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      Patrick Hamilton was one of the most gifted and admired writers of his generation. Born in Hassocks, Sussex, in 1904, he and his parents moved a short while later to Hove, where he spent his early years. He published his first novel, Craven House, in 1926 and within a few years had established a wide readership for himself. Despite personal setbacks and an increasing problem with drink, he was able to write some of his best work. His plays include the thrillers Rope (1929), on which Alfred Hitchcock’s film of the same name was based, and Gaslight (1939), also successfully adapted for the screen (1939), and a historical drama, The Duke in Darkness (1943). Among his novels are The Midnight Bell (1929); The Siege of Pleasure (1932); The Plains of Cement (1934); a trilogy entitled Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky (1935); Hangover Square (1941) and The Slaves of Solitude (1947). The Gorse Trilogy is made up of The West Pier (1951), Mr Stimpson and Mr Gorse (1953) and Unknown Assailant (1955).

       

      J. B. Priestley described Patrick Hamilton as ‘uniquely individual… he is the novelist of innocence, appallingly vulnerable, and of malevolence, coming out of some mysterious darkness of evil.’ Patrick Hamilton died in 1962.

       

      Anthony Quinn is the author of five novels, including Curtain Call. His next, Eureka, will be published in 2017.
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      Published in 1947, The Slaves of Solitude has a strong claim to be considered the greatest of all Patrick Hamilton’s books. When he completed it, in his early forties, he was already a hugely successful novelist and playwright with two stage hits to his name, one of them filmed (Gaslight), the other soon to be (Rope). The fatigue of war and his chronic dependence on alcohol had slowed him down. According to his devoted brother Bruce, Hamilton at this time was drinking nearly three bottles of whisky a day. Remarkably, it did not compromise the quality of his writing or the sharpness of his observation. Nowhere else in his work – not even in Hangover Square – is the balance between compassion and merciless truth-telling so perfectly poised.

      War dominates the novel, though it is the war felt rather than seen. No bombs shatter the provincial tranquillity of Thames Lockdon – a stand-in for Henley-on-Thames – and the Blitz of 1940–41 is remembered here largely in the use of black-out curtains and feeble torchlight on dark streets. But in its continuing privations the war is everywhere, a ‘petty pilferer’ that empties the shops of food, clothes, cigarettes, paper, sweets, beer and countless other little comforts that once oiled the wheels of domestic existence. Among those making do and getting by are the residents of the Rosamund Tea Rooms, a genteel boarding-house where the novel’s protagonist, Miss Roach, ekes out her lonely, unexceptional life. A former schoolmistress, now a publisher’s reader, she has come to this backwater after being ‘bombed out’ of her home in London.

      A timid, decent, slightly prim woman, Miss Roach will never be a combatant in war but she does toil every day in the clutches of a malevolent and implacable enemy. This is Mr Thwaites, self-appointed ‘master’ of the boarding house and a bumptious loudmouth who torments his fellow guests in general and Miss Roach in particular. Hamilton had featured the type in an earlier novel, The Plains of Cement, wherein Mr Eccles bullies the barmaid Ella, but Thwaites surpasses him in both personal fiendishness and linguistic pretension. The needling provocations of his pseudo-archaic patter (‘And didst thou imbibe mighty potions from the fruit of the grape, pursuing the God Bacchus in his unholy revels?’) may have owed something to Hamilton’s memory of his overbearing father, Bernard. Miss Roach’s pinched horizons seem to brighten, briefly, when Lieutenant Pike, one of many American soldiers in the vicinity, is billeted at the Tea Rooms, only for his romantic overtures to be later revealed as a sham: he has been proposing marriage to nearly every girl he meets in the Thames Valley.

      In a pleasing historical contiguity Hamilton was born in March 1904, a matter of weeks after the death of George Gissing (1857–1903), one of his closest literary heirs. Gissing too staked out his fictional territory in the boarding houses and cheap dining-rooms of London, albeit in the late Victorian age of yellow fogs and horse-drawn traffic. Both share a fascination with, and a notable sympathy for, the plight of the single woman: one may trace a line of descent from the ill-starred Madden sisters of The Odd Women (1893) through to the put-upon Miss Roach and her fellow guests at the Tea Rooms, Miss Steele and Mrs Barratt. Indeed, there is a Gissingesque note to the way Hamilton insists on styling his heroine ‘Miss Roach’ throughout: not until chapter ten do we learn that her ‘unfortunate’ Christian name is Enid, which she hates. Both writers had experience of being too much alone; both would endure two unhappy marriages, and both would involve themselves in a romance with a prostitute. In their identification with outsiders and unfortunates they may each have a claim to be laureates of English loneliness, a calling answered later in the twentieth century by the poet Philip Larkin and the novelist Elizabeth Taylor, who surely had Hamilton’s boarding house in mind when she wrote her great penultimate novel Mrs Palfrey at The Claremont (1971).

      One other thing that Gissing and Hamilton share, it must be said, is a certain quality of relentlessness. In Gissing’s case it is to do with inexorable fate, the feeling that whatever is the worst that can happen, will happen. With Hamilton it is more a matter of style, expressed in circular conversations, outraged emphases and agonised self-questioning that repeats like a refrain. This habit becomes acute as Miss Roach finds herself under attack from an unexpected second front. Having befriended from the kindness of her heart an ostracised German woman named Vicki Kugelmann, Miss Roach discovers that Vicki is a quick study who has used her saviour as a means of finagling a berth at the Tea Rooms and insinuating herself into the company of the Lieutenant. Things rapidly get worse when Vicki makes a horrifying alliance with Thwaites. This pair have much in common, including a penchant for outmoded slang and a half-secret admiration of Nazi Germany. Too late Miss Roach learns she has been deceived, and that the woman she took pity on is a nightmare of subtle perfidy and viciousness: ‘Now she knew she hated Vicki Kugelmann as she had never hated any woman in her life’.

      And yet amid the dreariness of Thames Lockdon and its purgatorial boarding house a dim hope flickers. At the margins of the story is another slave of solitude, the mysterious Mr Prest, who dines in silence at the Tea Rooms and unaccountably commutes to London. He is ignored and dismissed as an oddity by his fellow-guests. We learn that Mr Prest keeps a lonely vigil around the bars of the West End, hopeful of running into his old companions from the days when he was top of the bill at music halls. His solace is drink, his only pastime a round of golf. Now, owing to a wartime deficiency of actors, Mr Prest suddenly finds himself on the comeback trail doing pantomime at a theatre in Wimbledon. He is a man reborn. Witnessed by an astonished Miss Roach in the stalls, the lonely lodger – ‘that idler and hanger-about in bars’ – is transformed into the charismatic entertainer he once was, mesmerising a theatre full of children whose excitement has ‘purified’ him. ‘And, observing the purification of Mr Prest, Miss Roach herself felt purified.’

      As Michael Holroyd has observed, Hamilton gives us here a catharsis, the opposite of George Harvey Bone’s psychotic transformation in Hangover Square. Instead of a loner who kills his associates, this is one who ‘kills’ his audiences with delight. It is, he notes, the ‘ecstatic transformation his characters search for in pubs’. Prest may also be an authorial stand-in, mirroring an abortive attempt in Hamilton’s early youth to be an actor. Perhaps it was a form of spiritual escape he achieved, to a degree, in this novel. When Miss Roach, in a climactic moment at the Tea Rooms, finally turns on her tormentor it feels less like the mouse that roared than a boil being lanced. On learning that Mr Thwaites is gravely ill and may die, the reader will find it hard to suppress a small cheer. But it is only a passing victory in life’s long struggle – for Miss Roach, and for us all. Patrick Hamilton was too honest and too skilful a writer to allow his story an emollient conclusion, and as Miss Roach lies in bed at a comfortable London hotel, we are invited to glimpse her sub specie aeternitatis, fearful and fretful and, still, alone. She knows nothing of the February blitz about to descend, nothing of bombs and rockets, nothing of the fate of Hiroshima. As she puts out her light, a poignant prayer rises out of the darkness, a plea that seems wrung from its creator’s soul as much as from this lonely woman’s: ‘God help us, God help all of us, every one, all of us’.

      Anthony Quinn, 2017
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