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Who is he? What is he like?

Logan Pearsall Smith to Cyril Connolly,
shortly after finishing Animal Farm

I don’t know if I would, as it were, get up to the point of having anything biographical written about me, but I suppose it could happen and it’s ghastly to think of some people doing it.

Letter to Richard Rees, 5 July 1946

He was decent to such a degree that his decency was almost a form of imagination.

Lucian Freud

I spent a day with Orwell just before he died. I sat on his sanatorium bed, tried to smoke the frightful cigarettes he insisted on making for himself. I heard him say: ‘The problem of the world is this: Can we get men to behave decently to each other if they no longer believe in God?’

Charles Curran, Daily Mirror, 15 December 1954

By and large I think it is true that in order to write one must have experience, which must include hardship and insecurity.

Letter to B. J. Taylor, 22 March 1947




Orwell in Time

At any point over the past fifty years or so a small band of dissidents have made it their business to inform the reading public that the Orwell game is up. In most cases this process involves the revisionist either deciding that the seams of Orwell scholarship are exhausted or insisting that the attention focused on him was hopelessly misguided to begin with. In the first category could be found Orwell’s old friend the novelist Anthony Powell, who as long ago as 1982 pronounced that ‘by this stage it is not easy to say anything new about George Orwell’. In the second lurk the editors of the New Left Review, who in 1979 predicted that Nineteen Eighty-Four ‘will be a curio in 1984’, or the academic Scott Lucas, whose Orwell (Life and Times), published in the centenary of his birth, offers a wholesale debunking of the subject’s claims to any kind of lasting literary or political esteem. Naturally, it takes guts to swim quite so strenuously against the tides that have always held back the Orwell-sceptics – the tiny handful of Stalinists who have never forgiven him for Animal Farm’s burlesque of the Soviet Revolution, say, or the left-wing purists outraged by his disdain for the communist fellow-travellers of the 1940s. On the other hand, none of these rebuttals has ever had the slightest effect on Orwell’s readers or their awareness of his centrality to the political arrangements of the twenty-first century. Upwards of seventy years after his death, he seems more important than ever.

One of the really striking things about Orwell’s long shadow is just how early his reputation solidified. Most writers – even the great ones – have their ups and down, tread water for a generation or two, or go through periods where an exacting posterity decides to review their status in the light of information not available at the time of the first flourishing. Even Dickens, towards the end of the nineteenth century, was sometimes unfavourably compared to his old rival Thackeray on the snobbish grounds that the author of Vanity Fair was more of a ‘gentleman’. Orwell was never a victim of this critical sand-shifting, and his triumphs were set in stone almost from the moment of his death. Within a few years of his passing in January 1950, his two great novels were being filmed, animated and adapted for radio, while the younger talents who followed in his wake fell over themselves to acknowledge him as a formative influence. ‘Of all the writers who appeal to the post-war intelligentsia he is far and away the most potent,’ Kingsley Amis declared in 1957. ‘No modern writer has his air of passionately believing what he has to say and of being passionately determined to say it as forcefully and simply as possible.’

Amis was a left-winger heading purposefully towards the right, but the specimen Orwell-fancier of the post-war years was as least as likely to be an erstwhile conservative veering to the left. Once his early death and the tumultuous success of Nineteen Eighty-Four had turned him into a legend, his appeal became universal: a Tory prime minister summoning up a vision of bygone England; a freedom fighter in some ground-down former Soviet republic; a politics student debating the nature and uses of propaganda – all of them could look to Orwell and find something that not only existed nowhere else but seemed to explain a world which Orwell himself had had no opportunity to quantify. Just as the Marxist critic Raymond Williams, writing in 1973, is charmed by Orwell’s foresight and his ‘liberating consciousness’, thinks Newspeak, the artificial language of Nineteen Eighty-Four, offers the ‘central perception’ that there is a relationship between social and linguistic forms, and marvels that ‘it is as if [Orwell] had seen the news reels from Vietnam’, so a substantial proportion of the US electorate were sufficiently impressed by the resemblance of modern America to Orwell’s dystopia to inflate Amazon sales of the novel by something over 900 per cent in the week of Donald Trump’s inauguration.

And this, it should straightway be said, is not an Anglo-American or even a Eurocentric view: one might note Orwell’s popularity in Zimbabwe, where the crowds protesting against Robert Mugabe’s government were fond of comparing him to Napoleon, the leader of the Manor Farm pigs, or in Myanmar, where a Western journalist was assured by a local that ‘Animal Farm is a very Burmese book … it is about pigs and dogs ruling the country’. In much the same way, ‘Orwellian’ has become one of the key adjectives of the modern age, endlessly pressed into service to describe anything from an over-vigilant CCTV system to a government plan for ID cards or the absurdities of cancel culture, one of those all-purpose words – the correct term is probably a ‘floating signifier’ – that long ago tugged free from its original moorings and went flying off into the outer margins of cyberspace, sanctified to its users (and mis-users) by virtue of its connection to the dystopian world of hate, enforced obedience and state-sanctioned suppression that Orwell coaxed into life in his Hebridean farmhouse three-quarters of a century ago. In May 2021, for example, when the European Court of Human Rights ruled that GCHQ’s bulk interception of online communications was illegal, no fewer than three of judges invoked a passage from Nineteen Eighty-Four: ‘There was of course no way of knowing whether you were being watched at any given time.’

All this, naturally, is a mark of Orwell’s universality. It takes genius to devise pieces of mental shorthand – Big Brother and Room 101 are two more – that have entered the everyday language of people who would struggle to recognise your face in a photograph and have never read a word of your books. Like Dickens, Orwell is not merely a popular writer who has sold millions of copies of his works: he is someone who has quarried his way down into the heart of the human condition and, by doing so, managed to colonise the mental world both of his own age and the ones that followed. As even those critics who profess themselves faintly bewildered by the constant re-imaginings and extensions of the Orwell industry usually concede, this process is unlikely to stop any time soon: the world outside the window is too Orwellian, too pre-ordained, too mysteriously foretold, for the connection to be ignored. Significantly, having begun the piece quoted above by wondering if there is anything left to say about Orwell, Anthony Powell ends it by remarking – this is 1982, remember, when the Cold War had several more years to run – ‘that we may wish he were here to see what is happening in Poland and Afghanistan’. Four decades later we may wish he were here to see what is happening in Ukraine, in China and a dozen other places where individual and collective freedom is under threat from what he once called ‘the smelly little orthodoxies that are now contending for our souls’: those malign exterior forces, vengeful and insistent, that are bent on stopping us from living in conditions of peace, freedom and self-determination – and all the other abstract nouns whose desirability Orwell spent his short lifetime in proclaiming.




Part I

A Question of Upbringing

1903–1927


People always grow up like their names. It took me nearly thirty years to work off the effects of being called Eric.

Letter to Rayner Heppenstall, 16 April 1940






1

Then and Now


I do earnestly think you are wrong. The real division is not between conservatives and revolutionaries, but between authoritarians and libertarians.

Letter to Malcolm Muggeridge, 4 December 1948

It is not what happens to people that is significant, but what they think happens to them.

Anthony Powell



On the morning of 13 October 1949 a small group of visitors could be seen making their way through the entrance of University College Hospital in Gower Street, London WC1. There were four of them altogether: a plump, blonde girl in her early thirties named Sonia Brownell, her tall, dark-haired friend Janetta,* Janetta’s husband Robert Kee, and a slightly older man named David Astor. All were in some degree connected with the world of books and journalism. Sonia, for example, was currently employed on Cyril Connolly’s monthly magazine Horizon; Kee, the author of a novel, A Crowd is Not Company, describing his experiences as a prisoner of war, had recently set up the publishing firm of MacGibbon & Kee; Astor was the editor and co-proprietor of the Observer. They were on their way to an event thought to be unprecedented in the annals of the hospital: the wedding of a patient who was too sick to leave his bed. Astor, who had made the arrangements, had a copy of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s special licence in his pocket. Each guest, carefully negotiating the long, shiny corridor that led to Room 65, would have been conscious of the role they had agreed to fill: Sonia, the bride-to-be; Kee there to give her away (Sonia’s father had died long ago in India); Astor the best man; Janetta as witness. All they now required was the arrival of the hospital chaplain, the Reverend W. H. Braine, to conduct the ceremony.

The sheer oddity of Orwell’s second marriage occurred to nearly everyone who attended it. His first wedding, thirteen years before, had taken place in a country church in Hertfordshire with a contingent of relatives looking on from the pews. This time round, apart from bride, groom and celebrant, there were only three people squeezed into a hospital room with the noise of the traffic booming outside the window. By this point the groom had been bed-bound with advanced tuberculosis for the past nine months; it was doubtful whether he could survive. Over the entire proceedings, meanwhile, hung the question of motive. Kee remembered Orwell propped up in bed ‘but wholly participating and showing real attachment to Sonia’. For all the peculiarity of the circumstances, Astor thought it a ‘real wedding’ albeit ‘very strange’, with the spectre of approaching death hanging in the air: ‘I can only think he was imagining he would still have a life.’ Janetta, who left the only detailed account of the ceremony, found herself absorbed by the surroundings. Apart from the bedside tables, a couple of chairs and a glass table near the door, there was no furniture, and the atmosphere ‘was one of bleakness and touching sadness’.

Never one for religion or matrimony (although she was herself to be married four times), Janetta, as she fiddled nervously with the bottle of champagne Sonia had handed to her for safe keeping, found herself inexpressibly moved, overcome with the poignance of the spectacle, conscious of its spectacular incongruity – the Reverend Braine in his flowing robes; the champagne bottle set down amid the medical paraphernalia; the counterpoint of Orwell and Sonia’s voices uttering the responses. ‘I think I had tears in my eyes watching that ill, smiling face.’ Was there a congratulatory toast? Janetta thought that the champagne was consumed around the bedside, after which the guests departed for a wedding breakfast which Astor, at the prompting of Arthur Koestler’s wife Mamaine, had arranged at the Ritz. The alternative, as Mamaine put it, would have been for the bride ‘to go home and eat bread and milk on her wedding day, which I knew she was rather dreading to have to do’. In Mayfair they ate a sustaining meal of oysters, filets de sole d’Antin, supreme de volaille à la Ritz with green beans and potatoes and poire Melba. The signed menu card bears the additional signatures of the bride and groom’s friends Mamaine Koestler and her sister Celia, and Kee’s business partner James MacGibbon (Orwell would have been furious had he known that many years later MacGibbon would be unmasked as a Soviet spy). There is one curiosity. For practically the only time in her life, Sonia uses her husband’s original surname. Here on her wedding day she was Sonia Blair.

Visitors to Room 65 over the next couple of weeks agreed that Orwell was immensely cheered by his wedding. Sitting up in bed in the crimson corduroy jacket his friends Anthony Powell and Malcolm Muggeridge had bought him to be married in, he had, Powell thought, ‘an unaccustomed epicurean air’. In some indefinable way, he seemed in ‘better form’ than Powell had ever known him. The Bloomsbury diarist Frances Partridge, who came across the Kees on their return from the Ritz, thought that his chances were rated fifty-fifty, ‘and as he is much in love with her everyone hopes that the marriage will give him a new interest in life’. But the arrival of the second Mrs Orwell was a false dawn. In mid-November the patient had a relapse. Two months later he was dead. In the end Sonia’s marriage lasted for exactly one hundred days.

The first critical studies of Orwell’s work, by Laurence Brander, who had known him at the BBC, and John Atkins, were published shortly after his death. Many more were to follow over the next three decades, several of them fleshed out by personal reminiscence: Paul Potts’s engaging memoir ‘Don Quixote on a Bicycle’ appeared in the London Magazine in 1957; Richard Rees’s study Fugitive from the Camp of Victory in 1961; George Woodcock’s The Crystal Spirit: A Study of George Orwell in 1967. Meanwhile, the wish, expressed by Orwell in his will, that no biography of him should appear was becoming increasingly tricky to enforce. While Sonia began her campaign in the 1950s by installing Malcolm Muggeridge as a decoy biographer, remained a vigilant enforcer of her husband’s copyrights – there was a legendary meeting with David Bowie in which she turned down his plan to stage a musical of Nineteen Eighty-Four – and managed to see off all but a single authorised version during her lifetime, by the late twentieth century the stream had turned into a torrent. Since Bernard Crick’s inaugural effort in 1980, which Sonia lived to read and disapprove of, there have been four more full-length biographies – one of which I wrote myself – half a dozen introductions to his life and times, and countless studies of aspects of his work. In recent years Planet Orwell has grown minutely particularised. There have been books about Orwell’s sense of smell, about his health, about his politics, about his relationship with Winston Churchill (albeit that the two men never met), about his time in Southwold, where he lived on and off in the late 1920s and early 1930s, about his declining years on the remote Inner Hebridean island of Jura, about both his wives, his attitude to nature, his attitude to ‘Englishness’, his attitude to God and a whole lot more besides. In the seventy-three years since his death the pile of volumes either by or about him must have reached the height of a small terraced house. Why add to them?

To that always inexhaustible ‘relevance’, those files of newspaper articles about Brexit, or the future of NATO or the latest technological updates that begin by asking the question ‘What would Orwell have thought?’ can be added a second justification for a new biography: fresh information. In the two decades since the centenary of his birth in 2003, a vast amount of new material has come to light. A description of these finds is given in ‘A Note on Sources’, but they include caches of hitherto unknown letters to two of the women he aspired to marry, significant details of his relationship with his first wife, intriguing glimpses of the life he led in Suffolk in the 1930s, his adventures in the London literary world of the 1940s, and his last years on Jura. At times their effect is to alter the view that posterity has come to take of Orwell and, in several instances, to make him seem a radically different person. Meanwhile, as the data expands, so the number of expert witnesses continues to dwindle. When I started work on this book in 2019 there were ten people left in the world with coherent memories of Orwell. The oldest was ninety-five; the youngest – Orwell’s adopted son Richard – was seventy-five. When I finished writing it there were eight. Not the least of the reasons for wanting to have another shot is that there are so few Orwell survivors left to consult. Before very long there will be none.

At the same time, there are procedural issues to take account of. Biographies are necessarily snapshots, in which the biographer confronts a particular sensibility at a particular point in time using a set of skills, prejudices and assumptions common to the era in which he or she labours. The new analytical skills brought to biography and to literary criticism in the twenty-first century are as applicable to Orwell as to anyone else. It is perfectly possible, and sometimes desirable, to inspect him through the prism of colonialism, or the Me Too movement or even, given the source of the original family fortune, Black Lives Matter, while remembering that there is very little novelty in these interrogations: after all, feminist scholars such as Daphne Patai were busy deconstructing Orwell’s patriarchal tendencies nearly forty years ago, while Tosco Fyvel’s exploration of his attitude to Jewishness dates from the time of the Falklands War. Orwell, it can’t be too often stressed, was a man of his time, with a set of attitudes towards gender relations, homosexuality and even imperialism that many a modern reader may find objectionable. Somehow, once the dust has settled and the fact that Orwell once referred to Stephen Spender as ‘one of your fashionable pansies’ duly filed away, the man and his work are still there and liable to remain so. I once sat on a literary festival panel next to the feminist critic Beatrix Campbell as she lamented The Road to Wigan Pier’s sexual bias and the effect was like watching a small child trying to bring down an elephant with a pea-shooter.

Ultimately, though, the lure of Orwell – Orwell’s books, Orwell’s temperament, Orwell’s politics, Orwell’s centrality to the mid-twentieth-century literary world – is personal. Discovering his existence as a thirteen-year-old boy picking a copy of A Clergyman’s Daughter off the parental bookshelves, I stayed hooked for the next fifty years. By my late teens, just as The Jam were ‘my’ pop group and Norwich City were ‘my’ football club, so Orwell was ‘my’ writer. Contemporaneous fads might come and go, but he was the one I always read, whose Collected Journalism, Essays and Letters (the four-volume precursor to Davison, edited by Sonia and Ian Angus) I schemed to buy at the University of East Anglia bookshop, whose prose, with its sharp, candid immediacy, affected me like that of no other modern stylist. ‘He wrote this for me,’ Orwell once remarked of Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer. ‘He knows all about me.’ I felt the same about Keep the Aspidistra Flying, instantly identified with its end-of-tether hero Gordon Comstock and thought that working in a fly-blown bookshop with old ladies coming in to order books whose titles they could no longer remember must be the most agreeable destiny on earth. And all this is to ignore Orwell’s role as guide, enthusiast and mentor. Quite half the writers I most admire took up residence in my head because of some fleeting paragraph that Orwell wrote about them in a small-circulation literary magazine eighty years ago. He is my park, my pleasaunce, as Gerard Manley Hopkins once said of Oxford, a writer to whom no other twentieth-century titan comes close, and to read him and write about him is one of the greatest satisfactions I know.

Why should Orwell have this effect? Why, when the smoke rises from the bonfire of all those reputations forged in the middle of the last century, should Orwell’s remain intact? It was not only that in Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four he offered two dire warnings about the likely consequences of totalitarianism, but that he identified the spiritual malaise that lay at their core. From a very early stage in his career he was determined to establish what made the authoritarian regimes of the 1930s different from the political arrangements they had overthrown. Coming Up for Air contains a prophetic exchange along these lines between its hero George Bowling and a retired public school classics master named Porteous. What does Porteous think about Hitler, Bowling wonders. Advised that the Nazi dictator is ‘ephemeral, purely ephemeral’, Bowling begs to differ. Porteous, he insists, has got it wrong. ‘Old Hitler’s something different. So’s Joe Stalin. They aren’t like these chaps in the old days who crucified people and chopped their heads off and so forth, just for the fun of it. They’re after something that’s quite new – something that’s never been heard of before.’

At the heart of Orwell’s worldview, it might be said, lies modern man’s struggle to come to terms with the absence of God and the need for a secular morality that would somehow replace a value system built on the belief in an afterlife. Orwell’s own views on religion are relatively complex. Bred up in a conventional Anglican home, baptised, confirmed and scripturally au fait, a regular churchgoer in his early thirties and surprisingly well-informed about the spiritual controversies of the day, his final position was that of a man who rejects the existence of God while regretting the decay of Christianity’s cultural influence. A church is a seemly place, runs the argument of A Clergyman’s Daughter, even if you happen to disbelieve what gets preached from its pulpit. The journalism Orwell was writing at this time peddles the same line, and a piece about Baudelaire written for the Adelphi in 1934 notes that its subject ‘clung to the ethical and the imaginative background of Christianity, because he had been brought up in the Christian tradition and because he perceived that such notions as sin, damnation etc., were in a sense truer and more real than anything he could get from sloppy humanitarian atheism’. The same could be said of the Orwell who dismissed Graham Greene’s novel The Heart of the Matter (1948) on the grounds that to Greene Hell was simply ‘a high-class nightclub’.

By the time he read Malcolm Muggeridge’s The Thirties in the first year of the Second World War, the political implications of Christianity’s retreat were beginning to take shape in his mind. Religious belief had had to be abandoned once it became ‘a semi-conscious device for preserving social and economic distinctions’. But the materialism, mechanism and ‘progress’ shunted into its place had failed to work. Noting that Muggeridge assumes that belief is ‘vanishing from the human mind’, Orwell adds, ‘There is not much doubt he is right, and if one assumes that no sanctions can ever be effective except the supernatural one, it is clear what follows. There is no wisdom except the fear of God; but nobody fears God; therefore there is no wisdom.’ The only question that remained was whether a collectivist society could be founded on willing co-operation or the machine gun. Four years later, in a Tribune column from 1944, Orwell picks up the argument again. ‘There is little doubt,’ he decides, ‘that the modern cult of power worship is bound up with modern man’s feelings that life here and now is the only life there is.’ There can be no worthwhile picture of the future, he goes on, ‘unless one realises how much we have lost by the decay of Christianity’. Instantly we are fast-forwarded to the world of Big Brother and the Thought Police, where leaders are judged by material success, happiness is measured in cigarettes and bottles of Victory gin, and tyranny can never be checked by the thought of the celestial judgement seat. If there is no God, Orwell seems to be saying, then we can do what we like with impunity.

One of Nineteen Eighty-Four’s subtexts, consequently, is the need to devise a secular morality that encourages men and women to behave decently and cling to the moral teachings of Christianity without threatening them with eternal hellfire or promising them a seat at the table in Paradise. All this offers a way into the paradoxical side of Orwell’s nature, his unerring ability to look in both directions at once while emerging with something worth saying about the subject under discussion. Here, after all, was a radical socialist whose radicalism kept up until the end – one of the features of Orwell’s post-1945 career is his enthusiasm for the anarchist-libertarian fringes of the British left – but who was simultaneously capable of lapsing into the keenest nostalgia for the world he had left behind. It was his first wife Eileen, always a sharp observer of her husband’s foibles, who suggested that a good single-line summary of The Lion and the Unicorn (1941), with its triumphant assertion that ‘Only a socialist nation can fight effectively’, might be ‘How to be a socialist while Tory’. Brought up in a world of thin red lines and white men’s burdens, ‘playing the game’ and dreadnoughts cruising the Channel, he took many of his values from an upbringing that the political orthodoxy of the 1930s counselled him to despise. Moreover, at the bottom of his attitude to ‘England’ and ‘Englishness’ lay a deep-dyed romanticism that could declare itself in unexpected ways and at all times manifested itself in the cultivation of attitudes that many a left-wing intellectual would have greeted with disbelief. ‘How George would have loved to be a poet who died in the war,’ a close friend once observed.

As well as being a dystopian prophet who regretted the passing of God and a left-wing romantic who was hopelessly in love with the past, Orwell was also – to return to the day-to-day business of his life as a writer and reviewer – one of the most influential literary-cum-social critics of the twentieth century. Take, for example, his forays into popular culture, his essays on boys’ weeklies or the pulp fiction of James Hadley Chase, without which the whole cultural studies movement of the 1960s could scarcely have existed, or his championing of a whole raft of literary heroes – Thackeray, Smollett, Jack London – whose later revivals are substantially down to his efforts. Then there is his impact on the literary generations that followed in his wake. Orwell’s thumbprint lies all over English literature in the decade and a half after his death. The writers whom history now classifies as the Movement and the Angry Young Men – Kingsley Amis, Philip Larkin, John Wain – not only admired his plain speaking and his suspicion of the Stalinist left; they also adopted him as an ally in the rearguard action against the modernists and individualists of Bloomsbury. If, as the novelist William Cooper once put it, a certain kind of post-war writer was interested in ‘man in society’ rather than ‘man alone’, then it was Orwell’s shade who lurked on the margin silently cheering him on.

And then there is the thing that tends to attract people to Orwell in the first place – that style, with its terrific directness, its precise metaphorical underpinning, its gravitas, its barefaced cheek, its special effects that don’t reveal themselves special effects until you sit down and examine how they work. The sheer provocativeness of Orwell’s writing is one of his greatest merits: it was V. S. Pritchett, inspecting a specimen sentence which began ‘It is unquestionably true that …’, who remarked that what he really liked about the highly debatable statement that followed was the assumption of unquestionable truth. It is the same with the grotesque generalisations that litter his work like so many fallen leaves: ‘All tobacconists are fascists.’ ‘Most half-wits have a slight mechanical turn.’ At one level this is simply a kind of effrontery, a writer daring you to take issue with something that is so obviously worth taking issue with, but there is also something insidious about it, the hint of a deeper purpose unobtrusively at work. As Muggeridge put it, when confronted with the line about all tobacconists being fascists, you begin by dismissing it out of hand, only to end up wondering whether there isn’t something supremely odd about that tribe of sequestered middle-aged men brooding away behind their dusty shop-counters.

If there is a reductiveness about some of Orwell’s generalisations, the thought of too much human life being boiled down into too few types and categories, a determination to ‘place’ people who may in the end be unplaceable, then the same rule applies to some of his famous pronouncements about art. ‘Good prose,’ he once remarked, ‘is like a window pane.’ Well, I am here to tell you that quite a lot of good prose, and even certain kinds of good prose that Orwell professed to admire (he once admitted that he liked a ‘florid style’), is not like a window pane, that there are books that achieve their effects via stealth, if not downright obfuscation, that occlusion, concealment and the game not given away have their virtues too. One charge occasionally levelled at Orwell, which this sort of remark tends to fuel, is a lack of sophistication. His first publisher, Victor Gollancz, with whom he catastrophically fell out over Animal Farm, once wondered whether he wasn’t ‘too desperately anxious to be honest to be really honest’. Was there no room for doubt, hesitation and ambiguity? Could there not be detected in him, deep down, ‘a certain simplicité which, in a man of as high intelligence as his, is really always a trifle dishonest?’ Will Self, among recent disparagers, has said much the same. Orwell, according to this argument, should have gone further into the highly complex problems he presumed to address, and not have worried if he failed to take some of his readership with him. But this is perhaps to ignore both the audience Orwell was aiming at, and the fact that certain moral exhortations need no subtlety. Like Dickens, his ‘message’ can be reduced to the slogan ‘Behave decently’, which, as he himself pointed out, is either a gigantic cliché or two of the most important words that you can say to anybody about anything.

This is a new biography of a much-studied subject. What does it have to say about Orwell the man? Many of the literary friends who paid tribute to him at the time of his death found themselves stressing his elusiveness, his reluctance to be drawn, his habit of living his life in a series of watertight compartments. People who knew him in one context would sometimes be startled to find that there were aspects of his life that had completely escaped them, other friends of whose existence they were entirely unaware, milieux in which they had never known him to wander. Even those closest to him were conscious that there were elements in his make-up that they would never properly understand, and questions about beliefs and behaviour it was better not to ask. As Pritchett, who left a slightly puzzled account of his dealings with Orwell in the 1940s, once put it: ‘It was impossible to know such a straying and contradictory man well.’ Orwell compounded this problem by an engrained reluctance to talk about himself and a trick of offering different sides of himself to different people. A younger member of his wartime Home Guard platoon recalled that it took months to discover that he was a writer, even longer to pin down his political position, a question that could only be settled by the direct question ‘Are you a communist?’ Even then, Orwell would only offer an enigmatic ‘It depends what you mean.’ If some onlookers remembered him as an austere, ascetic presence forever hovering on the margins of conversation, then to others he was a lively, companionable humourist with a keen eye for absurdity and human foibles. Kindly and sympathetic, well-meaning and straightforward, always happy to write a letter soliciting funds for a hard-up fellow-writer or sign a petition for an oppressed minority, he was capable of treating people he disliked, or thought had behaved badly, with withering scorn. On the other hand, several patterns emerge from this tide of reminiscence. One of them, noted by nearly everyone who knew him, is a kind of purposeful detachment from the processes of ordinary life. ‘He never quite knew what made people tick,’ one of the girls he wanted to marry in early 1930s Suffolk recalled.

So how did Orwell imagine that he himself ticked? Here another paradox applies. The buttoned-up and reserved angle that he sometimes displayed in the company of friends ran side by side with a tendency – more pronounced as he grew older – to unburden himself in letters to complete strangers. One of these was sent from Jura in August 1947 to a man named Richard Usborne, assistant editor of the monthly Strand magazine. Usborne, you suspect, would have been rather to Orwell’s taste had the two ever met – he had been born in India and went on to write several books about P. G. Wodehouse. Only one side of the correspondence has survived, but as far as we can judge from Orwell’s reply, Usborne had written praising his work, suggesting that he might write for the magazine and asking for brief biographical details. Most editors communicating out of the blue to a distinguished author engrossed in the writing of a new book – Orwell was hard at work on Nineteen Eighty-Four and chary of distraction – would have been happy with a paragraph-long reply. Usborne would doubtless have been surprised to receive the two-and-a-half closely typed pages that winged back from Scotland in which Orwell, while declining to contribute (‘I am trying not to get involved in outside work’), supplies a lengthy conspectus of his life to date and a detailed analysis of its principal themes.

The importance of this letter cannot be overstated, for it offers the comparatively unusual spectacle of Orwell setting down an account of his life on his own terms, singling out the crucial episodes in it and deciding what he thinks is important. Much is made of heritage. His father was an Indian civil servant, he writes, while his mother also came from an Anglo-Indian family ‘with connections especially in Burma’. Though his own early career also took him to Burma, ‘the job was totally unsuited to me and I resigned when I came home on leave in 1927’. Deciding that he wanted to be a writer, he then lived for two years in Paris on his savings. Returning to England he did ‘a series of ill-paid jobs, usually as a teacher, with intervals of unemployment and dire poverty’. Keen to discuss the relationship between his books and the life he was living, Orwell volunteers the information that ‘nearly all the incidents’ described in Down and Out in Paris and London (1933) ‘actually happened, but at different times’. On the other hand, although he admits to having worked in a bookshop between 1934 and 1935 and used his experiences as a backdrop to Keep the Aspidistra Flying, ‘in general my books have been less autobiographical than people have assumed’. Meanwhile, Aspidistra is ‘one of several books which I don’t care about and have suppressed’.

Having summarised his early adventures in the world of books, Orwell then offers a long and fascinating paragraph about the development of his political beliefs. Although he was ‘only intermittently interested in the subject until about 1935 … I think I can say I was always more or less “left”.’ Subsequently, in The Road to Wigan Pier (1937), ‘I first tried to thrash out my ideas’:


I felt, as I still do, that there are huge deficiencies in the whole conception of Socialism, and I was still wondering whether there was any other way out. After having a fairly good look at British industrialism at its worst, i.e. in the mining areas, I came to the conclusion that it is a duty to work for Socialism even if one is not emotionally drawn to it, because the continuance of present conditions is simply not tolerable, and no solution except some kind of collectivism is viable, because that is what the mass of the people want.



By this time too, Orwell explains, he had become infected by a horror of totalitarianism (‘which indeed I already had in the form of hostility towards the Catholic Church’). Fighting in Spain on the Republican side, he had ‘the misfortune to be mixed up in the internal struggle on the Government side, which left me with the conviction that there is not much to choose between Communism and Fascism, though for various reasons I would choose Communism if there were no other choice open’. As for his later political life, ‘I have been vaguely associated with Trotskyists and Anarchists, and more closely with the left wing of the Labour Party.’ What he wants, above all, is room for manoeuvre. Although he is closely associated with the left-wing weekly paper Tribune, ‘I have never belonged to a political party, and I believe that even politically I am more valuable if I record what I believe to be true and refuse to toe a party line.’ Here in the summer of 1947 he is hard at work on a novel which he hopes to finish by the spring of 1948. ‘I mean to spend the winter in Jura this year, partly because I never seem to get any continuous work done in London, partly because I think it will be a little easier to keep warm here.’

‘I hope these notes will be of help,’ Orwell signs off, which begs the question: to whom, or for what? Certainly, this apologia pro vita sua far exceeds any purpose to which Usborne might have wanted to put it. A suspicion lurks that the audience at whom it is directly aimed is the person who wrote it, that Orwell is using a letter from someone he has never met as an excuse to establish some of the things he most profoundly believes about himself. Meanwhile, even the most cursory student of Orwell’s work will have noticed that it contains a series of statements about his life, his attitude to politics, his engagement with the left and his horror of totalitarianism. Are they true? Or do they simply correspond, in varying degrees, with Orwell’s view of Orwell? Muggeridge, sitting down to examine the sheaf of newspaper obituaries in the days after his friend’s premature death, thought he saw in them ‘how the legend of a human being was created’. Orwell, it seems fair to say, created much of that legend himself. And so, as well as being a biography, what follows is, ultimately, a study of Orwell’s personal myth, what might be called the difference between the kind of person he was and the kind of person he imagined himself to be.
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Family Matters


In England, life is subdued and cautious. Everything is governed by family ties, social status and the difficulty of earning a living.

Time and Tide, 23 May 1936

There was an unusual heredity, and from a small child he showed indications of the characteristics that made him the man he was.

Anthony Powell, Miscellaneous Verdicts (1990)



Families get a bad press in Orwell’s novels. Almost without exception they tend to be dysfunctional, claustrophobic and timid. There is rarely any life in them, and the children they send out into the world are almost guaranteed a poor reception from the people they meet along the way. Dorothy Hare in A Clergyman’s Daughter (1935) is an only child, marooned in the Suffolk rectory where she drudges for her exacting elderly father. The Comstock clan in Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936) are ‘a peculiarly dull, shabby, dead-alive, ineffectual family’, oppressed and subdued by the memory of ‘Granpa Comstock’, a shameless plunderer of the Victorian proletariat whose descendants have placed a half-ton granite memorial slab over his grave with the not-quite-conscious aim of making sure that he never gets out from underneath. And so the melancholy tocsin clangs on. Flory in Burmese Days (1934) is an orphan, living in virtual solitude on the other side of the world, his only relatives a couple of sisters, ‘horsy women’ back in England with whom he has long ago lost touch. Even George Bowling in Coming Up for Air (1939), the only one of Orwell’s protagonists to enjoy a conventional family existence, is a nervy, restive wantaway, miserably entombed in a west London semi-detached with mirthless, penny-pinching Hilda, his mind forever bent on the prospect of escape. About the best of the various family units on display in his 1930s fiction is the Bowling seniors’ establishment in a lightly disguised pre-Great War Henley-on-Thames, and even this is undermined by an awareness of the social distance between creator and cast – which is to say that the liveliest portrait of family life to which Orwell put his name just happens to be the furthest away from his own experience.

Move on to the dystopian landscapes of Orwell’s post-war novels and family ties seem even frailer. The non-human community of Animal Farm (1945) is essentially a family broken apart by power-grabbers and manipulators. The only family that rates so much as a mention in Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) are Winston Smith’s neighbours in Victory Mansions, a four-person unit consisting of complacent, Big-Brother-loving Mr Parsons, his ground-down wife and two sociopathic children who will eventually betray him to the Thought Police. On the other hand, the idea of the family, as an organism with its own rules and observances, something that in the last resort is answerable only to itself, is important to the world of Airstrip One: you get the feeling that, in an ideal totalitarian society, these individual units of people united by birth and blood would not exist; their solidarity is of the wrong kind. Significantly, Orwell was keenly aware of the metaphorical uses to which families could be put. England, he declared in the early years of the Second World War, was a family with the wrong members in control. The same point could be made four years later of the pigs lording it over the lesser fry of Manor Farm. Above all, he believed that of the many behavioural influences that helped to shape him, family was the most important of all. ‘A human being is what he is largely because he comes from certain surroundings,’ he once remarked, in the course of a radio broadcast on the Victorian writer Samuel Butler, ‘and no one ever fully escapes from the things that have happened to him in early childhood.’ All this raises the question of what exactly happened to Orwell in his childhood – or what he thought happened to him – and its consequences both for the life he led and for the kind of person he imagined himself to be.

The most succinct, and by far the funniest, account of Blair family history was filed by Orwell’s first wife Eileen. It forms part of a letter sent to her friend Norah Myles a few days after her first visit to the family home in Southwold, Suffolk in the autumn of 1936.


The Blairs are by origin Lowland Scottish & dull but one of them made a lot of money in slaves & his son Thomas who was inconceivably like a sheep married the daughter of the Duke of Westmorland (of whose existence I had never heard) & went so grand that he spent all the money & couldn’t make more because slaves had gone out. So his son went into the army & came out of that into the church & married a girl of 15 who loathed him & had ten children of whom Eric’s father, now 80, is the only survivor & they are all quite penniless but still on the shivering verge of gentility as Eric calls it in his new book.



The ‘new book’ is Keep the Aspidistra Flying, published a few months before, in which Eileen clearly detects some kind of autobiographical grounding. As an adult Orwell affected to despise the Scots. Thanking Anthony Powell in 1936 for a copy of Caledonia, a verse satire lampooning Scottish influence on the inter-war era arts scene, he notes that ‘I am glad to see you make a point of calling them “Scotchmen”, not “Scotsmen” as they like to be called. I find this a good easy way of annoying them.’ Similarly, ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’, the long essay on his time at prep school, has bitter things to say about the cult of ‘Scottishness’ and the sentimentalising lens trained by early-twentieth-century popular culture on kilts, bonny braes and the novels of Sir Walter Scott – a smokescreen, Orwell suggested, for English guilt over the Highland clearances.

And yet, allowing for a few slips of detail, Eileen’s burlesque of her husband’s ancestry is grounded in solid fact. The Blairs were descendants of Charles Blair (1743–1801), who, having built up a fortune in the Jamaican sugar and slave trades, took steps to enhance the family’s social position by marrying his son Thomas to the daughter of the eighth Earl of Westmorland. A portrait of Lady Mary Blair, née Fane, Orwell’s great-grandmother, survives, as does a register from the family’s West Prospect plantation from 1817, recording the names of 133 enslaved persons, including a twenty-year-old Henry Blair and a thirty-three-year-old Sarah Blair, who may well have been descended from the owner. Many a late-eighteenth-century family would have used this alliance as the foundation stone of a mighty edifice of commercial and landed power. But somehow the succeeding generations of Blairs failed to distinguish themselves. Their professional lives ploughed an ever-downward furrow; they married late, they had too many children and there was never enough money to go round. Orwell’s grandfather, Richard Arthur Blair, born in 1802, seems to have led a rather desultory early life in the East before becoming a Church of England deacon in 1839, spending a decade or so attached to the Indian army and returning to England in his early fifties. The Reverend Blair may have used his aristocratic connections to acquire the prosperous ecclesiastical living of Milborne St Andrew in Dorset, but his grandson had no doubt of the social class in which he had fetched up. His family, he decided, ‘was one of those ordinary middle-class families of soldiers, clergymen, government officials, teachers, lawyers, doctors’.

Ordinary, but with an occasional glint of oddity. Like all families, the Blairs had their myths and legends. One of them took in the exploits of Orwell’s paternal grandmother, Frances Hare. The Reverend Blair, stopping at the Cape on his way back to England for a vacation, became acquainted with the Hares and, before resuming his journey, engaged himself to Frances’s elder sister Emily. Coming back to South Africa a few months later, he was informed that his fiancée had married someone else. Eager to recoup his losses, the disappointed suitor is supposed to have cast a weather eye over the remaining daughters and remarked that ‘if Emily’s married it doesn’t matter. I’ll have Fanny instead.’ Orwell’s grandmother was at this point a girl of fifteen, who continued to play with her dolls for some time after her marriage. The Blairs were clearly proud of this story – it resurfaces nearly four decades later in a memoir by Orwell’s sister Avril – but there were other set pieces, constantly taken out and re-embroidered in conversations around the family hearth. Orwell himself used to tell the tale of his father, Richard Blair junior, being taken to Cremorne Gardens in southwest London some time in the 1860s to watch a man launch himself from a balloon in an attempt to fly, only to tumble headlong into Chelsea cemetery, where he made so great a hole that the only task left for the authorities was to erect a tombstone.

Not much is known of the early life of Orwell’s father, Richard Walmesley Blair, the tenth and final child of his parents’ supposedly loveless marriage, born in 1857 and sent to India at the age of eighteen to join the Government of India’s Opium Department with the rank of Assistant Sub-Deputy Opium Agent, 5th grade. Opium, legalised as recently as 1870 and mostly exported to China, was already a key part of the revenues annually remitted to the imperial exchequer, but the status of its administrative department was not high. Neither was the financial position of Opium Agent Blair, who, by the time of his marriage in 1897 – like his father, Richard Blair married late – had climbed up the hierarchical ladder only so far as the subsidiary rung of Sub-Deputy Opium Agent, 4th grade. In his balmiest days his salary never exceeded £650 a year. The only one of Orwell’s novels in which Blair family heritage briefly advertises itself is A Clergyman’s Daughter – the family name is Hare; Dorothy’s father is a baronet’s grandson, and the current baronet’s home on the borderland between Knightsbridge and Mayfair harbours queer pieces of South African memorabilia, including a piece of bread touched by Cecil Rhodes – but the memory of it strays into Orwell’s inner world. The past, to Orwell, is a fine and prosperous place (‘A happy vicar I might have been / two hundred years ago / to preach upon eternal doom and watch my walnuts grow …’ runs one of his rare excursions into poetry), full of seemliness, certainty and money, but the Earl of Westmorland’s great-great-grandson was born into a world of Civil Service exams, prudent marriages and mundane jobs in far-flung parts of the Empire.

If the Blairs were dull, Scottish and in retreat, then the other side of Orwell’s family was substantially more exotic. The Limouzins, from whose ranks Ida Mabel emerged to marry Richard Blair, were shipbuilders from Bordeaux in south-west France who transferred their activities to the East in the middle of the nineteenth century. Certainly, Gustave Limouzin, Ida’s grandfather, died in Tenasserim, Burma in 1863, and Ida herself, though born and educated in England, spent much of her early life living with her parents in nearby Moulmein. By this stage the family business was diversifying into timber and tea. Francis Limouzin (c. 1849–1915), Ida’s father, was a teak merchant while Edgar Limouzin, a possible cousin, is listed as the managing proprietor of a tea estate in the Indian Nilgiri Hills in 1909. Like the Blairs, the Limouzins had myths and legends which they enjoyed cultivating, but they were far more peacock-hued. One of Francis’s daughters told a friend of Orwell’s that her father ‘had lived the life of a prince … They had as many as thirty servants who didn’t do much and slept more than they worked.’ If not a prince, Francis certainly had status in Burma, as the Burma Civil List for 1901 notes that he has served as Italian consul in Moulmein for the past twenty-two years. Like the Blairs, too, the Limouzins were philoprogenitive: Ida was one of eight. But there is also a suspicion that by the end of the nineteenth century the family fortunes were in relative decline. Ida was working as a governess at the time of her marriage; of her five sisters, one – Nora – married a deputy conservator of forests, while another – Ellen – took up with an Esperantist and later decamped with him to Paris. Her brother Charles ended up back in England, working as the secretary of a golf club. These were respectable callings, but scarcely commensurate with the memory of Francis Limouzin and his retinue of domestic staff.

The Limouzins were important to Orwell in a way that the Blairs were not. To begin with, they gave him his distinctive – and distinctively Gallic – features. Orwell’s friends were always struck by how French he looked: like Cézanne’s portrait of Monsieur Choquet, Anthony Powell thought, ‘or one of those fiercely melancholy French workmen in blue smocks pondering the meaning of life at the zinc counters of a thousand estaminets’. Another marker-post on the Limouzin trail was a facility with the French language, both written and spoken, that expressed itself in everything from an enthusiasm for the poetry of Villon and Baudelaire to a weakness for Zola’s novels. Much of this predisposition was the result of sheer physical closeness. From infancy, Orwell’s Limouzin relatives turn up in his life with a regularity that seems to have been denied to any of Richard Blair’s connections. The only other Blairs who feature in Orwell’s childhood are the family of one of his father’s cousins, who lived at Burstall, near Ipswich, but his mother’s relatives are everywhere in it. Aunt Nora sent him presents; flamboyant Aunt Ellen, always known as Nellie, was a fixture in his life; Uncle Charlie figured both as a holiday host and, in the post-Great War era, as a long-term resident of the Blair family home in Southwold. The Limouzins were not exactly out-and-out bohemians, but there was something about the collective front they presented to the world that set them apart from the more conventional aspects of Orwell’s background, and if the faint dandyish side of his nature on which friends often remarked has a seed bed it lies here in the memory of Francis Limouzin’s thirty servants and the ship-builders of Bordeaux.

Orwell’s writings are characterised by their habit of trying to ‘place’ people: who they were, where they came from and – of equal importance – where they stood. Only by establishing a person’s status, and the assumptions on which that status was based, could you begin to understand what made them significant. Most analyses of his own social standing tend to stress its faded and almost shabby-genteel air: ‘the hard-luck story of a family come down in the world’, one friend diagnosed, having eyed up the pre-twentieth-century family history. With the exactitude he brought to most of his social judgements, Orwell defined his background as ‘lower-upper-middle class’. This meant that such social expertise as the Blairs possessed was theoretical rather than actual. Theoretically, they were the kind of people who hunted, shot, fished and dined in evening dress; in practice, the absence of money, servants and landed estates enjoined a thoroughly modest bourgeois lifestyle. And yet, however far the family’s fortunes had fallen since the days of Charles Blair and his slave plantations, tantalising glimpses of bygone prestige remained to haunt and to console: heraldic crests; family silver (Orwell pawned the knives and forks to fund his trip to the Spanish Civil War); Lady Mary Blair staring from her frame.

These are Thackerayan shadings, urgent despatches from a world that turns on the necessity to keep up appearances at all costs, in which present dissatisfactions are kept at bay by the memory of bygone lustre. Orwell was a fan of Thackeray, admired his early work – about which he wrote an influential essay, ‘Oysters and Brown Stout’ – and was keen to apply some of the lessons learned in the seedy lodging houses of the 1840s to the social divides of the early twentieth century. Mapping out the fault lines that ran beneath the upper and lower ends of the Edwardian bourgeoisie in The Road to Wigan Pier (1937), he notes that ‘A great gulf existed between those on £400 a year and those on £2,000, but it was a gulf which those on £400 did their best to ignore.’ Not surprisingly, several of Orwell’s pronouncements on the mental confidence trick of which so much middle-class life seemed to consist look as if they are drawn directly from his own experiences. When he writes, in a review of Alec Browne’s ominously titled The Fate of the Middle Classes, that ‘in England an army officer with £600 a year would rather die than admit a grocer of the same income to be his social equal’, he is almost certainly thinking of his own father, remembered in his Suffolk retirement as a benign old gentleman, but capable of cutting dead his greengrocer, Mr Bumstead, if he met him in the street on a Sunday.

Naturally, there are distinctions to be drawn, which is to say that neither the Blairs’ aristocratic heritage nor their late-Victorian retrenchment are quite what they seem on paper. The eighth Earl of Westmorland whose daughter Thomas Blair led to the altar in the reign of George III was not some blue-blooded exquisite but a one-time Bristol merchant who inherited the title from his childless second cousin at the age of sixty-two. At the other end of the scale, the fact that his descendants might be thought to have ‘come down in the world’ would not have been apparent to most of the people with whom they came into contact. To the comparatively humbly born Ruth Pitter, who first encountered them in the early 1920s, the Blairs were socially exalted to a degree that her own family – her father was a schoolmaster in the East End – could never dream of emulating. To the Southwold butcher’s boy who delivered their meat in the 1930s, Richard and Ida were ‘gentlefolk’, on a par with the vicar, the owner of the brewery and the local squires. To a certain extent, their social anxieties were wished on them by their son.

Walter Bagehot once complained that Thackeray spent far too much of his time trying to prove that ninth-rate people were tenth rate, and to a twenty-first-century reader Orwell’s minutely particularised attempts to define his social status can seem simply bewildering. On the other hand, all this left a long shadow. However impoverished he may have been at various stages in his life, and however much he may sometimes have resented his upbringing, the fact that Orwell was what early twentieth-century England regarded as a ‘gentleman’ stuck to him like a burr. Like the hero of Burmese Days, whose face is disfigured by a livid birthmark, he was marked for life, and to a man, the casual ward attendants, the publicans and the out-of-work miners who came across him in the 1930s knew him for what he was: an imposter, vainly trying to disguise himself in an environment where no disguise was possible. As a friend once pointed out, his attempts to undermine the sanctity of smart parties by arriving in casual clothes were always compromised by the fact that his shabby corduroy trousers had clearly been made by a very good tailor. The gentility of Orwell’s upbringing often worked in his favour: it allowed him to see things and spot absurdities that less detached observers might have missed. At the same time, it could sometimes leave him stranded, out on a limb, anxious to understand the customs or the social prejudices he was investigating but let down by sheer lack of expertise. And in the end, if subject to provocation, class solidarity usually won out. Out on the journey that produced The Road to Wigan Pier, and harangued by a working-class disparager of the bourgeoisie, he eventually lost his temper. ‘I’m a bourgeois,’ he protested. ‘My family is bourgeois. And if you don’t shut up, I’ll punch your head.’ It was the same when he was invited to address a left-wing summer school in the mid-1930s. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Orwell supposedly began, ‘I cannot say comrades. The word comrade is like the word God. It has its uses, but you cannot utter it without feeling sick.’

* * *

If the newly married Richard and Ida Blair can be ‘placed’ as a thoroughly conventional Anglo-Indian couple, then their early life together is altogether lost. No one knows what brought them into each other’s orbit, although there is the hint of a family connection: according to the 1881 census, the school at Carshalton in Surrey attended by three of Ida’s sisters also accommodated a girl called Mary Mabel Walmesley. The same fog hangs over an early married life marked by the constant removals brought about by Richard Blair’s professional duties and, in Ida’s case, eventual return home. Their first child, christened Marjorie Frances, was born in 1898 during a stay in Tehta. Five years later, after the Opium Agent’s relocation to a new post at Motihari in Bengal, not far from the Tibetan border, on 25 June 1903, Ida gave birth to a son. The baby was christened Eric Arthur, a forename Orwell came to detest for its association with the hero of Dean Farrar’s pious children’s book, Eric: Or Little by Little. Some time in the following year, mother, daughter and chubby baby – the evidence comes from a photo of Eric clasped in the arms of his ayah – were sent back to England. By the end of 1905, Mrs Blair and her children were established at a house called Ermadale (an amalgam of ‘Eric’ and ‘Marjorie’) in the south Oxfordshire market town of Henley-on-Thames.

The two major features of Orwell’s infancy, it might be argued, are his ill health and his father’s absence. The diary in which Ida made telegraphic entries in 1905 offers a ghostly harbinger of the future writer’s vocal style – on 11 February ‘baby’ is recorded as ‘calling things “beastly”!!’ – but the rest of it consists of medical bulletins. On 6 February Eric was ‘not at all well, so I sent for the doctor, who said he had bronchitis’. Late in July, while staying in London, with her children left in the care of a nursemaid, Ida ‘got a wire from Katy saying Baby was ill, got the wire at 8.30 while bathing and was in the train by 9.10’. A month later Eric is once again ‘not at all well. I sent for the doctor.’ Then on 4 November, ‘Baby worse, so sent for the doctor.’ The earliest surviving photo of Orwell beyond the snap of him in his ayah’s arms shows a healthy-looking three-year-old in a sailor suit, but the young Eric’s practically egg-like plumpness is deceptive. He was born with defective bronchial tubes and his childhood was punctuated by coughs, colds and chest infections. In houses characterised by poor sanitation and inadequate heating, illness was endemic to the Edwardian nursery – one of the leitmotifs of early twentieth-century children’s books is just how often the cast are taken ill – but the summoning of a doctor on four separate occasions in a nine-month stretch is ominous, even for the time.

Ermadale and The Nutshell, at Western Road, Henley, to which the family relocated some years later, were matriarchal establishments. With her husband still in the East and likely to remain there for some time, Mrs Blair was the abiding presence in her children’s life. In a famous passage in ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’, Orwell complains about constantly being told that he should love his father, whereas ‘I knew very well that I merely disliked my own father, whom I had barely seen before I was eight and who appeared to me as a gruff-voiced elderly man forever saying “Don’t.”’ But Mrs Blair was a different matter. ‘My mother would forgive me whatever I did,’ he once told a friend. His love for her was as unconditional as hers for him. Significantly, the fathers in Orwell’s novels are a poor lot, either non-existent, frighteningly austere or resolutely feeble. Comstock’s and Flory’s have died young. The Reverend Hare in A Clergyman’s Daughter is a remote and chilly presence on the margin of his daughter’s humdrum daily routine. By far the best of the bunch is George Bowling’s father Samuel, and even he is a dim, unimaginative figure, sleepwalking his way into bankruptcy and with no conception of what his younger son feels about life or what he wants from it.

Most of Orwell’s literary peers, the members of that spangled generation of male British writers born in the opening decade of the twentieth century, left memoirs of their upbringing. Anthony Powell and Cyril Connolly’s fathers were professional soldiers; Graham Greene’s was a public-school headmaster; but the circumstances of their early life were not markedly different from Orwell’s, set as they were against a vista of professional life and ‘service’, with the shadow of Empire looming in the background. Fifty now, and with only another half-decade stretch of duty before him – he would end his career as Sub-Deputy Opium Agent, 1st grade – Richard Blair returned to England on three months’ leave in 1907 and begat another child. Avril Nora, born the following year, became the closer of Orwell’s two siblings and a reliable observer of his later years. Meanwhile, Richard’s son was growing up. At five he was enrolled at a nearby convent school, Sunnydale, staffed by Ursuline nuns. Elsie, the name of a much older girl who became the object of his passionate regard, was eventually given to George Bowling’s draper’s assistant sweetheart in Coming Up for Air. Much more tangible was the daughter of the local plumber, from whom he obtained ‘a faint but definitely pleasant thrill’ while holding a mock stethoscope to her stomach during a game of doctors and nurses. Slightly later on, aged seven or eight, he featured as the junior member of a teenaged gang who marauded around the Oxfordshire countryside under the direction of a boy named Humphrey Dakin, son of the local doctor. Most of the adults who came across Orwell in childhood thought him a quiet, studious and mildly engaging boy, but fifteen-year-old Humphrey was unimpressed. ‘An absolute nuisance,’ he remembered, ‘a little fat boy who was always whining. And sneaking, telling tales and so on.’ Undoubtedly, Dakin’s memories are coloured by his later dealings with the man who was to become his brother-in-law, but you suspect that the roots of his distaste for ‘stinking little Eric’ began back in adolescence.

What did Orwell think of his family, whom he referred to as ‘his people’, the sisters’ names usually truncated to Av and Marj? And what, if it came to it, did they think of themselves? The scent of heritage is always present in Orwell’s life and capable of declaring itself in unexpected ways. There were times when he seemed anxious to summon up reminders of that older, more prosperous world of which the Blairs had been a part. When, during the Second World War, he and Eileen came to rest in a maisonette in Kilburn, visitors noted how the sitting room, packed out with antique furniture and with eighteenth-century portraits on the walls, resembled the owner’s study in a country house. A punning in-house joke about his mother’s forbears, the ‘lemonskins’, made its way into Burmese Days. Occasionally these twitches on the ancestral thread became sharply ironic. In a BBC radio drama marking the centenary of the abolition of the slave trade written by his future colleague Venu Chitale, Orwell played the slave-owner. As for the Blairs’ modern-day dealings with each other, Avril was keen to stress the strength of mutual goodwill that prevailed in Ermadale, The Nutshell and other domiciles. ‘I think it would be fair to say that we were always a devoted family.’ This may well be true, but the key adjective seized on by observers is ‘undemonstrative’. ‘They lived on the undemonstrative terms that seemed to have been normal for members of their family,’ Richard Rees remembered of time spent with Orwell and his younger sister on Jura. Marjorie’s husband made the same point about his wife: ‘Like all the Blairs, she was undemonstrative.’ To undemonstrativeness could frequently be added an outright stoicism: Avril’s account of her brother’s near-complete physical collapse after finishing work on Nineteen Eighty-Four was a terse ‘Eric is far from well.’

Viewed en masse at the family hearth, the Blairs could seem to fill clearly allotted roles: Richard quiet and unobtrusive; Ida edging towards the limelight, a woman of character and self-confidence, Orwell’s friend Tosco Fyvel recalled, ‘who never let doubts about social standing or money worry her’. In contrast to some of the conventional, middle-class housewives of Henley-on-Thames, she was remembered as a handsome woman, agate-earringed, not without male admirers (Dr Dakin was reckoned as one) and keen on bringing relatively exotic dishes to the family dining table. There were occasional suggestions of a tough, inflexible side (‘not a conciliating person,’ Ruth Pitter thought) but in general Ida and her dominance of the Blair world were fondly regarded. People who looked at the Blairs and found them wanting, or detected cracks in the façade, tended to be their social or generational inferiors. ‘A hard woman,’ the daughter of their daily help in Southwold declared, and additionally one half of a couple who ‘didn’t hit it off’. But like most middle-class families of their day, the Blairs got by on private codes and unspoken assumptions. To understand how they operated, it was necessary to be on the same wavelength. Onlookers noted how seamlessly Orwell fitted into the domestic atmosphere when he came back to stay as an adult. It took the publication of his first book, Down and Out in Paris and London, to alert his parents and sisters to the gulf that had sprung up between them: almost as if it had been written by a different person, Avril pronounced. It would be an exaggeration to suggest that the relationship between Orwell and the members of his immediate family was flawed, for he loved them and was loved by them in return. He could not have escaped from their influence, even if he had wanted to; neither could he extricate himself from the beliefs on which their world was built. ‘He seemed to think himself rather a rebel,’ a girl who knew him in the 1930s remarked, ‘but I don’t think he could ever quite make it.’

All this raises a second question: what did Orwell think of his childhood? In late middle age, the other members of his peer group – Waugh, Powell, Greene and Connolly – wrote copiously about their early lives, but Orwell died young, long before the age at which writers are expected to start work on their memoirs, and with the exception of ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’ there are only a few tantalising fragments. Tantalising in that they give off a pronounced air of retrospective fixing, of the mature Orwell working hard to give his formative years a carefully weighed mythological gloss. ‘My childhood had not been entirely happy,’ he writes at one point. Even more significant, perhaps, are his attempts to link his literary ambitions to his childhood experiences. The passage in ‘Why I Write’ (1946), which remembers his first recorded composition – a poem about a tiger with ‘chair-like teeth’, possibly derived from Blake – goes on to insist that ‘I had the lonely child’s habit of making up stories and holding conversations with imaginary persons.’ Looking back, Orwell believed that ‘from the very start my literary ambitions were mixed up with the feeling of being isolated and undervalued’. Is this true? Or simply an adult exaggerating certain aspects of his early life to bring them closer to the kind of persona by which he wants to be known? Certainly, the vision of a lonely unhappy boy whose imaginative life was lived out in books and phantom conversations was one that his sister Avril made it her business to contradict. ‘I don’t think that was in the least true, although he did give out that impression when he was grown-up,’ she wrote in the memoir she published ten years after her brother’s death. Similar thoughts were inspired by the news that a friend from their Oxfordshire days was at work on a reminiscence. The question of his solitude having once again arisen, Avril maintained that ‘Eric had all the friends he wanted. In any case, he was an aloof, undemonstrative [that word again] person, which doesn’t necessarily mean that he had a blighted childhood.’

Avril’s line on her brother’s early years is understandable, if only because she was part of them herself and, by implication, responsible for the atmosphere in which they took place. But if anything confounds the idea of the solitary miserabilist, it is the journalism that Orwell produced in the last ten years of his life. The Tribune ‘As I Please’ columns, written between 1943 and 1947, are full of rhapsodic little glances at aspects of bygone English life that the young Eric Blair had taken to heart. To memories of the popular songs of the Edwardian age (‘Rhoda and Her Pagoda’ from the ‘Chinese musical comedy’ San Toy, a beguiling fantasy about the erection of a pagoda in the Strand, was the earliest he could remember) could be added fanatical descriptions of children’s toys such as peg tops or ‘one of the greatest joys of childhood’, the brass cannons mounted on wooden gun carriages which cost all of ten shillings and went off ‘like the day of judgment’. The reference to the ‘joys’ of an Edwardian childhood suggests there were a fair number to hand. One of them was its faintly anarchic, regulation-lite side. The gunpowder needed to detonate the miniature cannon could be bought across the counter, while Orwell recalled buying his first firearm, a lethal-looking weapon known as a saloon rifle, ‘with no questions asked’ at the age of ten.

In Coming Up for Air, this elegiac hankering for the scents, sounds and tastes of childhood, what Orwell in a late-period letter calls ‘the young days’, practically burns off the page. The excursions through the Oxfordshire verdure with Humphrey Dakin transform themselves into the adventures of the Black Hand Gang, whose initiation ritual involves swallowing an earthworm; the contents of the average pre-Great War confectionery shop get several paragraphs to themselves, while Bowling floats off into ecstasies of nostalgia over Dick Dauntless and the heroes of the Edwardian boys’ magazines. Most of these memories, it should be pointed out, are neutral, there for what they mean to the narrator and his sense of past time, rather than to make a political point. Orwell the journalist was sometimes keener on using memory to explore his awareness of class difference and class privilege. Here his habitual admiration for working-class people – the farmhands met on family holidays to Cornwall, the labourers working at a neighbouring house who taught him to swear – is balanced by an appreciation of the elemental fissures that ran through the society of which he was a part. One of the most shocking incidents of his childhood, he later came to believe, was a village cricket match at which the local squire overruled the umpire and ordered a dismissed batsman back to the wicket. Was the young Eric Blair as outraged as the mature Orwell claimed to be? We shall never know, but the incident was clearly important to Orwell, stuck in his mind and left a trail of debris for his adult self to investigate.

Inevitably, many of these backward glances have to do with literature: children’s classics such as Gulliver’s Travels and R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island (thirty years later he could still remember the items that Ralph, Jack and Peterkin carry with them from the wrecked ship – a broken telescope, an iron-bound oar and a small axe); newer authors such as Beatrix Potter, the bulk of whose output was published in the period 1901–10; and the contemporary jingoism served up by Bartimaeus’s Naval Occasions or Ole-Luk-Oie’s The Green Curve, the prophecies of a professional soldier who warned of air raids and a German invasion. Unsurprisingly, much of what Orwell read as a child was thinly disguised propaganda, bound up in visions of Empire, colonial grandeur and fear of trouble in Europe. If, as a friend once suggested, the adult Orwell was a revolutionary steeped in the illusions of 1910, then many of their origins lay in the books pressed on him by his elder sister Marjorie – an influential figure in the cultivation of his early taste – here in pre-war Henley.

It is not hard to see the effect of the material circumstances of Orwell’s childhood on the view he came to take of the world. Nearly everything about his upbringing – his father’s job, his family’s long tradition of Imperial service – gave him a set of attitudes about duty, responsibility and Englishness that could never be shaken off. Upbringing, for example, explains his friendships with several people who, on paper, look the unlikeliest of companions for the left-leaning anti-imperialist that Orwell was to be become. In a diary entry from the 1980s, Anthony Powell remembers a visit by Orwell’s first biographer, Bernard Crick, who confessed over the course of luncheon that he could not understand how Orwell and Powell had ever become friends. But Powell was a lieutenant-colonel’s son descended from long lines of county families: there was far more in their shared heritage to draw the two men together than to drive them apart. It was the same with Evelyn Waugh, whose work Orwell seems to have liked for its trumpeting of the values of an older world, built on disinterestedness and public service. Thus, in the essay on Waugh left unfinished at his death, he singles out an ‘irrelevant outburst’ in Vile Bodies (1930). Here, turning aside from the antics of the Bright Young People, the novelist shows his sympathy for the guests who assemble at Lady Anchorage’s annual party: ‘people of decent and temperate life, uncultured, unaffected, unembarrassed, unassuming, unambitious people, of independent judgement’. These, you feel, are Orwell’s kind, ‘the people who still have, or used to have, a sense of obligation and a fixed code of behaviour, as against the mob of newspaper peers, financiers, politicians and playboys with whom the book deals’.

Undoubtedly, the remembrance of the world in which he was raised allowed Orwell to forgive a great deal that left-wing orthodoxy would rush to condemn. His loyalty to the caste that created him can never be ignored. ‘As I was brought up in this tradition myself, I can recognise it under strange disguises, and also sympathise with it, for even at its stupidest and most sentimental it is a comelier thing than the shallow self-righteousness of the left-wing intelligentsia,’ he declared in a review of Malcolm Muggeridge’s The Thirties. As he grew older the Edwardian era seemed to him a golden age, in whose memorials the Blairs themselves were increasingly bound up. When, in 1940, he notes that in Rosamond Lehmann’s short story ‘The Red-Haired Miss Daintreys’ ‘the peaceful, slumbrous atmosphere of the late Edwardian age is wonderfully evoked’ and commends the description of ‘a family of well-to-do middle-class people with their dullness and Philistinism, their integration and essential goodness’, there is a sudden sense of something personal burrowing away beneath the literary critic’s suavity, the feeling that Lehmann’s characters appeal to him largely because they remind him of his bygone self.

At all times, the lure of the Golden Age could be brought home to him by literature. His wartime journalism is full of approving references to H. G. Wells, praised in June 1940 for ‘his power to convey the atmosphere of the golden years between 1890 and 1914’, and commended in May 1941 for being able ‘more than almost any other writer to make the sleepy years at the end of the last century and the beginning of this one seem a good time to live in’. Even the territorial ambitions of the Victorians could seem a nobler thing than their debased modern equivalent. It can come as a shock to find Orwell defending the imperialism of the 1880s and 1890s, but if ‘sentimental and dangerous’ it was, he decided, ‘not entirely despicable’, a matter of overworked colonial officials and frontier skirmishes rather than Lord Beaverbrook and Australian butter. This is a romantic attitude, perhaps, but so, at any rate by the end of his life, was Orwell’s whole attitude to the landscapes he had wandered through when he was growing up.

The passages in Coming Up for Air that describe the passing of this old world and the uncertainty that lies in wait have a rapt and almost hallucinatory quality. ‘And time was slipping away,’ George Bowling reflects. ‘1910, 1911, 1912 … I tell you it was a good time to be alive … The white dusty road stretching out between the chestnut trees, the smell of night-stock, the green pools under the willows, the splash of Burford Weir – that’s what I think when I shut my eyes and think of “before the war …”.’ Doubtless it was what Orwell thought too. But there are other corners of his work in which the past is brought more stealthily to life. Animal Farm may be a satire of the Russian Revolution, faithfully mimicking the ebb and flow of Soviet policy between 1917 and 1943, but its historical grounding comes from several decades before. Willingdon, the nearest town to Manor Farm, is clearly based on Henley. The farm itself is more or less unmechanised and Farmer Jones and his wife have a lithograph of Queen Victoria above their drawing-room mantelpiece. Even the magazines that the newly anthropomorphised pigs take in – John Bull and Titbits – achieved their greatest popularity around the time of the First World War. Seen in this light, Animal Farm is nothing less than a paean to Orwell’s early life. His childhood was ever present to him – painful to relive at times, but always capable of bearing him away on a blissful, reminiscing tide. Coming back from a walk in the Hertfordshire countryside in the summer of 1940, he noted that ‘the whole thing took me back to my childhood, perhaps the last bit of that kind of life I shall ever have’. The suspicion is that, whatever the mythological gloss he may later have applied to it, this kind of life was worth the living.
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