what reception they gave to Cecil Beaton’s ‘Little Buttercup’ in HMS Pinafore or Eric Blair’s
Farmer Wardle in a dramatised excerpt from The Pickwick Papers, is not reported. For Eric,
Farmer Wardle was a good part – a hunting, shooting and fishing gentleman, who lived,
interestingly enough, at Manor Farm.Imbuing boys with the martial spirit was a significant part of
St Cyprian’s life. The Cadet Corps, in which Blair had one of the coveted roles of bugler, was run
strictly according to the War Office Drill Book, aimed, among other things, ‘to inculcate the
military spirit to train the soldier to bear fatigue, privation and danger cheerfully’. Apart from the
aim to instil ‘obedience to orders’, the Drill Book appeared to have done a good job on Cadet
Blair. But whether it prepared boys suitably for modern warfare is questionable. In the summer
before war broke out, the Corps was rehearsing scenes from the Zulu Wars. According to the
Chronicle, at the bugle call of ‘Form Square’ ‘a herd of savages … rushed at the astonished
troops’, but, after steady firing ‘the barbarians had … been killed to a man’.60 Such then-
fashionable attitudes of course afforded a convenient rationale for British imperialism.If Blair had
few friends at St Cyprian’s, he found one at last in September 1914 with the arrival of Cyril
Connolly, a small, strangely brilliant boy of Irish ancestry, slightly younger but distinctly uglier
than himself. Probably because they were ‘different’, these two were drawn to one another,
although their backgrounds and tastes were not identical. Connolly left a telling image of Blair at
St Cyprian’s: ‘Tall, pale, with his flaccid cheeks, large spatulate fingers, and supercilious voice,
he was one of those boys who seem born old.’61 Coming from an Irish military background, and
a family rather more affluent than Blair’s, Connolly was used to more travel and more exotic
cuisine. However, both disliked games, shared a considerable aptitude for languages, especially
French and Classics, and were voracious readers. One of the few ways in which Blair could get
into Flip’s favour was by winning her weekly prize for the best list of books read. Connolly
claimed that between them he and Blair won it every week, rising early to plough through their
latest discovery. According to Orwell, when Connolly produced a book of Wells’s short stories,
including ‘The Country of the Blind’, they kept borrowing and re-borrowing it by turns, often in the



middle of the night, reading it again and again under the bedclothes without bothering to
sleep.62 But not all their reading met Flip’s approval. When she found them with Compton
Mackenzie’s great succès de scandale of 1913, Sinister Street, they were promptly cast into
disfavour – and, Orwell thought, may even have been caned for it.It was not surprising that
Sinister Street should so rivet young Eric. Its hero, Michael Fane, is studying Classics at a prep
school, and moves with his mother from the countryside to Kensington (close to where Aunt
Nellie lived). He spends holidays in Cornwall (as the Blairs did), visits Bournemouth (where
Uncle Charlie lived), and meets a girl from an Anglo-Indian family whose father is away in
Burma. He visits Eastbourne and thinks what a lovely place. (Hollow laughter from Blair and
Connolly, no doubt.) Fane envies a wild-looking, unkempt boy he sees wandering down
Kensington High Street and longs to be ‘a raggle-taggle wanderer’. He is bullied on his first day
at school but stands up to the bullies.63To some Blair sounded older than his years, but often
this was a borrowed erudition. Once, while they were meandering round Eastbourne, Connolly
recalled him saying, ‘in his flat, ageless voice’, ‘You know Connolly, there’s only one cure for all
diseases,’ to which a slightly guilt-ridden Connolly replied, ‘You mean going to the lavatory?’ ‘No,’
said Blair, ‘I mean Death!’64 Connolly was deeply impressed, but this neat paradox was taken
from Chesterton’s Manalive: ‘The only cure is an operation – an operation that is always
successful: death.’65 On a later Eastbourne perambulation Blair solemnly announced,
‘Whatever happens in this war, Britain will emerge a second-rate power,’ which left Connolly
equally impressed. But most likely he had gleaned this remark from his worldly-wise Uncle
Charlie, who, he told a school friend, treated him like a grown-up and had adult conversations
with him.66 By now he was lost to the superficial values extolled by the Wilkes. ‘The remarkable
thing about Orwell,’ wrote Connolly, ‘was that he alone among the boys was an intellectual, and
not a parrot, for he thought for himself; read Shaw and Samuel Butler, and rejected not only [St
Cyprian’s], but the war, the Empire, Kipling, Sussex, and Character.’67 As it happened, he was
not yet quite ready to reject Kipling, but that day was not far off.Connolly, while greatly disliking
the Wilkes and their school, was more successful in concealing the fact. If it made life easier, he
was prepared to act the role expected of him, which Blair was not. He went out of his way to
attract Flip’s approval, attempting to manipulate her affections just as she manipulated the fears
of the boys, and anxiously charting the degree to which he was in or out of favour with her. Blair,
on the other hand, was rarely in favour. With the Wilkes he found it difficult to pretend. Connolly
recognised this difference between them. ‘I was a stage rebel,’ he wrote, ‘Orwell a true one.’68
As cramming for scholarships became more intense, the two friends found themselves in fierce
competition with each other (especially over the so-called Harrow History Prize), and this
probably helped them towards the high marks they eventually achieved.With Avril’s and
Margerie’s as well as Eric’s education to be paid for, the large house at Shiplake had become
too expensive. In Autumn 1915 the Blairs moved back to Henley, to a smaller semi-detached
house at 36 St Mark’s Road. However, there was little chance of him feeling lonely; his friends
the Buddicoms were just a few miles away in Shiplake and he got into the habit of cycling over



there during school holidays for hunting expeditions with Prosper and reading sessions with
Jacintha. He gave her the book from which he had quoted to Connolly, Chesterton’s Manalive, a
strange book very much in tune with his odd way of regarding things, full of paradoxes and
contradictions, which might also have supplied him with the seeds of ‘Doublethink’. And he
shared with her the short stories which were then absorbing him – Kipling’s ‘Baa Baa Black
Sheep’, Wells’s ‘A Slip under the Microscope’, Poe’s ‘The Premature Burial’ and ‘The Pit and the
Pendulum’. She was now fifteen and, with a place at Oxford in mind, working for her School
Certificate.It was in 1916, he wrote later, that he rejected war, sickened by the evermore
exaggerated propaganda and no doubt by the drum-beating nationalism of the Wilkes, and the
spy-fever that swept Eastbourne from time to time. The ‘reality’ of propaganda reports, he
decided, was a swindle. As the casualty lists grew, he cannot have been entirely unaware of the
horror of what was happening across the Channel, where the boom of guns could be heard
occasionally. His old gang leader, Humphrey Dakin, returned from Flanders that spring minus an
eye and was sent to a London hospital to convalesce.By May that year Blair and Connolly were
ready to try for scholarships and were taken by Sambo to Wellington College to sit the
necessary examinations. Afterwards, Connolly was driven back to London in his aunt’s carriage
and four, while Blair and Sambo returned to Eastbourne by train. A week later, Sambo took Blair
to sit the examinations for Eton. He soon heard that he had won a scholarship to Wellington, and
in June that he had won one for Eton. However, in the Eton examination, he had come
fourteenth, and there were only twelve vacancies in the so-called Election of 1916. To gain
entrance, he would have to wait until someone dropped out. The Wilkes were delighted, and a
school holiday was declared in his honour. For once Blair was in favour, even popular, and
perhaps, for the moment, memories of the iced-cake-that-never-was faded somewhat.Despite
his sense of alienation from the Wilkes and their school, even with the prospect of liberation in
sight, he still had an impulse to please Flip. When Lord Kitchener was lost at sea on 7 June, she
ran a competition for a poem to mark the occasion. Blair and Connolly, perhaps cynically in view
of their opinions, each produced an elegy, then wrote critiques of the other’s efforts. To Connolly
Blair wrote, ‘Dashed good. Slight repetition. Scansion excellent. Meaning a little ambiguous in
places. Epithets for the most part well selected. The whole thing is neat, elegant and polished.’
To this Connolly replied, ‘My dear Blair! I am both surprised and shocked.’69 There is no record
of Connolly’s opinion of Blair’s effort, which began, ‘No stone is set to mark this nation’s loss,/No
stately tomb enshrines his noble breast …’, but the patriotic little jingle certainly appealed to the
editor of the Henley and South Oxfordshire Standard, who published it on 21 July beneath a
letter from the Mayor and beside an article on ‘The Problem of the Tramp’ in Henley.70No doubt
to celebrate his examination success, Eric was taken to London to see the hit show Chu Chin
Chow. It gave him an alternative fictional image of the mysterious East from that of Kipling. The
charm of it, he recalled, ‘lay in the fantastic unreality of the whole thing, and the droves of
women, practically naked and painted to an agreeable walnut-juice tint. It was a never-never
land, the “gorgeous East”, where, as is well-known, everyone has fifty wives and spends his time



lying on a divan, eating pomegranates.’71 It was a great hit with the audience of mostly young
soldiers on leave from the battlefields of France, and no doubt had a great appeal to a boy on
the very brink of adolescence.In January, eager to escape St Cyprian’s rather than wait for a
place at Eton, he chose to go to Wellington. In view of his attitude to the war by that time, it was
hardly his most rational decision to choose a College with a particularly strong military tradition.
When he dutifully reported to Flip in his smart new Old Boys’ tie, she shook his hand and for the
first time called him ‘Eric’. In his imagination she told him that he had not really been worth their
while, that he had never been grateful for what they had done for him, and that he was bound to
amount to nothing. Even if this was grossly unfair to her, the idea was fixed in his mind and no
doubt went to fuel his terrific urge to succeed that those who knew him later acknowledged. In
this case, success for him would be the best revenge.With the exception of an occasional
attempt to interpret his dreams, Orwell was never much impressed by psychoanalysis. He was
not drawn, as many of his generation were, to self-analysis in the Freudian vein. W. H. Auden
and Christopher Isherwood were ready to do this, and were able thereby to damn their parents
as the villainous source of all their worldly woes.72 Orwell never took that line and once
surprised his friend Richard Rees by remarking, ‘I hope you love your family.’73 He blamed them
only once in passing for ‘screwing up’ his sex life, and was far readier to blame an inequitable
social system and the embodiments of injustice. So, St Cyprian’s and ‘Mum’ Wilkes in particular,
became the target of his vitriol – the mother he could happily hate. His own parents were thus
acquitted by default. It may have been Ida’s ambition for him which had led to his being ‘cruelly
crammed’ at St Cyprian’s, as Ruth Pitter believed,74 but he found it difficult to blame the mother
who spoiled him and stood by him. Even his father, for whom he had no real affection, was
someone he respected, and for whose approval he yearned.He hated St Cyprian’s because
there his sensibilities, his sense of self-worth and self-respect, had been traduced and distorted,
leaving him with an intense sense of guilt and self-hatred. Later, as a socialist, he saw the place
for what it was – a commercial venture, dedicated to profit, favouring the rich pupils and abusing
the poor, imbuing him with an outlook on the world which would lead him to make serious
mistakes and gravely jeopardise his future. Not only did it embody all the things he came to
reject – imperialism, snobbery, the valuing the strong over the weak, the denigrating of his
curiosity about the natural world – but helped to distort his normal feelings about sex. In trying to
retrieve the inner anguish that lay behind his hatred of the place and its proprietors, he created
what may be a Dickensian caricature, and yet it is not such a distorted picture if Gavin Maxwell,
Cecil Beaton and Cyril Connolly are to be believed.The long-term effects of his prep-school
experiences were considerable, and an essay like ‘Such, Such Were The Joys’ suggests a
recognition on Orwell’s part that it went a long way to explaining what he became. Whatever it
gave him as a writer, and whatever grounding it gave him in scholarship, he saw the effect
mostly as crippling. ‘The conviction that it was not possible for me to be a success went deep
enough to influence my actions till far into adult life. Until I was about thirty I always planned my
life not only on the assumption that any major undertaking was bound to fail, but that I could only



expect to live a few years longer.’75 He said that when he left St Cyprian’s the very name of the
place made him feel sick, and he was determined never to visit Eastbourne or Sussex again.
Had he done so barely twelve years later as a tramp visiting the local spike (as he did in
neighbouring counties), at the Eastbourne Union Workhouse he might have caught sight of one
of the guardians. Cecily Vaughan Wilkes joined the committee in 1922 and by 1929 had become
chairman of the sub-committee dealing with the adoption and fostering of pauper and
illegitimate children. Having spent thirty years disposing of the children of the wealthy, now she
was also disposing of the children of the poor.76



John W. Chuckman, “REVIEW OF GORDON BOWKER'S INSIDE GEORGE ORWELL BY
JOHN CHUCKMAN. This book is the best of the newer Orwell biographies, but it still falls short
in some respects. Bowker does a far better job than D. J. Taylor at creating a sense of continuity
and purpose in Orwell's life. Bowker is a good writer, occasionally showing bits of inspired
analysis, but still there are passages of utility-grade stuff.The two biographies, Bowker and
Taylor, published in the same year, offer readers an opportunity to compare two quite different
treatments of the same life, treatments that both use previously unknown materials. Taylor's
treatment is more episodic and seems to lose no opportunity to highlight something dark,
unflattering, or unpleasant about Orwell.Bowker gets at Orwell's quintessential Englishness. I
was happy he used exactly that word, Englishness, which I think is an important and appealing
aspect of Orwell. It is a word I've always associated with Orwell much as I do with figures such
as Dickens or Graham Greene. This is a quality virtually ignored by Taylor, unless you accept his
references to old-boy school snobbery as a rough substitute, references I believe are clear
distortions.Bowker is sympathetic to his subject without ever being servile or sentimental, a
position which is right for a biographer. While Taylor makes some effort to convince us of his old
admiration for his subject, his words ring false. Taylor displays strong antipathy towards his
subject, releasing it slowly through the book, and to my mind this is never the correct position for
a biographer. Moreover, the clash between Taylor's claims of admiration and his clear antipathy
introduces a howling note of falseness that warns of the author's intent.Bowker does an
excellent job of summarizing the saga of Orwell's widow (his second wife) Sonia and his literary
legacy - a tale in which the new Cold War becomes an important element - an interesting topic
with which Taylor doesn't do much. Bowker also does a nice job of explaining why a biographer
would write about Orwell despite the author's well-known wish that he wanted no biography.The
portion of new material in either book dealing with Orwell's sex life does not shed a pleasant light
on part of his character. I couldn't help thinking of passages in Benita Eisler's Byron dealing with
the poet's grotesque servant-boy swapping and Mediterranean tours to buy boys in various
countries - activities that would put him in prison today - passages that frankly left me feeling as
though I needed fresh air. No, Orwell wasn't as twisted as Byron, but he was double-dealing in
his sexual affairs and apparently sometimes found the charms of young girls selling themselves
in exotic lands an irresistible purchase.I very much agree with Arthur Koestler's observation,
quoted in Bowker, "I don't think George ever knew what makes other people tick, because what
made him tick was very different from what most other people tick." Orwell was in many ways
what contemporary speech might describe as "out of it." He was, if you will, an authentic English
eccentric. This may help explain why Orwell was such a powerful critic and observer while
remaining a second-tier novelist.In a way, something like this may be said of many incisive critics
and great artists. The divine Mozart with his scatological letters and often buffoonish behavior.
Beethoven's constant moving to new apartments, thunderous emotional storms, and self-



destructive attachment to a worthless nephew. The ticks and quirks of the magnificent Samuel
Johnson. Dicken's unbelievably obsessive, compulsive behavior.At the more extreme end of the
scale, we have Rousseau's bizarre temperament, always ready to attack friends and admirers.
The strange Herman Melville who may just have murdered his wife. Marcel Proust's sadistic
penchant for sticking pins into live mice.Sometimes I think it is better just to enjoy the work of
genius rather than digging too deeply into the lives of its creators. For this reason I am almost
fearful of reading Norman Sherry's third volume on Graham Greene (reported to focus heavily
on the unsavory aspects of Greene's life), one of my favorite twentieth-century writers and
critics. But then again, we want to understand, and we find it almost irresistible to read about the
lives of artists we have come to love. And whatever unpleasant we may learn, it remains the
greatness of their work that drew us to them.Orwell wrote some of the twentieth century's best
essays and occasional pieces, and, in 1984, not long before his death, he displayed a kind of
penetrating political insight rarely seen before or since. Since great writing is so often the work of
mature people, we undoubtedly missed a great deal when he died at 46.”

reading man, “The Best Bio. Not just because it's among the most recent, but because Bowker is
good at what he does and doesn't show the biases that you find in Crick, Meyers, and other
demi-biographers (the egregious Raymond Williams, e.g.).I also like D.J. Taylor's bio, but the
fanciful bits are hard to take.Crick is clearly the worst full-dress version. He says Orwell's "inner
life" shouldn't be part of an objective biography, which is like saying a martini shouldn't have
vermouth in it.”

Thomas J Murphy, “Fastenating life.. Eric Blair aka George Orwell wrote two of the most
devastating indictments of 20th Century totalitarianism, the satire "Animal Farm" and the
dystopia description "1984". Who could forget the Thought Police who worked out of the Ministry
of Truth, or Big Brother? The word "Orwellian" has entered the English language. What makes
these works so compelling 60 years later is the iron grip of political correctness imposed by the
media and academia, the new Ministry of Truth. Much like Big Brother, the government and
courts are beginning to impose sanctions against citizens who don't conform their beliefs under
the guise of hate-crime laws. Anyone reading these works has a strong desire to know all about
Eric Blair, the man, and Gordon Bowker's biography satisfies that desire-completely.”

J. Barnes, “hello and for those of us who love Orwell's works and those about him. Dear friends,
hello and for those of us who love Orwell's works and those about him. You must read this book.I
originally borrowed copy from a local library but felt that I needed a copy to dip back into from
time to time.John Barnes,Bangkok. Thailand”

BJ, “A writer for our time. This should become the primary source of the premier political writer
and essayist of the last century. You are the man in full, hardly a paragon of virtue and not



always right but in his writing honest and posing the questions we still need to ask and to venture
solutions.”

Sonof L.I., “Arrived promptly in described condition. Arrived promptly in described condition”

Luke JR O'Sullivan, “Monumental. This biography is painstakingly researched and wonderfully
thorough. Bowker does not allow his own opinion to intrude overly on the narrative but sits back -
the dispassionate and non judgemental observer. This is a relief as Orwell is a sufficiently
challenging character that anything less than an objective approach would prove a test to the
reader. At times B seems excessively revisionist or in search of a new "angle". The repeated
allusion to O's possible bisexuality for example is not only unfounded but irrelevant. The book is
very revelatory and expresses a clear and credible vie on O. Whether that view is accurate is
unlikely given O's immense complexity, but it is a very engaging and well put together
contribution to the discussion. Highly recommended.”

E. G. Mcqueen, “Excellent biography. This is a beautifully written biography, exceptionally
detailed. It takes the reader through Orwell's entire life, from childhood, through major events
and relationships, and clear sightedly assesses his literary legacy. Each literary work is explored
in context, via a thorough examination of his personality, culminating in a thoroughly entertaining
history.”

A. Wells, “A good read on a complex author, man and political advocate.. One of the better
biographies I've read on G.O. but there are some revealing remarks about the start of the
Spanish Civil War for instance which show where the author is coming from but that apart, a
great read.”

Mr JD Meagan, “Great. Very good product and service. Good timing just what I wanted. Timely.
Good packaging. Very good product and service. Great”

Polygraph, “So und nicht anders hat eine Biographie auszusehen. George Orwell wollte niemals,
dass eine Biographie von ihm erscheint. Obwohl er dies nicht in seinem Testament festlegte,
beauftragte er kurz vor seinem Tod seine zweite Frau sämtliche Anfragen strikt abzulehnen und
alle persönlichen Dokumente zu vernichten.Nun hat sich Sonya Orwell glücklicherweise darüber
hinweggesetzt, aber bereits diese Anekdote zeigt, dass der englische Schriftsteller und Visionär
alles andere als eine leichte Aufgabe für einen Biographen darstellt; mit dem vorliegenden Werk
ist Gordon Bowker dieser Herausforderung jedoch über alle Maßen gerecht geworden.Orwell
führte nicht nur ein persönlich sehr interessantes Leben; die 47 Jahre seiner Existenz spielten
sich auch vor einem Wechsel grundverschiedener Kulissen ab, die alle entscheidende
Meilensteine im politischen Wandel Europas darstellen: Der ausufernde Nationalismus des 1.
Weltkriegs, die Dienstzeit als Kolonialbeamter in Burma, der Spanische Bürgerkrieg, sowie der



Zweite Weltkrieg, der einsetzende Zerfall des Britischen Empire und der einsetzende Ost-West-
Konflikt in den späten 40er Jahren, sind hier nur als die Wichtigsten zu nennen.Der historische
Hintergrund, vor dem sich ein Leben abspielt bildet gewissermaßen den Kitt für die einzelnen
Lebensstation einer Person, und genau hierfür kann man Bowkers Biographie kaum genug
loben: Ohne den Leser jemals mit reiner Faktenauflistung zu langweilen, oder sich in
Einzelheiten zu verlieren, schafft es der Biograph jede einzelne Epoche zum Leben zu
erwecken, und auch ihren Einfluss auf die englische Gesellschaft, sowie die führenden Köpfe
Europas darzustellen.Bowker gelingt es meisterlich, die jeweilige Phase der Englischen
Gesellschaft des 20 Jahrhunderts zum Leben zu erwecken, deren politische und soziale
Auswirkungen Orwells Persönlichkeit und Werk entschieden prägten: Vom Aufwachsen in der
sittenstrengen Edwardianischen Zeit und der Prägung durch eine Zöglingsschule (verweigt in
dem alptraumhaften Essay "Such, such were the Joys"), über den "Phony War", als England
hoffte, dem kommenden Krieg gegen Hitler noch irgendwie aus dem Weg gehen zu können
("Coming up for Air")Dabei steht der Biograph steht seinem Objekt durchaus kritisch gegenüber,
aber dies ist bei einer so schwierigen und differenzierten Persönlichkeit durchaus gerechtfertigt,
denn Orwell war nicht mehr und nicht weniger als ein Bündel von Widersprüchen: Ein Gegner
des englischen Imperialismus, mit einer Abneigung gegen Autoritäten, der sich als junger Mann
zum Polizidienst in der Kolonie Burma verpflichtete; ein Atheist, der aber "christliche Prinzipien"
zum Credo einer funktionierenden Welt erklärte; ein Mann der seine politische Einstellung als
"konservativen Anarchismus" erklärte (d.h. die Ablehnung jeglicher Regierung bei Beibehaltung
eines bürgerlichen Lebensstils) und nicht zuletzt ein Linksintellektueller, der als einziger
skeptische Distanz wahrte, als alle seine Zeitgenossen das stalinistische Terrorregime der
Sowjetunion zum "sozialistisches Paradies" verklärten.Nicht nur als Lebensbeschreibung
George Orwells, sondern auch für die Gattung der Biographischen Literatur an sich, besitzt
dieses Buch Vorbildcharakter. Zum ersten Mal hatte ich beim Lesen wirklich das Gefühl die
intellektuelle Entwicklung eines Schriftstellers hautnah und plausibel mitzuerleben, die Orwell
schlussendlich die Themen aufgriffen ließ, die ihn sein ganzes Leben lang beschäftigten.”

The book by Gordon Bowker has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 56 people have provided feedback.

About the Author Also by Gordon Bowker Copyright Dedication Preface 1 The Inheritance 2
‘The Golden Age’ 3 Pathos and Nightmare 4 ‘Absorbing Wisdom Unawares’ 5 ‘The Pain of Exile’
6 Picking up the Thread 7 Getting a Footing 8 The Invention of George Orwell 9 Tory Anarchist
Meets James Joyce 10 Journeys of Discovery 11 The Spanish Betrayal 12 The Road to
Morocco 13 One Character in Search of a War 14 War of Words 15 Tribune of the People 16 The
Dark Side of Solitude 17 The Man Who Loved Islands 18 The Nightmare and the Novel 19 The
End of the Beginning 20 Life After Death Notes Bibliography Acknowledgements



Language: English
File size: 1854 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 512 pages
Lending: Not Enabled

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

