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George Orwell, whose real name was Eric Arthur Blair, was born in Bengal in 1903. He was educated at Eton and then served in the Indian Imperial Police in Burma before deciding that he wanted to become a writer. His first book, Down and Out in Paris and London, was published in 1933. A prolific critic, essayist and novelist, whose collected works run to more than twenty volumes, he produced, in Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), two of the most controversial and best-selling political satires of the twentieth century. He died in January 1950, of tuberculosis, in University College Hospital, London.

D. J. Taylor’s Orwell: The Life won the 2003 Whitbread Prize for Biography. His other works of non-fiction include The Prose Factory: Literary Life in England Since 1918 (2016) and On Nineteen Eighty-Four: A Biography (2019). His new biography, Orwell: The New Life, was published in 2023.




Copyright

Published by Constable

ISBN: 978-1-4721-3302-1

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Introduction and notes copyright © D. J. Taylor 2023

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Constable

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

About the Author

Copyright

Introduction

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Notes

Further Reading

A Note on the Text

Hop-Picking, 17 October 1931

George Orwell to Leonard Moore, 14 November 1934

George Orwell to Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1 February 1935

L. P. Hartley, Observer review, 10 March 1935

Acknowledgements




Introduction

One of the most revealing scenes in A Clergyman’s Daughter comes at the moment when Dorothy Hare, its permanently satupon heroine, eats her Christmas Day packed lunch pressed up against a tree at Burnham Beeches, head down over a copy of George Gissing’s The Odd Women (1893). The significance of the locale, twenty miles outside London and easily accessible by train, is that it is where the author tended to take his girlfriends on days out. Orwell’s letters from the early 1930s to such regular correspondents as Eleanor Jaques and Brenda Salkeld – both of whom turned down his offers of marriage – are full of planned assignations out amongst the Buckinghamshire verdure. There is even a suspicion that Winston Smith’s first romantic encounter with Julia in Nineteen Eighty-Four may be set here. The significance of The Odd Women lies in the fact that it inaugurated the literary tradition in which Orwell’s novel reposes: that shelf-ful of fiction written from the 1890s onward to address the problem of the ‘superfluous female’ of the Victorian census return. If A Clergyman’s Daughter is a latecomer to a party long since convened by May Sinclair’s The Life and Death of Harriett Frean (1922) and F. M. Mayor’s The Rector’s Daughter (1924), then it gives the genre a distinctive post-Great War twist. At the same time, as the briefest glance at the contents soon establishes, its real subject is not so much the superfluous female as Orwell himself.

The first mention of A Clergyman’s Daughter comes in a letter to Brenda from early December 1933. ‘The next one will be better,’ Orwell assures her, apropos his recently completed first novel, Burmese Days, ‘but I don’t suppose I shall be able to start it before the holidays.’1 A subsequent letter to Eleanor, sent just before Christmas, confesses to having written ‘a page or two’.2 At this stage in his career, perennially hard-up and with a single published work (Down and Out in Paris and London (1933)) to his credit, Orwell was teaching in a small private school in Middlesex. But his plans were thrown into disarray, or in literary terms materially advanced, by a bout of pneumonia, the consequence of getting soaked while out riding a newly acquired motorbike. The illness confined him to a bed in Uxbridge Cottage Hospital, and at one point was deemed so serious that his parents were sent for. ‘Of course I can’t go back to school at the beginning of term,’ he explained to his agent, Leonard Moore, three days after Christmas, ‘so I am going to chuck teaching at least for the while. It is perhaps rather imprudent, but my people are anxious that I should do so, as they are concerned about my health, & of course I shall be able to write my next novel in 6 months or so if I haven’t got to be teaching at the same time.’3

Orwell’s parents, Richard and Ida Blair, had been living in retirement in Southwold since the early 1920s, and it was to this remote corner of the Suffolk coast that he removed himself in the second week of January 1934. A fortnight later, established at Montague House, 36 High Street, he could tell Moore that he was ‘much stronger and have begun doing a little work’.4 Not much is known about the nine months Orwell spent in Southwold, convalescing and, as his health improved, writing his new book. He certainly kept an eye on the parliamentary by-election that took place in the local Lowestoft constituency in mid-February, as a satirical treatment of it strays into the novel. There was also a curious kind of half-relationship with a girl named Dorothy Rogers – whose Christian name was borrowed for Dorothy Hare – which ended with his being more or less beaten up by her vengeful fiancé. The sum total of his published work in the first half of 1934 was a handful of reviews for the Adelphi and a poem (‘On a Ruined Farm near the His Master’s Voice Gramophone Factory’) that was probably written before he became ill. Undoubtedly, Orwell seems to have decided that he would make the most of this period of enforced idleness and finish a second novel while the going was good.

Orwell’s progress reports are nearly always sunk in gloom. One of the characteristics of his two-decade-long literary career is the assumption that he has failed at whatever task he set himself and fallen short of turning a good idea into a masterpiece. Even Nineteen Eighty-Four was sent off to its publisher late in 1948 with a warning that he was not pleased with the book but not absolutely dissatisfied. With A Clergyman’s Daughter, this tocsin of disquiet clangs much earlier than usual. In April he could be found telling Moore that ‘My novel is not getting on badly, and I have done more than I expected to do in the time, though of course very roughly as yet.’5 But a letter to Brenda from the end of July confesses to being ‘so miserable, struggling in the entrails of that dreadful book and never getting any further, and loathing the sight of what I made have done. Never start writing novels if you wish to preserve your happiness.’6 Brenda taught at a nearby girls’ boarding school and, though resistant to Orwell’s charms, was often available for country walks. The mention of ‘that dreadful book’ suggests that it had already featured several times in their conversations.

Meanwhile, the struggle to finish A Clergyman’s Daughter proceeded alongside an impending shift in his personal life. Bored with life in Southwold and sufficiently recovered to think about a new job, he was planning to move to London. The same letter canvasses a date in October, ‘but not before, I think, as I doubt if I can finish my novel before then’. Another note to Brenda, written a month later, is, if anything, even gloomier. Burmese Days – about to be published in America by Harper & Brothers – had apparently made Orwell ‘spew’ when he saw it in print. ‘As for the novel I am now completing, it makes me spew even more, & yet there are some decent passages in it. I don’t know how it is, I can write decent passages but I can’t put them together.’7 And so the task to complete the final chapters ground on. Early in September Brenda was assured that ‘You may think this is red ink I am writing in, but really it is some of the bloody sweat that has been collecting around me in pools for the last few days.’8 Shortly afterwards, Moore was informed, self-deprecatingly, that ‘I am not very satisfied with it, and it is rather fragmentary, but there are bits in it that people might find interesting, I hope.’9

Three weeks later the manuscript was in the post, with a further burst of self-criticism to speed it on its way: ‘I am not at all pleased with it. It was a good idea, but I am afraid I have made a mess of it … There are bits of it that I don’t dislike, but I am afraid it is very disconnected as a whole, and rather unreal.’10 By mid-October Orwell was in London, starting a job at a bookshop in Hampstead fixed up for him by his aunt. The novel, published five months later by Victor Gollancz in an edition of two thousand copies, was reasonably well reviewed, but did not sell. In later life, Orwell came to dislike the book and had it kept out of the standard edition of his works published shortly before his death: a new edition hung fire until as late as 1960. Of all his half-dozen novels, it is the one that he refers to least in casual correspondence with friends and editors, most of whom shared his opinion of its merits. Tosco Fyvel, for example, in his George Orwell: A Personal Memoir, damns it as the ‘least successful’ of his first three novels and mentions it exactly three times.11

To get the measure of A Clergyman’s Daughter and to understand what Orwell was trying to do with its material, it is necessary to return to the kind of life that its author was leading in the three years before he sat down to write it. Between 1931 and 1933, Orwell was at various times living in his parents’ house in Southwold, undertaking some of the low-life research trips mapped out in his early journalism (see, for example, the essays ‘Hop-Picking’ and ‘Clink’) and teaching in small private schools. The novel is essentially a series of bridges designed to connect up these varying compartments into a coherent whole. Dorothy is the spinster daughter of an exacting clerical tyrant, the incumbent of St Athelstan’s in the fictitious town of Knype Hill, Suffolk, on whose behalf she uncomplainingly drudges. Her daily round, as set out in the opening section, is a kind of pageant of dutifully fulfilled obligation in which church-going, parish-visiting, attending to mean-minded local gossips and the necessity to avoid the countless tradesmen to whom her stingy father owes money inextricably commingle.

Dorothy, as Orwell makes clear, is, while terrified of sex (‘all that’), neither plain enough nor entrenched enough in her vocation to avoid male admirers. One of them is a middle-aged sub-bohemian scamp named Mr Warburton, who inveigles her into his house for a late-night parley and, together with Mrs Semprill, the meanest-minded of the gossips, is responsible for her subsequent ordeal. Several days later, having lost her memory and unable to account for the time that has passed, Dorothy comes to in the outer London suburbs, having caught the eye of a gang of passing vagrants en route to the hop-fields. Masquerading as ‘Ellen’ (the name of the rectory parlourmaid), she follows them down to Kent, existing in a state of suspended animation until the moment when a Sunday newspaper opens her eyes to the scandal of which she has unwittingly become a part. To her astonishment, Dorothy is revealed as the notorious ‘Rector’s Daughter’, whose late-night flit from Knype Hill, apparently witnessed by Mrs Semprill and allegedly in the company of Mr Warburton, has been occupying the tabloids for the past three weeks. Writing to her father, but getting no immediate reply, and wrongly assuming that she has been thrown over (‘He was too angry and disgusted to write to her. All he wanted was to get rid of her …’) Dorothy resolves to ‘go right away … to some place that was big enough to hide in’.

Just as his heroine’s experiences among the hop-pickers have allowed Orwell to utilise most of the research notes accumulated in his hop-picking diaries from 1931, so her return to London allows him – once her money has run out – to recast the memories of a night spent among the down-and-outs in Trafalgar Square, all written up in a dramatised, and at times near-apocalyptic, style borrowed from the ‘Nighttown’ section of Ulysses. Another pontoon bridge snaps into place on the sudden appearance of Dorothy’s baronet cousin, Sir Thomas Hare – one of several deus ex machina figures who maraud through the book – sent by her father to whisk her off to a job teaching in a seedy private school in the ‘repellent suburb’ of Southbridge. ‘There are, by the way, vast numbers of private schools in England,’ Orwell informs his readers at the start of a three-page analysis of the phenomenon that could easily have doubled up as a New Statesman exposé. Subsequently, Dorothy’s serial humiliation at the hands of the school’s owner, Mrs Creevy, oscillates wildly between Dickensian caricature and straightforward reportage. Thrown out – almost literally – into the street, Dorothy allows herself to be rescued by the somewhat improbable figure of Mr Warburton, whose task it is to inform her that, with Mrs Semprill now unmasked as a malign fantasist, the path is clear for a return to Knype Hill.

Here, reconciled with her father, she finds … Well, what exactly does she find? Like every other novel Orwell wrote, A Clergyman’s Daughter is the story of a rebellion that fails, an attempt to break out of the world that constrains you only to discover, a couple of hundred pages later, that you have been returned to the site of your original imprisonment. If Winston Smith, squashed and subdued by the horrors of Room 101, ends his revolt against the monotonous thraldom that holds him in its grasp by deciding that ‘he had won the victory over himself. He loved Big Brother’ and Bowling in Coming Up for Air steels himself to return to suburban life in West Bletchley and the joyless Hilda, then Dorothy, or so we infer, resigns herself to spin-sterhood, drudgery and a succession of tedious nights over the gluepot, manufacturing cardboard jackboots for the church pageant. In this context, none of the novel’s implausibility, its hastily contrived link-ups and the feeling of an author desperate to unpack his autobiography into the text whether it suits the psychological material or not really matters, for another link in the chain that leads to Nineteen Eighty-Four has been hammered firmly into place.

As well as being the story of a rebellion that fails, A Clergyman’s Daughter also offers the chance to establish what Orwell thought of Southwold, where he spent a large part of the period 1927–35, and what he thought of God, or, perhaps more importantly, of organised religion. As for Southwold, clearly reconfigured in the shape of Knype Hill, the key passage can be found in a scene where Dorothy bicycles down the town’s High Street. What gives the episode even more significance is the fact that it is preceded by a sentence in which Orwell indulges his romantic, nature-worshipping side (‘The still watery sun, now playing hide-and-seek, April-wise, among woolly islets of cloud, sent an oblique beam down the High Street, gilding the house-fronts of the northern side’). Then, almost without warning, Orwell moves in for the kill: ‘It was one of those sleepy, old-fashioned streets that look so ideally peaceful on a casual visit and so very different when you live in them and have an enemy or a creditor behind every window.’ Every window? There is something almost paranoid about Orwell’s view of Knype Hill, with its Greek chorus of malign old women and debt-collecting tradesmen lining up to obstruct Dorothy’s progress along its streets. What had Southwold done to Orwell to make him regard it in this way?

The answer is: probably not very much. Just as Southwold, with its cargo of retired civil servants and raft of genteel amenities, was not Orwell’s kind of place, so Orwell was manifestly not Southwold’s kind of resident. Although he had many friends there, with whom he could go for walks and discuss books, and there were at least three women in the vicinity in whom he took a romantic interest, the self-absorption of the community and its fondness for tittle-tattle preyed on his nerves. The locals, meanwhile, thought him a ne’er-do-well and a sponger, and complained about his appearance (‘He never dressed up or anything,’ a woman whose mother worked as his parents’ daily help once remarked).12 Southwold, you sometimes feel, oppressed Orwell by heightening his sense of insecurity and making him feel – a sensation rapidly transferred to his characters – that he was being spied on.

Meanwhile, anyone who wanted a crash course on the state of the Anglican Church in the early 1930s could be sure of finding it in the conversations that Dorothy has with her father and the earnest young church schoolmaster Victor Stone. A Clergyman’s Daughter is at bottom a ‘religious’ novel, whose underlying concerns would not look out of place in a book written thirty or forty years earlier. Orwell’s interest in clerical matters – he attended a church in Ealing in his school-teaching days and writes knowledgeably about its protocols to friends – was entirely sincere, and though he claimed not to believe in God and was prone to equate Catholicism with totalitarianism, his contention that, in an increasingly secular world, God matters shines out of what is perhaps the novel’s key passage. Here Dorothy is reflecting on her own recently discovered unbelief and the security of the world in which she was raised:


In another and deeper sense the atmosphere of the church was soothing and reassuring to her. For she perceived that in all that happens in church, however absurd and cowardly its supposed purpose may be, there is something – it is hard to define, but something of decency, of spiritual comeliness – that is not easily found in the world outside. It seemed to her that even though you no longer believe, it is better to go to church than not; better to follow in the ancient ways, than to drift in rootless freedom.



All this explains why, after his death, Orwell’s executors discovered that he had left instructions for his funeral to be conducted according to the rites of the Church of England and for him to be buried in an Anglican churchyard. It also underlies one of the central assumptions of his work, which is that the vast reservoir of spiritual feeling left in the world after the mass decline in religious belief must be kept from the dictators. The message of Nineteen Eighty-Four, after all, is that autocrats behave as they do because they presuppose a world in which there is no moral reckoning. If Orwell spent most of his creative life urging the need for a secular morality, in which people are encouraged to behave well despite the absence of a God to guide and punish them, then A Clergyman’s Daughter is a crucial early milestone.
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