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Introduction

I first encountered Howards End at sixteen years old, a little too young, for me at least. This was in 1983, before the flurry of Forster adaptations and just a few years after the celebrated TV version of Brideshead Revisited. It was also the high tide of Thatcherism, that post-Falklands bump, and while issues of class and aspiration are never entirely absent from the political agenda, they seemed to carry a particular resonance, especially for a kid who was starting to entertain the possibility of going to university. In theory, science was my subject but it was literature that I loved, haunting the local library until close, devouring book after book. Against my parents’ wishes, I’d taken on English A level as an additional qualification, a treat to myself and an opportunity to move beyond the Dickens, Steinbeck and Orwell that I revered and on to writers who might be a little more challenging. 

Howards End certainly challenged me and I loved it without quite understanding it. The genteel Edwardian tone was familiar, from TV rather than fiction, but was this a social comedy, a family saga, a melodrama? The liberal, well-meaning Schlegels come into contact with the domineering capitalist Wilcoxes, bonds form and are broken and secrets are revealed. There are deaths and marriages, a surprise pregnancy and a contested will, but primarily it’s a book of conversations, about the soul and Europe, Goethe and Beethoven. Shakespeare too, who is apparently ‘German’, whatever that meant. I struggled with the novel, which seemed in an entirely different register to Of Mice and Men or Animal Farm. I also felt that it was tackling important ideas around money, culture and class and something more, something almost mystical. 

If there was one element that I understood immediately, it was the doomed, self-improving clerk Leonard Bast, perpetually dropping names of the wrong type of writers, and this was one of those rare, powerful moments when you encounter a character and think, ‘Yes, I understand.’FN1 Like Leonard, I had fallen in love with something called ‘culture’, endeavouring to become ‘well-read’, ostentatiously listening to classical albums from the library, taking long, semi-suburban walks in nature in the hope of some Romantic transformation, walks which, like Leonard’s Wimbledon odyssey, inevitably ended in discomfort and disappointment. Forster seemed to understand how different the view is from the cheap seats, how hard it is to be swept away by Beethoven when you’re worried about your umbrella, the paralysing insecurity and self-consciousness of the self-educated. Class and culture are inseparable (‘Was it “Tannhouser” or “Tannhoyser”? Better not risk the word.’) and I’m not sure I’d ever read a novel that was as frank, specific and incisive about the realities of money, a subject that remains absent in most novels written today. 

 

Money pads the edges of things . . . You and I and the Wilcoxes stand upon money as upon islands . . . I’m tired of these rich people who pretend to be poor . . . I stand each year upon six hundred pounds . . . and all our thoughts are the thoughts of six-hundred pounders.

 

But if all of this impressed me, I found other elements troubling, sometimes infuriating. With no agency, no humour and few virtues, Leonard was very far from being a protagonist and while Forster occasionally entered Leonard’s consciousness and his flat, the ‘not unpleasant little hole’, it seemed that he wanted to get out as soon as possible. The ‘six-hundred pounders’ mock, patronise or pity poor drooping Leonard. Helen Schlegel drops her Hs in imitation of ‘Mr Lanoline’ and even Margaret Schlegel, the novel’s heroine and moral core, is dismissive: ‘She knew this type very well – the vague aspirations, the mental dishonesty, the familiarity with the outsides of books.’FN2 I also knew the type, all too well, but why did everyone seem to think so little of Leonard’s aspirations? 

 

The poor are poor, and one’s sorry for them, but there it is. As civilization moves forward, the shoe is bound to pinch in places . . . There are just rich and poor as there always have been and always will be.

 

This, from Mr Wilcox, by way of Ebeneezer Scrooge, was clearly designed to be disapproved of, but what was the reader meant to make of the following, in the authorial voice?

We are not concerned with the very poor. They are unthinkable, and only to be approached by the statistician or the poet.

 

That ‘we’! How dare he? And what about this, a few lines later?

 

[Leonard] was inferior to most rich people, there is not the least doubt of it. He was not as courteous as the average rich man, nor as intelligent, nor as healthy, nor as lovable.

 

The novel seemed to pull in two directions, satirising snobbery and class prejudice while enacting it too, and this passage in particular enraged me, leading to the most ferocious row – ‘debate’ makes it sound rational – that I’d ever had in the classroom. Anna, my chief opponent (more middle class, more eloquent), was just as vociferous in her defence of Forster, and I can still recall her points forty years on: that the passage was ironic, playful, provocative, that the narrator is not necessarily ‘Forster’ and that Forster doesn’t necessarily believe this, any more than Austen believes in that truth universally acknowledged, that the novel is a social comedy not gritty realism, that he is acknowledging his own limits as an author, because how could a genteel Edwardian novelist write with any authority about the plight of the destitute? He didn’t dislike the poor, not really, they were just outside his range. The argument raged for the best part of a double lesson, echoing the kind of debate the Schlegels instigate in the novel, though considerably less good-tempered and rational. Pointless too, because nothing could shift me. Here at least, Forster was a reactionary, complacent snob.

And yet the novel had a hold on me, and I’ve returned to it again and again, drawing from it in my own work. Re-reading it now, I retain some sympathy for my teenage view and am still struck by how much the novel stacks the cards against Leonard. Forster is a tourist in Leonard’s world, his readers too, but do the conversations with his wife and fellow clerks need to be quite so banal? There is concern – and occasional anger – at the plight of those at the edge of the abyss, commentary on the dehumanisation of modern life, insight into how poverty crushes the soul, but the conclusion seems to be that Leonard was better off not trying. It’s not just money and the bosses that keep the working class down, it’s breeding, and there’s an obsession with the broadness of Leonard’s back, the shape of his head, as if peasantry is something that can’t be shaken off, at least in his lifetime. The physicality, ‘hints of robustness, primitive good looks’ are not unappealing – it’s the farmworker’s physique, not the clerk’s moustache, that makes Leonard handsome – but there is something discomforting in the way the novel pokes and prods him, examines him with an anthropologist’s eye, urging him to stand up straight. Even Margaret, the voice of liberal reason, is unconvinced of the benefits of education, wondering ‘whether it paid to give up the glory of the animal for a tailcoat and a couple of ideas.’

 

Culture had worked in her own case, but during the last few weeks she had doubted whether it humanized the majority, so wide and so widening is the gulf that stretches between the natural and the philosophic man, so many the good chaps who are wrecked in trying to cross it.

 

That maddening ‘good chaps’ makes her sound like a Wilcox, and the message to the self-educated seems to be ‘don’t bother’. Certainly, that’s the conclusion that Leonard, defeated, is forced to accept. ‘Poetry’s nothing, Miss Schlegel. One’s thoughts about this and that are nothing . . . the real thing’s money, and all the rest is a dream.’ It’s a deeply pessimistic view, underlined perhaps a little too bluntly in the climactic scene – skip ahead here if you’re reading for the first time – in which Leonard expires beneath a fallen bookcase, his heart burst by a combination of Wilcox brutishness and all those unread books. 

But what if Leonard were a little brighter and sharper than he’s allowed to be? Rather than a ‘cramped little mind’, what if he were capable of insight and discernment in his tastes, even without a formal education? In her excellent biography, Nicola Beauman describes how an idealistic young Forster taught at the philanthropic Working Men’s College where at least one of his students, Francis Bennett, escaped his job as a clerk and went on to become a fellow of Caius College, Cambridge, in modern German Literature. Howards End is a schematic novel and Forster admits as much – Leonard is ‘an interesting creature’, a ‘type’, ‘not a man but a cause’. Bennett’s journey is remarkable because it’s so atypical, and it’s not the story Forster wants to tell, but I can’t help wondering what happens to Jacky, Leonard’s wife. And what about Bracknell, ‘an unemployed of that name’, whom Margaret hires to clean the knives and boots? They fall outside the scheme and Leonard must stand for them all. 

Even so, I can’t help wishing for a happier time for Leonard, not least in his love story with Helen, a sad and unconvincing affair. Sex brings guilt to Leonard, and Helen only manages to love him ‘absolutely, for about half an hour’. But then Margaret and Henry’s love affair is scarcely more successful, and it’s notable that, in a novel containing so many engagements, marriages and affairs, the tone is not just un-romantic, but anti-romantic. Shortly after publication, Forster wrote in his diary ‘I have never written anything less erotic’ and, six months later, diagnosed the cause of his creative ‘sterility’ as partly down to ‘weariness of the only subject I can and may treat – the love of men for women and vice versa’. Vivian Gornick, in a fine essay about her own changing relationship with the novel, puts this down to Forster’s own lack of experience, an anxious gay man ‘terrorized’ into writing in code. And yet A Room with a View is a great swoon of a book and, in my view, the best literary romantic comedy of the last century, written before that weariness set in.FN3 Both feature a love affair across class boundaries, but in the earlier novel, a conservative, conventional young woman falls for a radical, free-thinking, virile young man, unafraid to strip off and swim naked. Forster, one feels, loves and desires George Emerson too, but in Howards End, the roles are reversed, and Leonard remains ‘unlovable’. George is only a little higher up the social scale and shares Leonard’s manliness, but he is eloquent, combative, passionate and playful in a story that believes love and sexual desire are not just achievable and compatible but entwined.

Compare, for instance, these two first kisses: 

 

George had turned at the sound of her arrival. For a moment he contemplated her, as one who had fallen out of heaven. He saw radiant joy in her face, he saw the flowers beat against her dress in blue waves. The bushes above them closed. He stepped quickly forward and kissed her. 

 

And here’s Mr Wilcox, also taking Margaret by surprise: 

 

She was startled, and nearly screamed, but recovered herself at once, and kissed with genuine love the lips that were pressed against her own . . . On looking back, the incident displeased her. It was so isolated. Nothing in their previous conversation had heralded it, and, worse still, no tenderness had ensued. 

 

She had been excited at the prospect of ‘her first real love scene’ but ‘love is so unlike the article served up in books’. This is marriage as experiment, and their conversation is of property, money, Henry’s shares in a currant farm near Calamata then a row with some local youths. It seemed to me, as a teenager, that the novel asked, ‘Is it possible to love a Tory?’ I was adamant that the answer was no, and the novel seemed to back me up. All the qualities that Margaret professes to admire – reliability, courage, practicality, confidence – become an obstacle to affection. Henry is revealed as a hypocrite, someone who ‘simply did not notice things’, sexual only with a prostitute behind his wife’s back, and it’s no surprise that the final chapter of the novel finds both sisters weary and disappointed by love, Helen committing to life as a single mother, Margaret to her new role as a kind of nurse for Henry and as the keeper of Howards End. Both sisters have strained for love and fallen short, leaving one lover dead, the other a broken man. The search for love has left them ‘cured’ of the need.

And yet the most famous words of the novel, known by those who have never picked it up, suggest something far more upbeat. ‘Only connect’ has become a catchphrase, a tattoo, a TV quiz show, a phrase all too often used as a glib plea for empathy; it’s good to talk, to walk a mile in someone’s shoes! If this was all Forster meant, then the novel is at best equivocal about the chances of success. The Schlegels attempt connection in two directions, up and down the financial scale and, despite worthy intentions, leave nothing but chaos. The novel may be schematic, but the opposing forces are not equal and when we do enter the Wilcoxes’ POV, they nearly always disappoint. How is connection possible with these people?

If that was all ‘only connect’ meant – conversation, compromise, agreeing to disagree – then it is unlikely. But the phrase means more, something spiritual, religiose, hard to pin down. In the famous passage, it’s almost if Margaret is thinking aloud about the soul, infinity, darkness and light – Forster may be a non-believer, but spirituality runs through the novel and ‘only connect!’ is Margaret’s sermon. ‘Connect’ does not mean mere conversation – ‘it need not take the form of a good talking’ – it’s internal, psychological too; passion and prose, soul and body, material and spiritual, connection within. It’s all a little vague, and in the book’s mystical passages my inner Mr Wilcox sometimes frowns and wonders, ‘But what does this mean in practical terms?’ Even the word ‘only’ is not straightforward. Does it mean ‘just do this one thing above all’? Is there also a sense of thwarted endeavour? ‘If only we could!’

All this pessimism, and yet Howards End is a social comedy, often delightful, especially in its early scenes, with an intelligent, courageous heroine who is at least reaching for a better way of living. Like Margaret, it is full of passion and good intentions, sometimes tripping over its own ideas, contradicting itself but always with energy, curiosity and wit. It grapples with the tough stuff of class, money, progress and change, personal and national politics, and it still resonates, though differently now, with the Schlegels as the liberal, cultural elite, sworn enemies to Eurosceptic Charles, who is ‘rather down on cosmopolitans . . . and a German cosmopolitan is the limit’. There’s a startlingly prescient moment of ecological concern when the narrator frets that, month by month, human beings ‘breathed less of the air and saw less of the sky. Nature withdrew; the leaves were falling by midsummer.’ And the passage that so enraged my teenage self now has a different resonance. It might have been more delicately expressed, but Forster’s refusal to explore the lives of the destitute brings to mind recent discussions about who has the right and the experience to tell certain stories. An E. M. Forster novel about urban deprivation would be a disaster and, in this respect at least, I concede that my classmate Anna was probably right. 

And yet I don’t think I’ll ever stop arguing with this novel, which is as good a reason to love it as any. In my youth, I took it personally, offended and intimidated by the book for reasons which, like Leonard, I couldn’t quite express. I am, I realise, reading it now as a fully paid-up member of the Schlegel-classes, almost an archetype, the North London novelist, and I’m more tolerant of its eccentricities, contradictions and flaws, and less troubled by its provocations. ‘There’s magic and beauty in Forster’, writes Zadie Smith, whose wonderful On Beauty retells the story in a contemporary setting, ‘and weakness, and a little laziness, and some stupidity. He’s like us.’ Howards End asks urgent questions about culture and class then fails to answer them, sets up complicated dilemmas and then leaves them unresolved, and perhaps this is what a good novel should do.

Take the final chapter, seemingly an idyll, with its sense of prophecies fulfilled and wrongs righted, a bumper harvest too. Mrs Wilcox’s wishes have been enacted and Leonard may have perished (‘Forget him,’ says Margaret) but at least his son, heir to Howards End, has been raised up to the educated middle class. Wilcoxes and Schlegels are all under the roof of Howards End and Leonard’s child plays happily with Tom, a farmer’s lad like his forebears; it’s ostensibly a little vignette of connection. A happy ending.

But the motor car and suburbia are on their way, a ‘red rust’ on the horizon, and there’s something unsettling about the presence of a broken Mr Wilcox, in a sunless room with his own bitter, complaining family, sharing a house with a sister-in-law who, in the past at least, has hated him. Helen’s child is happy now but losing a parent is a high price to pay for elevation to the bourgeoisie. Who, I wonder, is going to explain what happened to his father’s wife, or that cousin Charles went to prison for his father’s death? The final exchange between Margaret and Henry is a confession of another betrayal and our final image of the heroine is of her consoling her ‘pitiably tired’ husband. Nothing has been done wrong, she reassures him, but that famous connection remains elusive, honesty and love still out of reach. 

 

David Nicholls, 2024





Chapter 1

One may as well begin with Helen’s letters to her sister.

 

Howards End,

Tuesday.

Dearest Meg,

It isn’t going to be what we expected. It is old and little, and altogether delightful – red brick. We can scarcely pack in as it is, and the dear knows what will happen when Paul (younger son) arrives tomorrow. From hall you go right or left into dining-room or drawing-room. Hall itself is practically a room. You open another door in it, and there are the stairs going up in a sort of tunnel to the first floor. Three bedrooms in a row there, and three attics in a row above. That isn’t all the house really, but it’s all that one notices – nine windows as you look up from the front garden.

Then there’s a very big wych-elm – to the left as you look up – leaning a little over the house, and standing on the boundary between the garden and meadow. I quite love that tree already. Also ordinary elms, oaks – no nastier than ordinary oaks – pear trees, apple trees, and a vine. No silver birches, though. However, I must get on to my host and hostess. I only wanted to show that it isn’t the least what we expected. Why did we settle that their house would be all gables and wiggles, and their garden all gamboge-coloured paths? I believe simply because we associate them with expensive hotels – Mrs Wilcox trailing in beautiful dresses down long corridors, Mr Wilcox bullying porters, etc. We females are that unjust.

I shall be back Saturday; will let you know train later. They are as angry as I am that you did not come too; really Tibby is too tiresome, he starts a new mortal disease every month. How could he have got hay fever in London? And even if he could, it seems hard that you should give up a visit to hear a schoolboy sneeze. Tell him that Charles Wilcox (the son who is here) has hay fever too, but he’s brave, and gets quite cross when we inquire after it. Men like the Wilcoxes would do Tibby a power of good. But you won’t agree, and I’d better change the subject.

This long letter is because I’m writing before breakfast. Oh, the beautiful vine leaves! The house is covered with a vine. I looked out earlier, and Mrs Wilcox was already in the garden. She evidently loves it. No wonder she sometimes looks tired. She was watching the large red poppies come out. Then she walked off the lawn to the meadow, whose corner to the right I can just see. Trail, trail, went her long dress over the sopping grass, and she came back with her hands full of the hay that was cut yesterday – I suppose for rabbits or something, as she kept on smelling it. The air here is delicious. Later on I heard the noise of croquet balls, and looked out again, and it was Charles Wilcox practising; they are keen on all games. Presently he started sneezing and had to stop. Then I hear more clicketing, and it is Mr Wilcox practising, and then, ‘a-tissue, a-tissue’: he has to stop too. Then Evie comes out, and does some callisthenic exercises on a machine that is tacked on to a greengage tree – they put everything to use – and then she says ‘a-tissue’, and in she goes. And finally Mrs Wilcox reappears, trail, trail, still smelling hay and looking at the flowers. I inflict all this on you because once you said that life is sometimes life and sometimes only a drama, and one must learn to distinguish tother from which, and up to now I have always put that down as ‘Meg’s clever nonsense’. But this morning, it really does seem not life but a play, and it did amuse me enormously to watch the W.s. Now Mrs Wilcox has come in.

I am going to wear [omission]. Last night Mrs Wilcox wore an [omission], and Evie [omission]. So it isn’t exactly a go-as-you-please place, and if you shut your eyes it still seems the wiggly hotel that we expected. Not if you open them. The dog-roses are too sweet. There is a great hedge of them over the lawn – magnificently tall, so that they fall down in garlands, and nice and thin at the bottom, so that you can see ducks through it and a cow. These belong to the farm, which is the only house near us. There goes the breakfast gong. Much love. Modified love to Tibby. Love to Aunt Juley; how good of her to come and keep you company, but what a bore. Burn this. Will write again Thursday.

Helen.

 

Howards End,

Friday.

Dearest Meg,

I am having a glorious time. I like them all. Mrs Wilcox, if quieter than in Germany, is sweeter than ever, and I never saw anything like her steady unselfishness, and the best of it is that the others do not take advantage of her. They are the very happiest, jolliest family that you can imagine. I do really feel that we are making friends. The fun of it is that they think me a noodle, and say so – at least, Mr Wilcox does – and when that happens, and one doesn’t mind, it’s a pretty sure test, isn’t it? He says the most horrid things about women’s suffrage so nicely, and when I said I believed in equality he just folded his arms and gave me such a setting down as I’ve never had. Meg, shall we ever learn to talk less? I never felt so ashamed of myself in my life. I couldn’t point to a time when men had been equal, nor even to a time when the wish to be equal had made them happier in other ways. I couldn’t say a word. I had just picked up the notion that equality is good from some book – probably from poetry, or you. Anyhow, it’s been knocked into pieces, and, like all people who are really strong, Mr Wilcox did it without hurting me. On the other hand, I laugh at them for catching hay fever. We live like fighting-cocks, and Charles takes us out every day in the motor – a tomb with trees in it, a hermit’s house, a wonderful road that was made by the Kings of Mercia – tennis – a cricket match – bridge – and at night we squeeze up in this lovely house. The whole clan’s here now – it’s like a rabbit warren. Evie is a dear. They want me to stop over Sunday – I suppose it won’t matter if I do. Marvellous weather and the air marvellous – views westward to the high ground. Thank you for your letter. Burn this.

Your affectionate

Helen.

 

Howards End,

Sunday.

Dearest dearest Meg,

I do not know what you will say: Paul and I are in love – the younger son who only came here Wednesday.
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