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      ‘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’s
The 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’s
The 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 1960

      



      
      
      Preface

      
      

         ‘Saints should always be judged guilty until they are proved innocent.’

         Orwell, ‘Reflections on Gandhi’, 1949

      



      
      Few 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 1

      
      The 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, 1945

      



      
      As 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.1

      



      
      Just 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.2

      



      
      This 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.’4

      
      However, 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.8

      
      The 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.’9

      



      
      One 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.10

      
      Later, 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 Spring

      



      
      By 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.5

      



      
      In 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 never

         had seen him before,

         But he sent a chill to my heart when I saw

         him come in at the door …

         Wonderful cures he had done, O, yes, but

         they said too of him

         He was happier using the knife than in trying

         to save the limb …6

      



      
      Needless 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.13

      



      
      This ‘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.17

      
      If 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.18

      



      
      In 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.27

      



      
      It 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.29

      
      Now 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.’30

      
      Unwanted 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.32

      



      
      Not 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.36

      



      
      In 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.38

      



      
      In 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.39

      



      
      The 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.40

      
      The 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.
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