
‘ “The government must solve the bottle-necks of produc-
tion.” ’

Suddenly Alan felt ashamed of himself. Wasn’t he, in sneering
at McNarney’s solecism about the stomachs of hungry men and
women, behaving like the worst kind of pedantic snob for whom
the ‘grammatical’ correctness of a sentence is more important
than its meaning? Wasn’t his whole attack against Party jargon
just the type of thing that could have come from any bourgeois-
minded academic who believed that his education made him
superior to the working class? Alan’s doubts were only momen-
tary, however. He was soon assuring himself that the leadership’s
pretentious and redundant use of abstract nouns was not due to
a lack of academic training. It was a product of political degener-
ation. Meanwhile Les remained silent, and was perhaps having
doubts also, though his silence might simply be in response to
Alan’s. In their talk about the leadership’s language Alan had so
far not only been the one to start the attack but he had been the
one to keep it going; Les had been no more than his follower.

‘I’m not objecting just to clumsiness in the use of words,’
Alan felt the need to explain, ‘but to the underlying confusion
of thought which the clumsiness arises from. Party leaders with
working-class origins aren’t the only offenders. Digby Kelsall,
who must know better, has taken to using the ridiculous expres-
sion “self-study” when he means “private study”.’

Les said downrightly: ‘I think the leadership’s jargon in gen-
eral shows their contempt for the people it’s addressed to.’

Alan, in spite of Les’s support and of his own conviction that
Party jargon was a vice that needed to be seriously combated,
felt a lingering guilt about having sneered at certain sentences of
McNarney’s which were inept rather than pretentious. He tried
to rid himself of this guilt by saying:

‘Of course, McNarney sometimes uses colloquialisms quite
effectively. I remember one good one: “Those persons who so
patronizingly say with their hands in the wrong place, ‘You young
people don’t understand.’ ” ’
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Lessmiled,buthedidn’t–orcouldn’t–capAlan’squotation
withanotherofthesametype.Alan,havingnowsaidsomething
favourableaboutMcNarney,feltfreetoattacktheleadership
again,notthistimefortheirjargonbutforarelatedviceoftheirs
whichheallatoncethoughtof.

‘Talkingabouthandsinthewrongplaceremindsmeofthe
gesturesthatthePartyleadersgoinfornowwhenthey’remaking
speechesatpublicmeetings–sostagey,likethegesturesofvery
badactors.’

ButarenewedfeelingofguiltcheckedAlanashewasabout
togoontodescribemorefullywhathemeant.Thereseemed
somethingfarmorepersonalinhiscriticizingtheleaders’ges-
turesthantherehadseemedinhisattackingtheirjargon–some-
thingpettyandevenmalicious,somethinguncommunist.Les
lookedathim,showinginterest,waitedforhimtocontinue,then
said:

‘IthinkIknowthekindofthing.’
Alanstilldidnotcontinue.Les,afterhesitatingasthough

hetoofeltalittleguilty,slowlyraisedhisrighthand,clenched
itandbroughtitponderouslydownontotheopenpalmofhis
lefthand.Alan,encouragedbythisdemonstration,overcamehis
ownscruplesandsaid:

‘Yes,orifthey’restandingbyatablewhilethey’respeaking,
they’llthumpthatinstead.IrememberoncewhenElsiewas
chairingameetingforFredHurleyhethumpedsohardthathe
stoppedherwatchwhichshe’dputdownonthetableinfrontof
her.’

‘AndI’venoticedthatthethumpingisveryseldomrelated
towhatthey’resaying.It’sjustmechanical;itprovidesaback-
groundrhythm.’

‘That’strue,’Alansaidadmiringly,impressedthatLeshad
beensoobservant.Hethoughtofanothergesturewhichseveral
oftheleaderswerefondof,andhegavewayeasilythistimeto
thetemptationtomockit.‘Thenthere’sthis,’hesaid,holding
hishandstifflyoutinfrontofhimandchoppingtheairwithit
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strongly yet precisely as though he was a butcher using a cleaver.
‘And this,’ Les said, jabbing jerkily and repeatedly downwards

with his forefinger as if to puncture a series of taut invisible mem-
branes.

They were both grinning broadly now.
‘And there’s the sideways pointing gesture,’ Alan said, ‘with

the forearm bent like the neck of an aggressively-intentioned
swan.’

Alan briefly tried to give Les an illustration of this, but he
couldn’t make his fingers resemble a swan’s beak at all.

‘And there’s the backwards pointing gesture,’ Les said.
He got up quickly from his chair and, his wide-opened eyes

giving the impression that they were fixed on a huge audience in
a public hall, he raised a rigid right arm and swinging it back-
wards at shoulder level through an angle of thirty degrees he
pointed threateningly as though towards something unseeable
far beyond the wall of the hall. His extended hand, which was
just so far back that he was able to keep sight of it from the corner
of his eye, vibrated as it pointed.

Alan laughed outright, then said:
‘I can’t believe that when I first came into the Party the leaders

used to go in for these antics.’
Perhaps McNarney had always been given to gesturing when

speaking to a crowd, Alan thought, but in the old days his ges-
tures had not made him seem like a ham actor trying to put
over the words of a bad play. He and Max Dunstable and Frank
Baxter and Fred Hurley and the other comrades on the Central
Committee (as the Executive had then been called) had been
proper communists, not reformists and opportunists. During the
years when they had led the struggle against unemployment and
against fascism they had been leaders whom their rank-and-file
could love and be inspired by. Alan, in attacking them as they
now were was defending them as they had formerly been, was
being loyal to what had been best in them and to what might
even yet, as a result perhaps of his and Elsie’s and Les Gatten’s
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presentefforts,bebroughttolifeinthemoncemore.Withthis
thoughtapowerfulconfidencearoseinhimwhichnotmerelyrid
himofallremainingapprehensivenessaboutwhattheDistrict
wouldquitesoonhavetosaytohim,butmadehimlookforward
towhathewouldbeabletosaytotheDistrict.MeanwhileLes,
whohadsatdownagainafterhisunconstraineddemonstration
ofthebackwardpointinggesture,wastalkingabouthisown
earlyimpressionsofthePartyleaders.Alan,thoughtryingat
leasttoappeartobekeenlyinterestedinwhatLeswastelling
him,wastoomuchoccupiedbyhisnewfeelingofconfidenceto
payfullattention.Everythingexternalwhichhewasconscious
of,includingthequietnessofLes’svoiceandhisforward-leaning
postureinthearmchairandalso,especially,thebooksvisibleon
theshelvesbehindhishead,helpedtointensifythisfeeling.The
sightofthebooksgaveAlanthethoughtthatinhisstrugglefor
truthagainstthePartyleadershiphehadthesupportofthebest
mindsinalltheages.Andthebooksremindedhimofhispoetry;
andsuddenlyhewasabletosolvetheproblemofwhathisnext
poemwouldbeabout.Likethepoemhehadbeenworkingon
duringthepastyearandhadabandonedfinallythismorning,it
wouldaimatrevivingtheappealofthePartylifeanditwould
showday-to-dayPartyworkinthelightofthefutureworldwide
victoryofcommunism,butunlikethatpoemitwouldforeseethe
lifethatcouldbelivedafterthevictory.Andthelifeitwould
foreseewouldbethepoeticlife.Hisnewpoemwouldholdout
thepromiseofatimewheneveryonewouldbefreetofollow
hisorherowninbornbent,andwhenthepoetwouldgivehim-
selfprimarilytopoeticcreation.Butwasn’tthisanideahehad
thoughtofyearsago,justbeforethewar,andwhyhadn’thetried
tomakeapoemoutofitlongbeforenow?Haditperhapsnot
beenwhollyconvincingtohimemotionally?

BeforeAlancouldthinkofananswertothisquestion,Les
Gattensaidsomethingwhichputitwhollyoutofhismind.There
wasnochangeinGatten’stoneofvoice.Whilehehadbeen
describingtoAlanhisearlyimpressionsofthePartyleadershe
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had at last seemed – as he perhaps hadn’t even when he had
stood up to demonstrate the backward pointing gesture – totally
at ease, and he seemed so still as he told Alan now: ‘Before I
joined the Party I was a private detective.’

For a moment this statement had no emotional effect on Alan.
His consciousness was exclusively occupied by the hard clear
certainty that he had not misheard what Gatten had said, and
then by the conviction that it was true. It was true because
only it could explain everything Alan had found puzzling about
him, both today and ever since first meeting him two years ago.
Gatten, as though the revelation he had just made had been of
not much importance, continued to talk about his early experi-
ences in the Party. Feeling was abruptly brought to life in Alan.
Like someone who coming into a kitchen sees a joint of cooked
meat on a white dish in the middle of a table and sees also on
the same dish and in contact with the meat something which
is not meat, greenish-grey, part liquid, part solid, and which he
instantly knows to be dog’s vomit though it does not make him
begin to retch until his mind has willy-nilly formed an idea of
what the solid (fishy, spool-shaped, shaggily stringy) might have
been before the dog’s stomach rejected it – Alan did not feel
nausea until after he had comprehended fully what Gatten was.
But the nausea was brief, was soon transformed into loathing
and anger. He had an impulse to shout into Gatten’s face: ‘Get
out of this house this instant you treacherous swine.’ However,
he restrained himself. He decided that he must not say or do
anything precipitately. Otherwise Gatten would be prevented
from revealing himself further. It was important that Gatten
should not see in Alan’s face any signs of mistrust or hostility
whatsoever. Apparently he had not seen any yet. He was sitting
comfortably back in the armchair – not, as during most of the
time since he had first sat down, almost on the edge of it. He
was talking of the anti-fascist demonstrations which the Party
leadership had so effectively organized before the war. Perhaps
he was a genuine communist who had formerly been a detective
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buthadbeenbroughttocommunismbydisgustwithhisvilejob.
Wouldamanwhowasstillworkingasadetectivehaverisked
rousingAlan’ssuspicionsbyadmittinghe’dworkedasonebefore
joiningtheParty?Perhapswhathadmadehimrevealhimself
hadbeenadesiretobeabsolutelyhonestwithAlan,andthe
uneasinesshe’dshownbeforetellinghimmighthavebeendue
toshameandtoanxietyabouthowAlanwouldreact.Oronthe
otherhandtherevelationmightbeaspecialkindofconfidence
trick,intendedtoforestallapossiblediscoveryofGatten’spastby
Alanonhisownaccount.AndifGattenwasagenuineconvert
tocommunism,wouldn’thisproperplacebeasacounter-agent
withinthecapitalistsecuritysystemratherthanasanordinary
memberinaPartyBranch?No,hewasstilladetective,anagent
oftherulingclass,andAlanwasconfirmedinthisconclusionby
somethingelsewhichhesuddenlyheardGattensay:

‘Ofcourse,aprivatedetectivehastoworkinwiththepolice.
Andtheykeepacheckonmeevennow.’

Therecouldnolongerbeanydoubtatall.Gattenwasa
spywithintheworking-classmovement,aprovocateur,almost
thevilestthing–toAlan’smind–thatahumanbeingcould
be.Farvilerthananyopenenemy,thananyfascist.Almostas
vileasthoseSocialDemocraticleaderswhowhileclaimingtobe
socialistsgivetheirsupporttoimperialism.ButifGattenwas
certainlyapolicespywhatcouldhismotivebeinrevealingthat
hewasone?HemighthopetoscareAlanintopoliticalinactivity.
ProbablyGatten’smastersregardedMarxist-LeninistsintheParty
–eventhoughtherewerefewatpresent–asmoreofamenace
thantherevisionistsandopportunists.‘Yethemustknow,’Alan
thought,‘thatanyonewhohasbeeninthePartyforanylength
oftimetakesforgrantedspieswillgetintoit,andisunlikelyto
befrightenedofthem.’Yes,butperhapshesawAlanassomeone
whobyhisdisagreementwiththeleadershiphadisolatedhimself
andhadforfeitedtheParty’sprotectionandwasthereforemore
susceptibletointimidation.Gattenwouldbeunabletounder-
standthatinternationalismreallymeantsomethingtoAlanand
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Elsie and that with the Australian Party on their side they could
not feel alone. What Alan next heard Gatten say seemed to con-
firm the supposition that his hope was to intimidate.

‘The British Secret Service is one of the best organized in the
world, as I daresay you know. Not much goes on that they aren’t
aware of.’

‘Yes,’ Alan said, without thinking what he said. During the
past few minutes since Gatten had revealed himself as a detective
Alan had made several other would-be noncommittal interjec-
tions in order to keep him talking, but this time Gatten looked
surprised for an instant; and then he went on to give his ideas
about the tactics they should adopt when they were interviewed
by the District Committee.

Alan only partly listened. He was still trying to decide why
Gatten had revealed himself. Was it really likely that the Secret
Service thought Alan important enough, Marxist-Leninist though
he was, to be worth their attempting to frighten him into inac-
tivity? They would probably prefer to use him to subvert the
Party, revisionist though it had become. Gatten’s aim might be
to blackmail him into working for the police within the Party.
To blackmail him by threatening to let the Party leaders know
that one of his supporters, his main supporter, in his campaign
against their line, was a police agent. This idea didn’t disturb
Alan much, because there seemed to be a logical flaw in it, but
it gave rise to another idea which alarmed him deeply. Suppose
the Party leaders got to know without being told by Gatten – who
surely would not want to uncover himself to them – that Alan was
being helped by an anti-communist spy. Suppose they already
knew; and were waiting to use their knowledge to the greatest
effect against him, perhaps on the day when he came up before
the District committee, perhaps at the very moment during his
interview with the committee when he was making his most
telling attack against the leadership’s revisionism. They could
smear him as an associate of out-and-out enemies of the Party.
They wouldn’t be incapable of that. In their reply to the first
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letterfromtheAustralianPoliticalCommittee,aletterwhichhad
beenwrittensomeweeksbeforetheEightPartieshaddenounced
Titoasarenegadefromcommunismandwhichhadquotedwith
approvalsomethinghe’dsaid,theyhadstronglyhintedthatthe
AustralianswereTitoists.TheycouldsmearAlanand,worse,
theycouldsmearthroughhimthetruthhestoodfor.Butthe
truthwouldeventuallybevindicated,whereashemightbedis-
honouredpermanently.Nocalumnyagainsthimfromcapitalist
sourcescouldbeaslastingasonefromtheleadersofaParty
whichwouldcontroltheworldofthefuture.Apoetmightbe
abletovindicatehimselfintheendthroughhiswritingsifthey
survived,butnotapoetwhohadwrittensolittleandsobadly
asAlanuptonowhaddone.Howmanytruecommunistswho
hadbeenwrongfullyaccusedduringtheirliveswouldgodown
tohistoryastraitorsforever?Andmighttherenotbeamongthe
heroesoftheRevolutionburiedbelowtheKremlinwallperhaps
oneundiscoveredpotentialtraitorwhowouldremainaherofor
aslongashistorycontinuedtobewritten?

ThislastthoughthadthesurprisingeffectofliftingAlanout
ofthemoodofhorrifiedhelplessnessintowhichhehadbegun
tofall.Hetoldhimselfthattobeatruecommunistyettobe
regardedforeverasatraitortocommunismwouldbebetter
thantobeapolicespyyettobemistakenlyimmortalizedasa
communisthero.Toactlikeacommunistwasmoreimportant
thantohavethereputationofbeingone.Atruecommunistnow
mustfightagainstrevisionism,whatevertheconsequencesfor
hisreputation.AndAlanmightstillbeabletopreventtheleader-
shipfromaccusinghimofcollaborationwithananti-communist
agent.HewouldgouptoDistrictheadquarterstomorrow,would
reportthathehaddiscoveredadetectivewithintheParty,would
emphasizethathewasmakingthereportassoonaspossible
afterhehadmadethediscovery.Hewishedhecouldgoup
tonight,atonce;buthemightnotfindanymemberoftheDistrict
committeethereatthistime.Luckilytomorrowwouldbeahalf-
holidayandhecouldgetthereearlyintheafternoon.
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Gatten was no longer talking about what tactics they should
adopt when they came before the District committee, but was
outlining the practical policy, as distinct from the theoretical line,
which he thought the Party ought to have in place of its present
one. He did not, as previously, seem to be modestly offering
suggestions whose worth only Alan could pronounce upon, but
to be expressing opinions he was already very sure of. Alan heard
him say: ‘The Party instead of advocating that conscription into
the imperialist armed forces should be for one and a half and
not for two years ought to campaign for its total abolition, and
ought to spread propaganda for this inside as well as outside
the forces.’ ‘There speaks the provocateur,’ Alan thought with
hatred. He made very little effort now to prevent his feelings
from showing in his face; but Gatten seemed unaware of them.
Or was he actually very well aware of them, and had he been
aware of them ever since he’d revealed himself as a detective?
All at once he said, though without any special significance in his
tone, that he had better go. He stood up, and Alan stood up too.
Gatten was the first to move towards the sitting-room door. Alan
followed him, not from automatic politeness but consciously in
order to prevent his changing his mind and turning back into
the room again. Every yard of the floor that Gatten yielded Alan
quickly occupied, and as soon as they were out in the hall pas-
sage Alan shut the door of the sitting-room behind them. He
still followed Gatten, letting him open the front door for himself,
seeing with revulsion the sideways-curving hair at the back of his
neck and the neat clean cloth of his grey suit covering his broad
shoulders and his narrow rump. Now Gatten had stepped over
the doorstep, and was outside this house which he might not yet
guess he would never be allowed into again.

‘Cheerio,’ he said.
Alan would have liked to shut the front door without answer-

ing, but he was checked by the vague thought that if at this stage
he allowed himself to show outright hostility he might in some
way be giving Gatten a future advantage over him; and after a
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Alone in the back sitting-room Alan Sebrill was waiting to ask
his wife Elsie what she had thought of the talk he had just given
here to the Branch members. She was now seeing off the last of
them at the front door. He stood in the middle of a disarranged
ellipse of chairs, making no move yet to pick up the ash-trays
that were on or under several of these, and he still held with
both his hands the black school exercise book in which during
the past few weeks he had written detailed and careful notes for
all of the five talks he intended to give about Lenin’s State and
Revolution. He had aimed at presenting Lenin’s ideas in such
a way that they would be entirely intelligible even to a newly-
joined member like Rose Barlow whose general educational level
was not high, as well as to comrades who had been a year or
so in the Party but who seemed less well acquainted with basic
theory than communists should be. Recently he and Elsie had
become uneasy about the Party’s post-war theoretical line, and
they wanted the Branch members to discuss whether it was con-
sistent with Lenin’s views on the State, and, if it wasn’t, whether
this was because those views needed developing to correspond
with changes in the world since Lenin’s day or perhaps because
the new line might not be altogether a correct one. The introduc-
tory talk he had given this evening had, he thought, been lucid
enough, but he needed to get Elsie’s opinion on how thoroughly
his hearers had understood it. She seemed to be a long time at
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ratherlongpausehesaid:
‘Goodbye.’
HedidnotwatchGattenwalkdownthepathtothefront

gate.Heshutthedoorquicklyandturnedroundtogoandtell
ElsieimmediatelythatGattenwasaspy,butthenheremembered
thatshewasoutseeingtheMurrayfields.Hewentbackintothe
sitting-roomwhichGattenhadjustleft.HavingtowaitforElsie
wasalmostasagitatingtohimashavingtopostponeuntiltomor-
rowthevisithewouldmaketoDistrictheadquarters.Hetried
tobegintothinkhowhewouldwordthereporthewouldgive
aboutGattenwhenhegotthere.Hedidnotsitdown.Moving
aroundtheroom,stoppingnowatthecurtainedwindowand
nowatthebookcasewithoutseeingitsbooks,hecouldnotthink
ofthewordshewouldusetomorrowbutonly–againandagain
andwithafeelingofrisingtensionwithinhim–ofwhathadjust
happenedhere.Atlast,thoughactuallynotmuchmorethanten
minutesafterGattenhadgone,heheardElsie’slatchkeyturnin
thelockofthefrontdoor.

Hewasoutintothehallpassagebeforeshehadfullyopened
thedoor.Herfaceasshecameinseemedtopromisegoodnews,
buthedidn’taskherabouttheMurrayfields.Hebeganatonce
togiveheranaccount,sohurriedlythatitbecamejumbledand
hehadtobeginagain,ofhisconversationwithGatten.Whenhe
hadfinishedshesaidshedidn’tthinkLescouldstillbeadetec-
tive,becauseifhewerehewouldn’thavedisclosedthathe’d
oncebeenone.Shegavetheimpressionshewouldn’tbegreatly
worriedeveniftheydiscoveredforcertainthathestillwasone.
Butsheagreedthatinanycasetheymuststoptakinghiminto
theirconfidenceandthatitwouldbeagoodprecautionforAlan
tomakeareportonhimtotheDistricttomorrow.Herattitude
calmedAlanalittle,thoughevennowhedidn’tthinkofasking
whatsuccessshehadhadwiththeMurrayfields.Therewasa
furtherslightimprovementinhismoralewhensheeventually
toldhim:

‘Irisalreadyknowswe’reright,andsheadmitssheknows.
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thefrontdoor.Hemovedtothebookcaseandputbackhisexer-
cisebookonashelfnexttoseveralsparepaper-backedcopies
ofStateandRevolutionwhichhehadboughtforthepurposeof
handingthemouttocomradeswhomightforgettobringtheir
own.Hecouldhearhervoiceinthehall-passage,anditdidnot
soundasthoughshewassayinggoodbyebutasthoughshewas
puttingforwardapoliticalargumentandmighttakemorethan
aminuteortwotofinish.Hewenttothedooroftheroomand
openeditandlookedoutintothepassage.

HesawthatshewasspeakingtoLesGatten.Alltheother
comradeshadalreadyleftthehouse.Shewasexcitedlyand
cheerfullyassertive,talkingfast,notpausingforanycomment
fromGattenwhostoodfacingthefrontdoorand–sofarasAlan
couldseefrombehind–listeningwithinterestthoughwithout
indicatingeitheragreementordisagreement.Thehairatthe
backofhisneckcurvedstrangelysidewaystotherightandtothe
left,givingasoftwhiskeryeffect–apussycateffect,Alanfancied,
buthequicklyrepressedthefancyasbeingratheruncomradely,
andthenwassurprisedthatheshouldhavefounduncomrade-
linessinacomparisonwhichifhehadappliedittoalmostany
otherBranchmemberwouldhaveseemedharmlesslyhumorous.
ElsiewaswatchingGattenasshetalked,andgavenosignof
havingnoticedAlanlookingoutoftheroom.Herlivelyface,
toppedbyheruncontrollablecurls,wasbrightwiththesummer
eveningsunlightthatcamethroughtheglass-panelledupperhalf
ofthefrontdoor.Thetintsofacoloured-glassleaf-and-flower
patternwereprojectedfromoneofthepanelsontotheskinof
hercheeksandneck,andherememberedhowinKeats’spoem
aboutStAgnes’Evethemoonlightthroughtheemblazonedcase-
ment‘threwwarmgulesonMadeline’sfairbreast’.Hesawthat
Elsie’sfacewastingednotwithgulesorrosebloombutwith
sulphuryellowandwithavividgreensuggestiveofthekind
ofseaweedwhichgrowssometimesonsea-wallsorontheiron
supportsofpiers,thoughamethystdidappearinarhomboidal
lucencyonthefleshnearthepointoftheV-neckofherbosom-
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Alec knows too, and almost admits it. But neither of them is
quite ready yet to go to the length of disagreeing openly with the
Executive – though I’m sure both of them soon will be.’
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lifted brown gingham dress. She was desirable and he loved her,
but her features had nothing of romantic delicacy about them,
and she was a mother not a maiden. Les Gatten stood docilely
listening to her while she told him, with a forthrightness that
Alan himself might not have risked, her objections to some of the
public statements that had come lately from the Party leadership.
Alan was about to step out into the passage and to join the two
of them at the front door, but he realized that if he did join them
he might delay Gatten’s departure yet further and have to wait
longer before being able to talk with Elsie alone. He turned back
into the room.

As he turned, a thought revived in him which had not even
momentarily crossed his mind during the whole of this evening’s
meeting: it was that for the next three days he would be free from
the school at which he earned his living as a teacher. Tomorrow
would be the beginning of his half-term holiday. The thought
made the room seem very pleasant to him. He liked the look
of the plaster mouldings on the ceiling and of the little white-
painted fluted wooden pillars under the mantelshelf. Usually
these things, and the coloured glass in the front door and the
sham Tudor beams beneath the gable outside, although they
did not offend him – his experience of houselessness during the
war having purged him of all his pre-war contempt for early
twentieth-century suburban architecture – were uninteresting to
him, as was the conservatory which was at the far end of the
room and which he now found positively beautiful. Between
the windows that it had in common with the sitting-room and
the windows that separated it from the garden, the enclosed air
luminously united the freedom of the garden with the secure
homeliness of the house. There were no flowers in the conser-
vatory, and he felt that it did not need them. The glass door
leading into it from the room and the glass door leading out
of it into the garden were both open still, as they had been
throughout the meeting because of the warmth of the evening,
and he moved across the room and through the inner doorway.
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ItwasnottillmorethanaweekafterGattenhadrevealedhimself
asadetectivethatAlanthoughtofpoetryagain.

Hewascomingbackfromaday’steaching,whichhadgone
smoothlyenough,andhewaswalkingalongthepavementof
hishomeroad.Hewaswithinfiftyyardsofhisownhouse.He
saw,thoughonlyvaguelyandwithoutinterest,behindthefront
gardenfenceofahouseabouttendoorsawayfromhis,thesmall-
leavedandalwaysclosely-clippedJapanesehoneysucklehedge
whosetopsurface,undulatingalittlehereandthere,hadthe
smoothnessalmostofsnowwhenithaslostitspowderinessand
isjustbeginningtothaw.Hesawtooalongtheouteredgeofthe
pavementaheadthesilverbirchesandthebrown-barkedprunus
treesalternatingatintervalsthatseeminglydiminishedfarther
downtheroad;yetthoughanafternoonsunwasshiningthere
wasbetweenhisperceptionandthetreessomethinglikeafaint
darkhazewhichhecouldalmostbelievetobeexternalwhilehe
neverthelessknewitoriginatedfromhisstateofmind.Forthe
pastninedays–inspiteofhishavinggoneuptotheDistrictas
soonaspossibletoreportwhathehaddiscoveredaboutGatten
–hehadneverquitebeenabletocomeoutfromtheshadows
ofananxietylesttheExecutivemightstilldecidethatthemost
effectivewayofputtingastoptohisandElsie’sattackonrevi-
sionisminthePartywouldbetoaccusethemofcollaborating
withapoliceagent.Beyondandabovethebirchandprunus
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Hereadonceagainonthepistachiogreendistemperofoneof
theside-wallsintheconservatorytheneatlyblack-paintedwords
thathadbeenlefttherebythebarrage-ballooncrewwhohad
beenbilletedduringthewarinthishouseandwhoseballoonhad
beenkeptintheplayingfieldbeyondtheendofthegarden.Nails
interconnectedbywirehadbeendrivenintotheplasterbelow
thewords,whichwere:‘SandbagLines’,‘BedSlips’.Hewould
havere-distemperedtheside-wallsatthetimewhenheandElsie
hadfirstgainedpossessionofthehouse,buthehadwantedto
preservethewordsasevidenceinanydisputethatmightarise
withtheWarOfficeaboutthepaymentofcompensation.Hehad
gotusedtothemsincethattime,andatthismomentheeven
foundthemdecorative.Butthedoorjambsandthewindow-
frameswouldhavetoberepaintedverysooniftheywereto
besavedfromrottingbeyondrepair,hethought,ashecameto
theouterdoorway.Alsothegapsbetweenthejambsandthe
brickwork–whichcomradePeteNaylorwhowasaquantity
surveyorhadcalledthe‘reveals’–badlyneededrefillingwith
mortar.Alanstoodinthedoorwayandlookedoutintothe
garden.

Theskywasstillverylight,becausetodaybeingaSundaythe
meetinghadbegunandendedearlierthaniftheBranchmem-
bershadarrivedafteraday’swork.Helikedthefloweringweeds
intheforegroundundertheeveningshadowofthehouse.Elsie
andheoughttohavedugtheseupmonthsago,ifonlybecause
theneighboursmightobjecttothem;butElsiewhobeforethe
warhadbeeninterestedingardeningwastoobusywiththe
childrennowaswellaswithPartyactivities,andhehadnever
beeninterestedinit.Heliked,withoutknowingtheirnames,the
enchanter’snightshadeandtheblackhorehoundandthewhite
dead-nettlevisibleattheendofthegardenbeneathappletrees
whichthelengthenedshadowofthehousealsocovered.She
wouldhavepreferredflowersofherowngrowing.Theshadow
cametoastoponthefarsideofthegardenfence,andsunlight
wasstillwarmlybrightovertheplaying-fieldbeyond.Thisfield
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trees at the far end of the road there was a railway bridge, and
he looked at this just before he reached his front gate. It was
an iron bridge, elegant, of an early type, with what appeared
like a balustrade along the top of it, and through the interstices
between the uprights of the balustrade the greenness of a small
hill, unbuilt-on and used for allotments, was visible. As he looked
he realized that the faint dark haze had dispersed, and that he
was seeing the bridge and the hill beyond it with the utmost
vividness. At the same moment he was abruptly freed from his
anxiety. He knew that he and Elsie would not be accused of inten-
tionally accepting support from an enemy of communism. It was
true that when he had gone up to the District to report about hav-
ing discovered a spy in the Party the District committee member
whom he had spoken to, Mike Tarrant, had not thanked him and
had almost seemed displeased at his having made the report. But
the point was that even if the Party leadership would have been
quite capable of using Alan’s association with Gatten to discredit
his criticisms of their political line, his interview with Tarrant had
put an obstacle in the way of their doing so. The fear that he had
felt for nine days, and that the sight of the railway bridge had
released him from, had been unreasonable. He looked again at
the bridge. The rounded space below it which it overarched, and
the rounded solid hill beyond it which was arched against the
space of the sky, were topped by the round of a big cumulus cloud
summer-white in the autumn afternoon sun. He remembered the
poem he had conceived more than a week ago in the front sitting-
room just before hearing Gatten admit to being a former private
detective, a poem that would justify his longing for the poetic life
by seeing that life not as something in the past, everlastingly lost,
but as a shining future possibility inspiring him to persevere in
the political struggle through which alone it could eventually be
realized, for others if not for him. This poem now seemed more
appealing and more promising than any he had conceived during
the past eight years.

His enthusiasm for it was not due solely to the attractiveness
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suddenly had the appearance for him of a huge theatre stage
illuminated by lamps which he could not see. A row of elms
about three hundred yards distant from the fence formed the
backdrop. The pleasure he had begun to feel already inside the
house was intensified, became joy.

He knew that the intensification was caused not only by his
having noticed the resemblance of the playing-field to a theatre
but even more by something that the elms, or perhaps the chest-
nut paling to the left of the elms, made him remember from his
middle-class childhood. Or had the remembrance come first and
had it projected itself on to the elms and the chestnut paling,
giving these an affinity to certain quite different objects he had
observed thirty-five years before out of his nursery window? The
nursery had been at the front of the house facing a road on the
other side of which was a garden backed by a long brick wall,
and to the right of the wall there was a fenced meadow – less
broad but going much farther back than the garden – where two
horses were often grazing. Sometimes he had seen them gallop
round the meadow, the black horse following the brown as if
in playful chase, and one afternoon when they had reached the
most distant part of the fence and were moving along it they did
not turn to come galloping towards him again but went straight
on to disappear abruptly behind the brick wall into a hidden
place that must have been of considerable extent (otherwise they
would surely have begun to slow down as they approached it)
and that until then he had not known of. His amazed delight,
which had increased as he had speculated what the horses might
find behind the wall – the just visible top leaves of two trees
hinted at an orchard, but a green-painted wooden spike rising
between the trees might be attached to the roof of a big summer-
house – was resurrected in him now, with the difference however
that though the emotion seemed hardly less keen than he remem-
bered it to have been in childhood he was conscious that he was
not so much experiencing it as observing it; but in the observing
also there were amazement and delight.
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ofitstheme.Atthesametimeasthesightoftherailwaybridge
madehimrememberthepoem,therecametohimtheexciting
ideathatfromnowonhewouldadoptatotallynewattitude
towardsthewritingofpoetry.Hedecidedthathisfailurejust
beforethewartoproduceapoemonanalmostidenticallysimi-
larthemewhichhe’dthoughtofthenwastobeexplainednotby
anyweaknessinthethemebutbyawrongviewofwhathismain
aimwhenwritingpoetryoughttobe.Nearlyeverypoemhehad
writtenortriedtowriteeversincehehadjoinedthePartyhad
beenprimarilyapoliticalstatementandonlysecondarilyapoem.
Hisawarenessthatforacommunistthepoliticalstrugglemust
takeprecedenceovereverythingelseincludingpoetryhadled
himtosupposemistakenlythatifhewastoservecommunismas
apoethisstarting-pointwhenwritingapoemmustbeapolitical
message,whichhemustthentrytotranslateintopoetry.Hehad
believedthatpoeticquality,thoughitwasessentialasameans
ofgettingthemessageacrossmoreeffectively,oughtnottobe
hisfirstconcern.Consequentlyhispoetryhadbeenconstricted
andpauperized,hadbecomeetiolated,andeventhepolitical
messagehadalwaysbeenlesseffectivethanifhehadnottried
topoeticizeitbuthadgivenitintheplainproseofapamphletor
ofanewspaperarticle.Fromnowonhewouldputpoeticquality
first,andthepoliticsinhispoemswouldsubservethepoetry:
hisaimwouldnolongerbetousepoetrytomakepoliticalstate-
mentsbuttousehispoliticalexperiencesandfeelingstomake
poems.‘AtlastIshallbepoeticallyfree,’hethoughtwithelation
asheopenedhisfrontgateandbegantowalkuptheshortpath
towardsthehouse.Thenhehadadoubt:wasn’ttheresomething
alittlesuspectaboutthisideaofusingpoliticstomakepoetry–
didn’titsavourofbourgeoisaestheticism,ofpoetryforpoetry’s
sake?Didn’titbelittlepolitics?Hehadnotimetoresolvehis
doubt.Behindthefrontdoor,whosecolouredglasswasnot
brightnowaswhenseenfrominsidebutwashardlylessdull
overallthanthemazylinesofleadthathelditsseparatepiecesin
place,therewasaquickdimmovement,andbeforehereached
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Thesceneofthemeadowwiththedisappearinghorseswas
nottheonlyonehewasremindedofashecontinuedlooking
acrosstheplaying-field.Hethoughttooofthehoneysuckle-
screenedcorrugatedirongaragewhichwhenhewasfourteen
andinloveforthefirsttimehehadbeenstaringatfromanother
windowinhisparents’houseoneeveningjustbeforehehad
beguntowritehisfirstpoem.Andhethoughtofthecliffswhich
heandhisfriendRichardhadinventedpoeticimagestodescribe
duringamorningwalkalongtheseashoretenyearslater.The
elmtreesthatboundedtheplaying-fieldseemedtoholdwithin
themulti-shapedrecessesandprotuberancesoftheirfoliagethe
disguisedoutlinesofmanymorepastsceneswhichthoughsuper-
ficiallyconcealedcould,liketheconcealedoutlaws’facesina
Child’sAnnualpuzzle-pictureofSherwoodForest,bediscovered
ifhelookedcarefullyenough.Hewassurehehadthepowerto
discoverthem;andhewasbeginningtoexpectthatallofthem
wouldbeconnectedwithoccasionslongagowhenhisimagina-
tionhadbeenpoeticallyactive.Hebecameawarethatitwas
poeticallyactivenow.Hebelievedhewasgoingtobeableto
writepoetryagain–ashehadnotbeenabletodoforthelast
sevenyears,inspiteofconstantwishingandtrying.

Thepoemhewouldwritetostartwithwasalreadyclearto
himinmuchofitsdetail;andhewasstrangelyconfidentthat
itwouldnotcometonothingwhenhetriedtoputitdownon
paper,asotherpoemspromisinginconceptionalwayshaddur-
ingthoseyears.Itwouldbeabouthisstandinghereinthedoor-
wayoftheconservatorythiseveningandseeingtheplaying-field
likeahugeilluminatedstageonwhichepisodesfromthedays
whenhisimaginationhadbeencreativelyawakewereaboutto
bere-enacted;thenitwouldgoontopresentthethreeepisodes
hehadalreadyremembered–andafterthosetheothersthat
everymomentnowwererevealingthemselves,notyetinfullest
claritybutwithsufficientdefinitionforhimtorecognizetheir
identityandtherichnesstheypromised.Hismindwasaccel-
eratinglybusy,andinhisbodytherewasafeelingofextreme
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the door it was opened to him by Elsie. She must have been
watching for him from the window of the front sitting-room.

She was holding two letters in her hand.
‘These came ten minutes ago,’ she said, immediately giving

him one of them. ‘This one is from the District. They’re asking us
to come up before them next Thursday, a week from today.’

He had a sharp chill feeling in the stomach. He fumbled to get
the letter out of its envelope into which she had put it back after
reading it. It was typewritten and quite short, and it made him
feel calmer as he read it. Its language did not convey the slightest
hint of a threat, was as if giving a reminder of a routine meeting.
At the end of the letter there was the signature of the secretary
of the District Committee, Sid Noaks. The calming effect the
wording had on Alan was not entirely dispelled when the thought
came to him, after he’d finished reading, that the unthreatening
tone could be due to a conscious intention on Noaks’s part of not
putting into the letter anything which might make the Sebrills
hesitate to attend the meeting.

‘I’m glad they’ve fixed the date at last.’ Saying this he really
was glad. He remembered how good, how irrefutable, the argu-
ments were that he and Elsie would be able to put to the Com-
mittee. He felt even more confidence in these now, after having
taken steps to prevent the Committee from accusing him and
Elsie of being accomplices of a police spy, than he had felt before
he had discovered what Gatten was.

‘Yes,’ Elsie agreed. ‘And this other letter is from Australia.’
He eagerly took it from her. She added: ‘But it’s not from the

Australian Party. It’s a very peculiar letter.’
He began to read it. It was typewritten but had no address or

date at the head of it.
Dear Comrades,
You may be somewhat surprised to receive this communication

from a Party comrade who is unknown to you. I am a merchant
seaman on a ship which has just put in at Sydney, Australia, and
while here I have taken the opportunity of paying a visit to a certain
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well-being. And he was filled with the conviction, as he had
often been in the past, that poetic creation was what his nature
needed and ought not to be deprived of. ‘At last I have come alive
again,’ he found himself thinking, ‘after years of political activity.’

But immediately he took alarm. To have had such a thought
indicated a serious deterioration in his attitude towards the Party.
What sort of poetically creative mood was this that had brought
him to the verge of revulsion against the necessary day-to-day
work which as a Party member he ought to be always eager to
do? It was a would-be deserter’s mood, wholly impermissible,
it was the mood of some renegade-in-the-making, capriciously
weary of the door-to-door canvassing, the jumble sales, the small
public meetings, all the unspectacular duties that must unceas-
ingly be performed at this stage of the struggle for the future
happiness of humanity. And yet, how much more gladly – how
much more efficiently even – he would have done his Party work
during recent years if only he had been able in his spare time to
write poetry. How much more gladly he would have been able to
do it from now on if only the creative mood that had just come
upon him had been of a kind he could have allowed himself to
continue to indulge in.

The power of that mood was in him still as he stepped out
from the doorway of the greenhouse into the garden. He had
the sudden hope that his poetic excitement might when fully
understood prove to be pro-Party after all. Perhaps it was not
antagonistic to his everyday Party activities except in so far as
these had tended to be zestless during the years when he had
written no poetry. In fact, what it might be urgently telling him
was that his political work needed the re-invigoration which only
his return to poetry-writing could give. This idea, as soon as it
occurred to him, seemed valid. His poetic excitement, no longer
suspect, was released from the restraint that his Party conscience
had put upon it. Filled to the full with it he went striding towards
the end of the garden. There was no other happiness, he thought,
to compare with this happiness of creation. Love could not equal
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MrSharkeywhohasgivenmeyournames.
AtthispointinhisreadingAlanalreadyrecognizedastylistic

resemblancebetweenthisletterandthelettersprintedinabook
calledAnti-SovietForgeriesthatthePartyhadpublishedduring
thelatenineteentwenties.Inthisletterasinthoseforgeries
therewasthesameblatantlyconspiratorialtonewhich,though
itmightseemtypicallycommunisttothekindofreaderwho
acceptedastruethecapitalistdaily-newspapers’viewofcommu-
nism,wouldatoncebedetectedbyanycommunistreader–or
byanypoliticallyeducatedreaderforthatmatter–ascoming
fromananti-communistsource.Andinthephrase‘acertainMr
Sharkey’theveryword‘Sharkey’,whichwastheactualnameof
aleadingmemberoftheAustralianParty,adventitiouslyheight-
enedtheconspiratorialeffect.

‘Thisiswrittenbyananti-communistagent,’Alansaid.
‘SomeonemuchmorenoxiousthanGatten,sinceGattenasfar
asweknowisn’tworkingonaninternationallevel.’

‘Wearen’tcertainthatGattenisstillworkingasanagentat
all,evenonalocallevel,’Elsiesaidcalmingly.‘Iagree,ofcourse,
thatthisletterdoesseemprettysuspect.Butyouhaven’treadto
theendofityet,haveyou?’

Alancontinuedreading,andhisfeelingsnowcompetedfor
hisattentionwiththewordsoftheletter.Asenseofmenace
maderationaljudgementofwhathereadmoredifficultforhim.
MrSharkey,theletterwentontosay,hasinformedmeofyour
viewsandIaminthefullestagreementwiththem.Alanwasfor
aninstant,thoughonlyforaninstant,unreasonablygratifiedby
thisstatementofsupport.Nexttheseamansaidthathehad
beengivensomeideabyMrSharkeyofwhathadbeengoing
onsincethewarintheCommunistPartiesofcountriesunder
Britishcolonialruleinsouthandsouth-eastAsia,andthathis
eyeshadbeenopenedwidetotheappallingdamagecausedto
thesePartiesbytheadvicewhichtheleadersoftheBritishParty
hadpresseduponthem.(Hedidn’tsaywhattheadvicewas,
buttherewascertainlyapossibilitythattheleadership–which
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it,eitherinintensityorinsubtlety,norwouldanydrugeverbe
inventedthatcouldeventemporarilyproduceanythinglikeit.
Mysticswhofeltthemselvestransportedoutoftheirbodiesknew
nothingofthephysicalecstasyhewasexperiencingnow.Itwas
centreddeepbetweenthethroatandthesolarplexus,radiating
itspowertohismusclesandnerves,givinghimthesensation
thathecouldifhehadwishedhavejumpedwiththeeaseofa
hurdleroverthesixfootfenceontothegrassoftheplaying-
fieldbeyond.Heseemednevertohavebeenmoreexhilaratingly,
moreexaltedlyawakeinthebodythannowashestoodatthe
endoftheshadowedgardenundertheeveningappletrees.

Yetsomewhereveryminutelyinhimtherewasadoubtabout
theviabilityofthisnewhappiness,aphysicaluneasinesswhich
atfirsthecouldnotdefineandwhichwasperhapshardlysig-
nificantenoughtobeworththeeffortofdefining.Afterawhile
hethoughtitmighthavebeengeneratedinsomewaybythe
sightoftheelmtreesatthefarsideoftheplaying-field.Then
heknewthatithadtodowiththeactualpoemhemeantto
writeandthatitwasnotinsignificantatallbutfundamental.
Herecognizedthatthoughthescenicdetailsofthepoem–the
elmtreesasabackdropandtheplaying-fieldasahugetheatre
stageforthere-enactingofepisodesfromhispast–couldbe
verygood,themainthemewouldbefatallydefective.Hehad
onlyjustbecomeawareofwhatthepoemwouldreallybeabout:
itwouldnotmerelypresentscenesfromhispoeticallycreative
yearsbeforehejoinedtheParty,butitwouldimplicitlyassert
thatthoseyearshadbeenbetterthanhislaterpoliticallyactive
onesandthatwhatheneededaboveallthingswastogetback
tothekindofpoeticlifehehadlivedthen.Inessencethepoem
wouldbetriumphantlysaying‘Thosewerethedays’.Evenif
writingitcouldgivehimazestwhichwouldbehelpfultohis
Partywork–andwithsuchathemethisseemedhardlylikely–
howcouldthepoembeanygoodasapoem?Thefalsityofits
themewouldmakeitfalseaestheticallyalso,wouldtaintiteven
asaworkofart.Thetruthwasthatthepoeticlifeofhispre-Party
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regarded Britain as a ‘great progressive country’ now – had urged
these Parties not to campaign for the full independence of their
countries from Britain.) Because of what Mr Sharkey had told
him, as well as because of his own conviction beforehand that
the Party’s home policy was not revolutionary but reformist, he
had reached the conclusion that immediate and decisive action
against the leadership was imperative. He and the Sebrills would
not be alone in undertaking this. He had certain friends in the
Party who took the same view of the situation as they did and
would be happy to help. Alan, as he read this, briefly remem-
bered an incident that Wal Hannington, leader of the National
Unemployed Workers’ Movement during the nineteen thirties,
had described in his book Unemployed Struggles. Hannington was
speaking at a session of the Hunger Marchers’ central council
in London when another member of the council, arriving late
for the session, handed him a sealed envelope received from a
stranger outside the hall who had said that Hannington would
be expecting it. Hannington was about to put the envelope in his
pocket and to go on speaking but something made him decide
to open it without delay, and inside it he found a terrorist letter
beginning with the words ‘Concerning the direct action activi-
ties which we have already discussed, the plans now are . . . ’ It
proposed waylaying cabinet ministers and setting fire to various
government buildings. Hannington then read it to the council,
pointing out that it was a ‘plant’ and was intended to incriminate
the council, and they agreed that to leave the building with it in
their possession would be too dangerous and that however useful
it might be as evidence against agents provocateurs it had better
be burned immediately. Next morning he was arrested and very
thoroughly searched by the police, who seemed to be looking for
something in particular and to be disappointed at not finding it
on him.

‘This looks like a frame-up,’ Alan said excitedly.
‘How could it be?’ Elsie’s tone was correctively rational.
‘Some act could be arranged by this provocateur against a
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years had brought him to the verge of madness and suicide and
that only by getting into contact with the Party had he been able
to save himself. He would never write this poem. His mood of
creative excitement, as so often before, had been fraudulent.

He turned away from the playing-field and faced the house.
Then he thought: ‘And yet why shouldn’t I write a poem which
would begin with the same setting and with the same hanker-
ing back after the poetic life, but which would go on to expose
those years for the misery they really were and to show com-
munism as the only way out?’ He began to walk very slowly
towards the house. But why should he write of his pre-Party
experiences at all? They were essentially bourgeois and triv-
ial. To denounce them in a poem wouldn’t make them or the
poem significant. Why shouldn’t he write of the things that mat-
tered, of the Party’s post-war housing campaign for instance, or
– if that theme did not seem large enough – of the worldwide
struggle against hunger and racialism and against the imperialist
preparers of a new war which would atomically destroy half the
world’s population? He looked at the blotchy sodden-seeming
yellow-brown brickwork of the back of the house, and at the
small wooden coal-shed to the left of the scullery doorway, and
as he looked he knew he would not be able to write a poem on a
political subject. Though he did not doubt that the present and
future condition of humanity in general mattered to him far more
than anything else, he had to recognize that no germ of a poem
about it existed in him. And the poem which actually did exist in
him, and which he could have started putting down on paper at
once, was artistically as well as politically impermissible. He was
back again to the sterility of the last seven years, without hope
of creation.

He might never write another poem. His future might be
wholly devoid of the kind of joy he had had this evening. There
would be committee meetings, mass meetings, group meetings,
Branch meetings, Borough meetings, District meetings, union
meetings, jumble sales, ticket sales, leaflet distributions. Free
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memberoftheExecutive,perhaps.Someviolence.Andthis
letterwouldbefoundonusandwecouldbeimplicated.’Alan
increasinglyfelttheimprobabilityofwhathewassuggestingas
hesuggestedit,butlikesomeoneunabletowakeupfromanasty
dreamhepersisted.‘Fortheauthoritiesthiswouldhavethedou-
bleadvantageofenablingthemtoincriminateuswhileatthe
sametimeputtingoneofthePartyleadersoutofaction.’

‘That’sutternonsense,’Elsiesaid.‘Ithinkyou’refartooprone
toexaggerateourimportanceintheeyesoftheauthorities.
They’dhardlygotothoselengthsinordertosuppressus–even
iftheythoughttheycouldgetawaywithsuchmethods,which
theycouldn’tinEngland,yet–andasforsuppressingMcNarney
oranyotherleadingrevisionist,whatneedwouldtheyhavefor
that?’

‘Isupposeyou’reright.’ThenAlanswungtoanewandoppo-
siteextreme.‘Perhapsthisseamanisaperfectlysinceresocialist
butpoliticallyinexperiencedandthatcouldbewhyheusesthe
kindoflanguageandmakesthekindofpropositionshedoes.’

‘Idon’tthinkanysinceresocialistcouldwritelikethat.’
‘Thenwhatisthepurposeofhisletter?Isittotrytoscareus

–likethosetwophonecallswegotyesterdayfromsomeonewho
wouldn’tspeakwhenyouliftedthereceiver?’

‘Thosecouldhavebeenacoincidence–theycouldhavecome
fromtwodifferentcallerswho’dbothbeengiventhewrongnum-
berandhadn’tthemannerstoapologizetome.Onepurposethe
seamanobviouslyhasistogetustovisitthewomanhemen-
tions.’

‘Whatwoman?’
‘Soyoustillhaven’treadtotheendoftheletter.’
Alancontinuedreading:UnfortunatelyIshallnotbebackin

Englanduntiltheendofnextmonth,butinthemeantimeyou
couldgetintouchwithafriendofmine,awomancomradewho
hasacottageinSussexandwhohasrecentlyreturnedfromItaly
whereshehasbeenactivealongthesamelinesasourselves.Then
camethewoman’snameandtheaddressofhercottage,butAlan
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weekendsandevenfreeeveningswouldbecomerarer.Revulsion
roseinhim,butheinstantlyfoughtbackagainstit.Hereminded
himselfthattherecouldbenootherlifewithoutdisasterand
dishonourforhimthanthelifeoftheParty.‘WhatelseamIhere
for?’hethought.‘Iwasnotborntosmellflowersorlivelike
acowinafield.’Butthisthoughtdidnotbringwithit,asit
hadbroughtonseveralpreviousoccasionswhenhehadusedit
toextricatehimselffromdespondencyabouthisPartywork,a
pangoftheinvertedjoyofrenunciation.Instead,itwasinstantly
followedbyarevivalofthemoodhehadbeeninwhilegiving
histalktotheBranch,ofrebelliousnessagainsttheParty’spost-
wartheoreticalline,amoodwhich–ashesuddenlyrecognized
–hadhelpedhimtoconceivethepoemhehadjustrejectedand
whichwasallthestrongernowinitsrebelliousnessbecauseof
therejection.

Beforehehadgothalfwaybacktothehousefromtheendof
thegarden,Elsiecameouttowardshimfromtheconservatory
doorway.Hehadtheextraordinaryimpressionthatthecolours
fromthefrontdoorpaneswerestilluponher,counterpointing
thechequeredpatternofherbrownginghamdress.Hermove-
menttowardshimappearedmorelikedancingthanwalking.
Shewasstillseveralyardsawayfromhimwhenshesaid:

‘Ibelieveyou’vebeguntoconvinceLes.’
Hereyesshowedexuberance.Alan,lookingatherandunable

tobringhismindroundimmediatelytoLes,askedwithout
thought:

‘Ofwhat?’
‘HesaysyourtalkthiseveningmadehimrealizethatLenin’s

theoryoftheStatecan’tbereconciledwiththeParty’spresent
line.’

‘I’mnotsureI’mconvincedofthatmyself.’
ShebecameforamomentslightlyindignantwithAlan:
‘Ofcourseyou’resure.Asyousaidatthebeginningofyour

talk,Leninthoughtthetransitiontosocialismcouldn’tstartwith-
outaviolentrevolution–exceptinareallyfreedemocraticbour-
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read these with so little attention that if he had had to put the
letter away somewhere at this moment and had subsequently
been unable to find it again he would have been totally inca-
pable of remembering them. The seaman ended: With very good
wishes and looking forward to calling on you soon after I arrive
in London. Yours fraternally, Tom Bowling. The very obviousness
of the presumably false name would have prevented Alan from
forgetting it even if he’d decided to burn the letter immediately.

‘His aim is to involve us in an anti-communist conspiracy,’
Alan said.

‘The style of his letter doesn’t seem very well calculated to do
that.’

‘It may seem crude and incompetent to us, but no doubt it
was taught to him by his employers who must have found that it
worked in other cases.’

‘Well, it won’t work with us, and we needn’t let it worry us.’
But Elsie did not succeed in making Alan any less uneasy.
‘Suppose the Executive were to get hold of this – with our

name on the envelope,’ he said.
‘I don’t see how they could, unless we were foolish enough to

give it to them.’
‘It might eventually find its way to them somehow. And then

we could be smeared as accomplices not just of the British police
but of an international anti-Soviet spy ring.’

Alan became aware how very dangerous a thing this piece
of typewritten paper was that he still held in his hand. The
consequences for him and Elsie if it came into the possession
of the Executive could be such that even though the chance of
the Executive’s getting hold of it might be no more than one in a
million, this chance ought to be eliminated.

‘We ought to destroy it,’ he said.
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Why not?’
He was startled by a sound from the kitchen. The door into

the house from the side passage was being opened.
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geois republic of a kind that’s no longer possible under modern
militaristic imperialism.’

In her wide bright face there was an excitement which all at
once reminded him of Elsie in her early twenties when he had
first heard her speak at a Party meeting, and which could not be
explained by what she had so far told him of her conversation
with Gatten. He asked:

‘I suppose Les doesn’t think that Lenin still holds good, and
that the Party’s present theoretical position is unsound?’

‘Oh no, he agrees with the Party that the Labour government
can be forced by mass pressure to carry out a genuinely socialist
policy at home and abroad. He thinks that a fundamentally new
situation has resulted from the second world war and that Lenin’s
ideas need developing in order to remain applicable.’

‘What did you say to that?’ Alan was beginning to be able to
divert his attention from her immediate presence and from the
young sound of her voice and to focus in his imagination Elsie
talking to Gatten.

‘I mentioned Britain’s post-war foreign policy and said it
might suggest Lenin wasn’t so far wrong in believing that no
Labour government could or would do anything else than serve
the interests of imperialism. But he asked whether I wasn’t being
a bit doctrinaire.’

‘What,’ Alan interjected quite hotly, ‘even though the Labour
government has been favouring the forces of reaction all over
the world – in Greece and Malaya and Java and Indo-China –
and has been steadily opposing the Soviet Union and the New
Democracies?’

‘I pointed that out to him, but he gave me the usual Party
argument: it’s all due to the right-wing Labour leaders in the
Cabinet, and we must get them replaced. So I reminded him
how at one time the Party had laid the blame for the govern-
ment’s anti-socialist policy on to the old-school-tie types in the
Foreign Office, and afterwards on to Labour’s Foreign Secretary
Ernie Bevin, and I prophesied it would soon be blaming not
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‘It’soneofthechildrenbackfromschool,’shesaid.‘Ishall
havetostartgettingteaready.’

Heputtheletterintohispocketveryhurriedly,asthough
harmmightcomeifoneofthechildrenweremerelytocatch
sightofitinhishand.Elsiewenttowardsthekitchen,andhefol-
lowedher,butbeforetheygotthereStephencameouttothem.
Helookedasthoughhehadnewsforthem,notgood,nodoubtto
dowiththegrammarschoolatwhichhehadjustbegunhisfirst
term,aschoolwhoseuniform–blackjacket,diagonally-striped
tieandgreyflanneltrousers–hewasnowwearing.However,
whathetoldthemwasn’taboutschool:

‘I’mafraidI’vejustbrokenoursidegate.’
‘Howdidyoumanagethat?’Elsieasked.
‘IwasleaningonitasIcameinwithmybike.’
‘Isupposeyouhadyourrightfootononepedal,’Elsiesaid,

‘andyourleftforearmandmostofyourweightontopofthegate
whichswungnicelyasyoufreewheeledin.’

AslightembarrassmentwascombinedinStephen’slookwith
asurprisethathismother,whowasnotratedhighlyinthefam-
ilyformechanicalflair,shouldhavesoclearlyvisualizedthe
mechanicsofthesituation.Alantoowassurprised–atherability
tojokewithouttheleastsignthatshehadtheseaman’sletteron
hermind.

‘Yes,’Stephenadmitted.
Shelaughed;andsaid,‘Thegatewasn’texactlyinafirst-class

stateofrepairanyway.Ifyouhadn’tbrokenitsomeoneelse–the
greengrocer’sboy,orChristina–soonwouldhave.Nowweshall
havenoexcusefornotgettinganewone.’

Stephen,wholookedrelieved,wenttohanguphisschoolcap
ononeofthepegsnearthefrontdoor.AlanfollowedElsieinto
thekitchen.Shesaid,quietlysothatStephenwouldn’thear:

‘It’sgoodthewayStephentoldusatonceaboutthegate.’
Alan,preoccupiedstillwithhisfeelingsabouttheseaman’sletter,
didnotsayanything,andsheadded:‘We’vegotsousedtoour
childrenbeinghonestwithusthatwe’vealmostcometotakeit
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justtheright-wingleadersbutthewholeCabinetandwouldbe
demandingatrulysocialistLabourgovernment,andintheend
itmightreturntotheLeninistviewthatbeforetherecouldbe
asocialistforeignpolicytherewouldhavetobearevolutionary
smashing-upofthewholeimperialiststatemachine–andIsaid
arevolutionwassomethingnoLabourgovernmentwouldever
bringabout.’

‘Oh,good,’Alanexulted.‘Andhowdidhetrytoanswerthat?’
‘Hedidn’t.Ithinkhewasimpressedbyit.Thoughlaterhe

askedwhetherIthoughtthatagovernmentwhichwascarrying
outaprogressivepolicyathomecouldreallybesoabsolutely
reactionaryabroadasImaintained.’

‘Thatwasrathershrewdofhim.’
‘HementionedthegrantingofindependencetoIndia,buthe

didn’tdisagreewhenIpointedoutthattheIndianscouldhave
madethemselvesindependentbyforceandthattheBritishgov-
ernmentpretendedtogivewaywillinglyinthehopeofcontinu-
ingtodominateIndiaeconomicallyifnotpolitically.’

‘Allthesame,Ithinkhe’dgotsomethingwhenhedoubted
whetheragovernmentwhichisbeingmoreorlessprogressiveat
homecanbewhollyimperialistabroad.’

‘Ithoughtsotoo;butthen,justafterhe’dgoneoutofthefront
door,Iaskedmyselfhisquestioninreverse:Canagovernment
whichisreactionaryabroadreallyhavethekindofhomepolicy
thatcommunistsoughttosupport?AndIrealizedthatitcan’t,
andthattheParty’spropagandahasbeenmisleading.’

Alanwasstartled.
‘What,doyoumeanthere’snothingprogressiveaboutthe

newNationalHealthService,forinstance?’
‘ThePartyoughtn’ttogivetheworkerstheimpressionthat

whatthey’regettingnowisinanywayasocialistHealthService.
Weoughttoemphasizethatit’sreallynomorethananextension
ofthedoctors’PanelwhichwasintroducedbyLloydGeorge’s
bourgeoisLiberalgovernmentthirty-fiveyearsago.It’sacapi-
talistreform,intendedtoincreasetheefficiencyofcapitalism.A
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for granted.’
The door leading into the kitchen from the passageway out-

side the house had been left open by Stephen. Christina bounc-
ingly appeared in the doorway, asking with a smile:

‘What’s that you were saying about Stephen?’
Her hearing had always seemed preternaturally good. Ste-

phen came back into the kitchen. Elsie said:
‘Nothing for the ears of either of you. It was complimentary.’
‘Now you’ve got to tell us,’ Christina said.
‘If you must know, I was talking about what a good thing it

is you’ve both acquired the habit of owning up promptly when
you’ve caused breakages.’

Both the children looked pleased. Elsie added: ‘You haven’t
always been models of truthfulness, however.’ She wasn’t going
to sow any seeds of complacency in them. ‘There’s a story I could
tell about Stephen.’

Stephen showed signs of having guessed what story she
meant, and she could see that his wish to hear it again was
stronger than his wish not to hear it. She began it now by
reminding him that there had been a time during the war, some
while after they’d been evacuated into the country from London,
when he was always telling lies. ‘We supposed at first that you’d
caught the habit from the Wilkinson boy next door, who certainly
was a remarkable liar, but then we remembered that parents are
often only too ready to blame the misdoings of their own angels
on the bad influence of other people’s children.’ She went on
to describe how one evening in the house where they were
living then the wooden-framed brown-paper blackout fell down
from the window of the landing outside Stephen’s bedroom.
‘We assumed you must have been playing about with the metal
catches which held the frame up against the window, and you
said you hadn’t been, but we couldn’t be sure you were telling
the truth, and you were very upset.’

Alan made himself join in:
‘You weren’t too young then to know that a fallen blackout
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genuinely socialist Health Service can’t be established in Britain
until the workers have won power here.’

‘But you’re not suggesting we should oppose the present
Health Service, are you?’

‘I’m suggesting that the Party ought to be urging the workers
to struggle for something much better than the present one.’

‘But what about nationalization of industry under a Labour
government? Is our support of that unjustifiable too?’

‘Lenin said state monopoly in a capitalist society is never any-
thing else than a means of guaranteeing the income of million-
aires who are on the point of going bankrupt in one branch of
industry or another.’

‘I wonder if that’s still true.’
‘I think it is; and it means the Party ought to stop talking

as though the mines are now owned by the working class, and
ought to start pointing out that capitalism is still firmly in power
and that the workers must get rid of it before they can expect the
sort of public ownership which will be in their interests.’

‘Do you think the demand for nationalization, for more and
more nationalization, could be a weapon in the struggle to get
rid of capitalism, provided of course the workers weren’t given
the illusion that nationalization was at this stage an instalment
of socialism?’

‘Yes, but I don’t think the Party’s present support for nation-
alization is a weapon.’

‘Nor do I,’ Alan had to agree.
‘And then, worst of all,’ she said vehemently, ‘why is the Party

in favour of conscription? They argue that a conscripted army
is more democratic than a Regular one, as though that justified
the compulsory sending out of young workers to shoot down the
supporters of left-wing independence movements abroad. No
doubt what really makes them adopt such a policy is their theory
that Britain isn’t imperialist any longer but has now become a
great progressive country starting out along the British road to
socialism.’
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couldhavegotussummonsedbythepolice,or,worse,thatit
couldhaveshownalighttoNazibombers.’

‘Aneveningortwolater,’Elsiecontinued,‘theblackoutfell
again,butluckilythistimewediscoveredthatthewindhad
blownitdownandthatthecatchesweren’ttightenough.When
weapologizedtoyouandexplainedthatwehadn’tbeenableto
believeyoubecauseoftheliesyou’drecentlybeentelling,you
sawthepoint.’

‘Andhavenevertoldalieagain,’Christinasaid,grinning.
Elsie,notgivingStephentimetoretorttoChristina,saidto

herseriously:‘Nevertotellaliecouldbeasbadasnevertotell
thetruth.’

‘Howcoulditbe?’Christinaasked.
Sheknewquitewellthekindofexplanationshewouldget,

havinghearditfromherparentsseveraltimesbefore,butshe
wasaskeentohearitrepeatednowas,inearlierchildhood,she
hadbeentobetoldoveragainstoriesthatwerealreadyfamiliar
toherineverydetail.

‘Supposeyou’resayinggoodbyetosomeoneyou’vebeento
teawith,’Elsiesaid,‘andsheasksifyou’veenjoyedyourselves,
andyouhaven’t,youwouldbeveryrudeifyoutoldherthe
truth.’

Alan’sfeelingsabouttheseaman’sletter,combiningwithhis
wishnottoseemtothechildrentobeuninterestedinwhatshe
wassaying,influencedhimtoaddaninstancewhichinitsgrim-
nesswasverydifferentfromtheoneshehadgiven:

‘SupposetheNazishadoccupiedthiscountryduringthewar
andyouhadknownwhereaJewishgirlandherfamilywerehid-
ingandtheNazishadaskedyouwhetheryouknew,youwould
havedoneaverywrongthingifyouhadtoldthemthetruth.’

‘Therearesomepeoplewhothinkthatalllyingiswicked,’
Elsiesaid,‘buttheyneedtothinkharder.’

‘Yes,’Alansaid,tryingtomakehistonemorelikehers,‘when
IwasnineIhadaverypiousheadmasterwhousedtopreachto
usthattherecanbenosuchthingasa“white”lie,butI’msure
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Heruseof‘they’insteadof‘we’forthePartywasonlymomen-
tarilyashocktohim.Hewasbecomingincreasinglyconvinced
byher.

‘Thetruthis,’shewenton,‘thatthewholepolicyoftheParty
sincethewarhasbeenwrong.’

Thisidea,henowknew,wastheclimaxshehadbeenleading
uptoeversinceshehadcomeouttohimfromtheconservatory,
anditwasthisthathadmadeherwalkseemlikeadance.He
feltthemomentousnessoftheideaforthem.Sheadded:

‘Thepolicyhasbeenwrongbecausethetheoryonwhichit’s
basedisunLeninist.’

Theystoodsidebysideonthedryunevengroundamongthe
tuftsofgrassandthepatchesofspurgeandshepherd’spurse,and
theyunseeinglyfacedthelooseplanksandplanklessgapsofthe
woodenfencethatdividedtheirgardenfromtheirneighbour’s
tothenorthofthem.Analarmedelationcametohim,thestab
ofasenseofliberation,butthealarmsoongrewandtheelation
diminished.Herecognizedthatbycriticizingthewholepolicy
ofthePartyshewasineffect–andhehadagreedwithher–
sayingthatshenolongerhadconfidenceinthePartyitself.If
theybothcontinuedthinkingastheywerenowtheresultwould
eventuallybethatthePartywouldhavenoconfidenceinthem,
andtheywouldfindthemselvesoutsideit.Theywereonthe
pointoftakingtheroadthatwouldleadtothis.Heurgentlytried
tothinkofsomeflawtheremighthavebeenintheirreasoning.
Allatoncehebelievedhehadfoundone.

‘WhatabouttheParty’sdriveforincreasedproductioninthe
factories?’heasked.‘Isthatwrongtoo?’

HelookedatElsieandknewthatshewasbeginningtofeel
thesamefearashefeltandthesameneedtofindtheParty’s
policycorrectafterall.But,reluctantly,shehadtosay:

‘Idon’tseewhythePartyshouldurgetheworkerstowork
harderifBritainisstillanimperialistcountryandtheirwork
onlyhelpstostrengthenimperialismandincreasetheprofitsof
themonopolycapitalists.’
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that anyone who tried to live up to his standards would soon find
himself failing very badly.’

‘All the same,’ Elsie said lightly, ‘as a general rule lies are not
a good thing. Now go upstairs and get your hands washed before
tea.’

They went; and as soon as Alan and Elsie were alone again
in the kitchen his apprehensiveness about the seaman’s letter
surged up in him once more. But the conversation with the
children about lying was not instantly blotted out from his mind:
instead, it took on a new and embittering significance for him.

‘This “morality” we believe in and have taught to the children
– isn’t this just what has got us into our present mess? Isn’t this
what has made us vulnerable to twisters and provocateurs?’

‘I don’t see how you make that out,’ Elsie said resistantly.
‘If we’d been less “honest” and outspoken in opposing the

leadership’s line, if we’d been more underhand and subtle, we
shouldn’t have laid ourselves open to political blackmail as we
have done. Has our behaviour been very different from Maldwyn
Pryce’s when he insisted in the name of honesty on telling his
congregation that he’d become a communist and as a result has
had to leave the ministry and to lose the influence for the Party
he could have had among Swedenborgians?’

‘That was quite different, and we were absolutely against it
and tried to dissuade him.’

‘I wish I could feel that we hadn’t behaved like bourgeois
humanists in bringing our children up to think they ought to be
truthful and modest and considerate towards other people.’

‘We’ve also brought them up to be on the side of the working
class and the oppressed peoples of the world,’ Elsie objected. ‘And
we’ve not taught them that being truthful and mild is always
preferable to being violent and cunning.’

‘We’ve taught them it normally is.’
‘Well, it is, isn’t it?’
‘It may not usually be preferable during a period of intensify-

ing struggle such as they are likely to have to live in.’
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Alan was able to remain doubtful:
‘But think of all the shortages there are now – of food, clothes,

houses, almost everything; the Party could hardly take an uncon-
structive line about the crisis we’ve been in since the war.’

‘Why should the Party try to help solve capitalism’s crisis?’
‘You mean we ought to try to aggravate it rather than solve

it?’
Now Elsie could begin to feel unsure.
‘Perhaps not. We ought to aim at ending it – in the only way

it can be permanently ended.’
‘Ought we, for instance, instead of calling for increased coal

production, to urge the miners to take advantage of capitalism’s
present difficulties and go slow at their work until they have won
genuine working-class control over the mines? I must admit that
I find the thought of our taking such a line at a time of electric
power cuts and blackouts a bit frightening.’

‘You’re right,’ she was relieved to be able to agree. ‘And Lenin
did say somewhere, didn’t he, that it could never be the aim of
the workers to cause a total breakdown of industry?’

‘Yes, I think he did; though I can’t remember where.’
Another reassuring idea came to Alan. He added:
‘And as for nationalization – even though it couldn’t be gen-

uinely socialist under a Labour government, mightn’t it be gen-
uinely progressive? If so, the Party’s support for it would be quite
justified. After all it’s something the miners themselves have been
demanding for years, and I’m sure they find it an improvement
on the old form of ownership.’

‘If nationalization is progressive,’ she said hopefully, ‘then the
Health Service is still more obviously so.’

‘Perhaps even in foreign affairs the Government is not one
hundred per cent reactionary; it does seem to be beginning to
dismantle the British Empire.’

‘Perhaps.’
‘Perhaps there’s nothing wrong with the Party’s policy at all.’
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‘Oughtwetohavetaughtthemthattheyshouldbequite
indifferentwhethertheytellliesorthetruthandthattheonly
wayforthemtodecidewhichtotellinanysituationisbyasking
themselveswhichwouldbethemorehelpfultothefightagainst
imperialism?Thatwouldhavebeenquitemeaninglesstothem.’

‘Sowetaughttheminsteadthattheyoughttobetruthfulin
orderthattheirparentsshouldbeabletotrustthem.Whatsort
ofmoralityisthat?’

‘It’scommonsensemorality.It’samoralityforpeoplewho
havetolivetogether.’

‘I’mafraiditmaybebourgeoismorality,’Alansaidreluctantly.
‘WouldwehavebeenbetterLeninistsifwe’dneglectedthe

childrenandliedtothemandnotlovedthemandthey’dhadto
workouttheirownmoralitythroughhardexperience?’

‘No,becauseifwe’ddonethatwewouldhaveshownaprefer-
enceforliesandharshness,andthemoralitythechildrenwould
havebeenmostlikelytopickupwouldhavebeenimperialistand
fascist.’

‘We’reforgettingtogetthetea.’
Elsiewenttofillthekettlefromthetapabovethesink.Alan

litoneoftheburnersonthegascookerandsheputthekettle
overit.Shesaid‘Truthfulnessandconsideratenessareneeded
notonlybetweenmembersofafamilybutstillmorebetween
supportersofthestruggleagainstimperialism.’

‘Yes,buthowcanwejustifyourfeelingthatcommunistseven
intheirrelationswiththeenemyshouldbetruthfulandhumane,
asfarastheycanbewithoutbetrayingtheinterestsofthestrug-
gle?’

‘Trickeryandruthlessnessaremorenecessarytotheimperial-
ists,whocan’tmaintaintheirrulewithoutdeceivingandrepress-
ingthepeople,’Elsiesaid,‘whereastherevolutionarymovement
needstocombatliesandcrueltyinordertowinthepeopleover
toitsside.’

SuddenlyAlanthoughtofanargumentwhichseemedmore
convincingthanthis.

130

Theylookedateachother,andeachsawintheotheradwin-
dlingnotonlyofuneasebutalsoofzest.Elsiesaid:

‘Ifthepolicyisrightthetheorymayberighttoo.’
‘Butwhatisthetheoryexactly?’Alancouldn’thelpasking.
‘That’sthepoint.’Elsiebrightened.‘It’sneverbeenproperly

formulated.There’ssomethingalmosthole-and-corneraboutit.
Youaren’tevenquitecertainitdoesdifferfromLenin’s.’

‘OhIthinktherecan’tbemuchdoubtitdiffers.Andyousaid
Lesthoughtsotoo.’

‘Thenifitdoeswhycan’tthePartyleadershipsayitdoes,
openlyandclearly,andgivetheirreasonsfordecidingthat
Lenin’stheoryisnolongerapplicable?’

‘Theymayhaveperfectlysoundreasons,andwe’reverywill-
ingtobeconvinced,buttheydon’tseemtoregardbasictheory
asworthbotheringaboutnow.That’swhatdisturbsme.’

‘Theyseemjusttoby-passLenin,asthoughhehadbecome
quiteirrelevant.’

Elsie’svoicehadanexasperationwhichwasexhilaratingto
Alan.Hesaid:

‘Wemustdosomethingaboutit,quickly.ThesetalksI’mgiv-
ingatBranchlevelaren’tenough.Wemustgoandseesomeone
atHeadquarters.’

‘IwishDeanAyreswerestillthere.’
‘Yes.HewasoneofthebesttheoreticiansthePartyeverhad.

Yourememberthoseclassesofhisweusedtoattendbeforethe
war?’

‘He’sstillwritingarticlesoccasionallyforthePartypress.I
believehe’sintheNorthsomewhere.WhataboutDigbyKelsall?’

‘Hewoulddoalmostaswell.’
‘WillyougetintouchwithhimorshallI?’
‘You’dbetter,’Alansaid.‘Youknowhimquitewell,andI

don’t.AndassecretaryoftheBranchyou’llcarrymoreweight
withhimthanIwould.’

‘I’lltrytoringhimupthiseveningandarrangeit.’
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‘Certainly truth and humaneness can be a weapon against
imperialism,’ he said, ‘but I think there’s a more fundamental
reason than that for preferring them to their opposites. I think we
should prefer them because they will be necessary in the really
human classless society of the future.’

Elsie couldn’t at once accept this.
‘Why should what will be preferable in the future be prefer-

able now?’ she asked.
‘Of course there can’t be any question that whatever helps

the present struggle against imperialism is moral and whatever
hinders it is immoral,’ Alan said, ‘but if communists now feel no
preference for truth and humaneness – even when the situation
requires that they should choose craftiness and retaliatory vio-
lence – then they are likely to commit excesses which besides
weakening the struggle may transform it into a struggle for some-
thing quite other than socialism or communism.’

He felt he had discovered the answer to a bourgeois humanist
accusation which had recently often troubled him – that com-
munist morality is merely ‘relativist’ and based on expediency.
But the satisfaction his discovery gave him was ended when he
abruptly remembered the letter in his pocket, and the remem-
brance was all the blacker because of its contrast with the satis-
faction it had annihilated. He brought the letter out of his pocket.
The children had gone into their rooms upstairs and there were
no sounds to suggest that either of them might be about to come
down again immediately.

‘Why don’t you think we ought to destroy this?’ he asked.
‘We might need it later to expose the provocateur who sent

it.’
‘It might get into the hands of someone who would take it

to the Executive.’ Then Alan thought of a way in which without
destroying it he could lessen its dangerousness. ‘We could write
in something – not at the top or bottom of the paper where it
could be torn off but between the lines of the letter – which
would be evidence that we disapproved of what the seaman is
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‘He may not be as good as Dean Ayres but he ought to be
capable of explaining the Party’s theoretical position convincingly
to us.’

‘Or if he can’t convince us we might be able to convince him.’
This idea of Elsie’s, which did not seem implausible to either

of them, excited them both. Alan said:
‘Quite possibly the leadership have been so busy during the

war with various practical problems that they just haven’t had the
time to pay much attention to theory. By going to them with our
difficulties we may help to start them thinking seriously about
Leninism again.’

The prospect of discussing the Party’s theoretical position
with a member of the national Executive renewed in Alan a
keenness for politics which, now that he was experiencing it once
more, he knew he had not unreservedly had since his pre-war
days in the Party. And, as he and Elsie began to move towards
the house, there revived in him also a hope – which seemed to
develop out of and to be powered by his restored political zest
– that he would be able to write poetry again. His eagerness
for her to go indoors and phone Digby Kelsall was accompanied
by the same kind of alerting of the senses that had preceded
his conception of the poem about the playing-field. He noticed
now that a weed he just missed treading on had leaves like the
saucers of a doll’s tea set, and in the same instant he heard how
the planks of the garden fence amplified the sound of a bird’s
claws scratching along the top of them. The poems he would
write would have no resemblance to the poem he had conceived
at the end of the garden, would not look back to a lost poetic life.
They would be political – like those he had been able to write
sixteen years before when he had first come into the Party. The
fact that he could not yet think of a particular political poem he
could write did not weaken his new confidence at all. He would
work to find one. It might take time, but from now on he would
make time for poetry, even if this meant cutting down his other
Party activities a little.
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proposing.Imeansomethinglike“Thisistheworkofaprovoca-
teur”.’

‘WemightwanttoshowthelettertocomradesintheBranch
whoarenearesttoagreeingwithourcriticismsoftheleadership,
suchastheMurrayfieldsandofcourseBertAlldiss,andifwe’d
writteninthesortofthingyousuggestIthinkitmightlookabit
sillytothem.’

‘Isupposeitmight,’Alanhadtoagree.‘Andweoughtto
showittothem–ifonlytodisproveaccusationsthatmightbe
madeagainstuslaterofbeinginleaguewithspies.Butassoon
aspossibleaftershowingittothemIthinkweoughttowrite
somethinginbetweenthelinesandthenlocktheletterupina
drawerhere.’

Shedidnotdisagree.Thenwhatseemedabetterideacame
tohim:astherewasalwaystheriskthatwhathewrotebetween
thelinescouldbeerasedifhewroteitwithordinaryink,he
wouldwriteitwiththeindelibleinkwhichElsieusedformark-
ingclothes.Hedidnottellherofthisnewplan,becausehe
suspectedthatifheweretoshemightthinktheseaman’sletter
hadmomentarilyupsethismentalbalance.Neverthelesstheidea
gavehimcomfort,untilherememberedthelastsentenceinthe
letter.Hesaidagitatedly:

‘Thismanwillbecallingonusassoonashearrivesbackin
London.’

‘Ifhedoescall,allwe’llneedtodoistellhimwe’renotinter-
estedandclosethedooronhim.’

Shewasn’tintheleastdisturbed,andagainhefeltcomforted,
butasheglancedthroughtheletterforasecondtimehebecame
awareofanotherandmorehorrifyingaspectofitwhichhitherto
hehadwhollyoverlooked.

‘Evenifwecanpreventourselvesfrombeingsmearedas
accomplicesofthismanandhis“friends”,’hesaid,‘theycould
stilldoharmtotheParty.That’ssomethingwe’vehardlythought
of.Ouronlyconcern–oratleastmyonlyconcern–hasbeen
topreventharmbeingdonetoourselvesandofcoursetoour
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BeforeheandElsiereachedtheconservatorydoortheiratten-
tionwascaughtbythemovementofacurtainbehindthebed-
roomwindowthatwasoverthescullery.Thecurlydark-brown-
hairedheadoftheireight-year-olddaughterChristinaappeared
justabovethelowestpartofthewindow-frame,andquicklydis-
appeared.Then,nodoubtrememberingthatherparentshad
notseemedtolookdisapprovinglyather,shereappearedand
remainedgrinninglyinview.Herlovelyface,strangelylarge
stillinrelationtohersquare-shoulderedbodyandreminding
Alanofherbabyhoodwhenshehadbeensolikearealdoll
thatonceshewasmistakenforonebyaguardcollectingtheir
ticketsinarailwaycarriage,madethemlaugh;Elsie,however,
whobeforehavingchildrenofherownhadn’tbeenateacher
fornothing,soonmanagedtoputonanadequatelyseverelook,
andChristinaremovedherselffromviewagainandperhapswent
backtobed.Butthenatoneofthewindowsabovetheroofof
theconservatorytheiryoungsonStephen,whohadevidently
heardthemlaugh,broughthisdelightedlyinquisitivefacevery
closeupagainsttheglassandpeereddownatthem.Hishair,
light-yellowanddisordered,coveredhisforeheadalmosttohis
eyeswhichwereasbrightwithvitalityasthoughthetimehad
comeforbreakfastinsteadofforsleep.WhenElsiesignalledto
himtogetbacktobedhewentevenmorereadilythanChristina,
whowastwoyearsyoungerthanhewas.AlanandElsielaughed
again,butmorequietly.

‘Theselightsummereveningsdomakeitdifficultforthemto
settledown,’shesaid.‘They’rebothreallyverygood,consider-
ing.’

‘HowgladIamthatwe’vegotchildren,’Alansaid.
HeputhisarmroundElsie’swaist,buthadtounarmheras

theysteppedinthroughtheconservatorydoorwaywhichwas
rathernarrow.
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campaign against the leadership’s revisionism.’
‘There have always been agents trying to injure the Party, and

while capitalism lasts there always will be. A Leninist Party must
take that into account as a matter of course.’

‘Yes, and Lenin said that the best way of limiting the damage
they can do is by demanding the strictest obedience to Party rules
from all Party members. But we have deliberately broken Party
rules. And as a result we’ve objectively been giving help to out-
and-out enemies of the Party.’

‘But we shall ignore this letter and have nothing to do with
this seaman if he turns up.’

‘That won’t stop him and his friends from carrying on with
their conspiracy. Nor will it stop Gatten, or his contacts in Birm-
ingham and Manchester and elsewhere, who are probably linked
up with the seaman, or if they aren’t they soon will be. And we
shall be responsible for all this.’

‘No, we shan’t.’
‘We shall have made it possible. And we can’t guess how

widespread and formidable it may become. We shall have been
the soil from which this poisonous creeping plant has begun to
grow. And, by not telling the Executive what we know, we shall
be acquiescing in whatever injury this man may inflict on the
Party. Yet we daren’t tell the Executive. Oh if only I knew what
we ought to do.’

‘I think you’re making this letter out to be far more important
and sinister than it is.’

‘I wish there were someone we could get advice from.’
Elsie made a concession to his anxiety.
‘You could go to the National Council for Civil Liberties.

They’re probably experienced in dealing with this kind of thing.’
‘Yes, I’ll do that.’
However, he couldn’t do that till tomorrow at the earliest,

and what he needed was to do something immediately.
‘And this evening I could take the letter to Maldwyn Pryce,’ he

said. He was aware of not fully knowing why Maldwyn should

133

2

They went up to town to meet Digby Kelsall during his lunch
hour, a time proposed by him which was possible for Alan
because he had a half-holiday and for Elsie because both of the
children were at school all day now and had school meals. The
route they took from the railway terminus was through a region
of bombed sites, shored-up buildings, emptied static water tanks,
where nothing seemed to have changed since Alan had last been
here more than a year ago on the morning when he had come
to fetch Stephen home from hospital after a minor operation.
That day had been fine like today, anxiety about Stephen had
been over, clock chimes had sounded from a tower, pigeons
scattering suddenly up into the sunlight had cast their flickering
shadows across the creosoted timber beams that buttressed an
unsafe wall, and the sunlight had erected momentarily around
him a new London of socialism and peace in a future Britain
such as the Party expected the Labour government to begin to
create. Now, as he and Elsie were passing a bombed church,
he saw growing out from among its tumbled stones a profusion
of the tall pink-flowered plants which he did not yet know to
be rosebay willowherb – though ever since he had first seen
them among war ruins he had been meaning to find out what
they were called – and he strangely felt his former hopefulness
return. Perhaps the Party leadership was right in thinking that
the monopoly capitalists had learnt their lesson, and perhaps
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suddenlyseemtobetherightpersontoconsult.
‘Idoubtifhecouldhelpusmuch,’Elsiesaid.‘Afterallhe’s

onlyjustjoinedtheParty.’
‘That’sonereasonwhyhemightbeabletoseeourproblem

moreclearlythanwecan.’
AsoundfromthelandingabovethekitchenceilingtoldAlan

thatoneofthechildrenwasonthemovetowardsthestairs.He
puttheletterbackintohispocketagain,andadded:

‘I’llgotoMaldwynassoonaswe’vefinishedtea.’

***

OnlywhenAlanarrivedoutsidethefrontdoorofMaldwyn
Pryce’shouse,tenminutesafterstartingoutfromhomeonfoot
(he’ddecidednottotrusthimselfonabicycleinhispresentpre-
occupiedstate)didhebelieveherecognizedwhatthemainrea-
sonhadbeenforhiswantingtoconsultMaldwynratherthanany
othercomradeintheBranch:ithadbeenthatthetroublesMald-
wynhadjustgonethroughinhisChurch,asaresultofhaving
toldhiscongregationhe’dbecomeacommunist,wouldbelikely
togivehimasympatheticunderstandingofthetroublesAlanand
ElsieweregoingthroughintheParty.Maldwyn’ssituationwas
inamaterialsensefarworsethantheirs:hisresignationfrom
theministryhaddeprivedhim,atforty-five,ofhislivelihood,
andwouldsoondeprivehimandhiswifeofthishousewhich
belongedtotheChurchandwhichwouldbeneededforthe
newminister.Alantookholdofthescallopedmetalknobofthe
bellbesidethefrontdoor,andashepulledithesimultaneously
thoughtthatthisbellbeingaVictorianonewouldmostprobably
nolongerbeinworkingorder;however,afterthelapseofalmost
asecondthebelljangledfromthebasementofthehouse.While
hewaitedhestoodsidewaystothedoor–ahabitunconsciously
retainedfromhismiddle-classupbringingduringwhichhehad
atsometimebeentaughtthatitisrudeforavisitortobefound
staringstraightatadoorwhenitisopenedtohim–andhe
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DigbyKelsallwouldbeabletoprovetohimthatwhatlookedall
toolikearebirthatpresentofmilitaristicimperialismwasreally
nomorethanitsdyingspasms.Perhapseven,afterthemeeting
withKelsall,hemightbeabletowritetheoptimisticpolitical
poemhehadconceivedonthatmorningayearandahalfago
andhadabandonedasbeingtooabstractwhenhehadreturned
homewithStephenfromthehospital.‘ButwouldIbeableto
thinknowofwritingthatpoem,’hesuddenlyaskedhimself,‘if
Ihadn’tarrangedwithElsieatbreakfastthatsheshouldbethe
onewhowoulddomostofthetalkingtoKelsall?’Hewondered
whetherthebobbingvigourofherwalkathissidemightbea
signofagitationaswellasofhercustomaryvitality.Hesaid:

‘Ishouldthinkhe’sareasonablemantotalkto,isn’the?’
‘DigbyKelsall,doyoumean?’Shehadneverbeenwillingto

acceptAlan’shabitofassumingthatcertainofhisthoughtswere
tooobvioustorequireexplicitstatement.

‘Ofcourse.’
‘Hewasreasonableandpleasantenoughbeforethewar.I

wasonbanteringtermswithhimwhenheusedtocomeouton
thoseramblesorganizedbytheWorkers’TheatreMovement.I
haven’tmethimtotalktomorethanonceortwicesincethewar,
buthe’saskedafterthechildreneachtime.’

TheyhadjustturnedintoastreetwhichappearedtoAlan,as
heglanceddownit,tohavehadnoneofitsbuildingsdestroyed.
Theabove-pavementironrailingsofabelow-pavementpublic
lavatoryroseoutofthemiddleofasmallopenspaceatthe
corner.Shesaid:

‘Thisstreetremindsmeofthemomenteighteenyearsago
whenIdecidedtojointheParty.’

‘Why?’
‘PerhapsbecausethestreetIwaswalkingalongthenwas

ratherlikethis,withalavatoryatoneendofit.Iwasonmyway
tobeinterviewedformyfirstteachingjob,andtheairwasvery
hotandfullofhorse-dungydustwhichhelpedtomakemefeel
sick,andIthoughtofthecedaredlawninfrontoftheteachers’
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looked towards the corner of the bay window where there was an
ornamental Corinthian pillar topped by an indistinctly moulded
and paint-clogged acanthus capital. He realized as he looked
that he had come here wholly unprepared for the possibility that
Maldwyn might not be in.

But quite soon Maldwyn came and opened the door. At seeing
Alan he showed the kind of warm pleasure that, ever since he had
first visited Alan and Elsie’s house wanting to join the Party, he
had given signs of whenever he had met either of them. As if he
had been expecting Alan he showed no surprise at all – though
he could only have been expecting him in the way that any Party
member expects to be visited at any time by some other Party
member on Party business. Alan, however, did feel a moment’s
surprise: just before Maldwyn opened the door Alan had pictured
him wearing a clerical collar with the black triangle of a clerical
‘vest’ showing below it, but in fact he wore a soft collar and a
dark red tie. He led Alan towards the door of the sitting-room.
The hall-passage had a strangely appealing smell, reminiscent –
of what? Of the faint metallic-seeming smell in the house where,
when Alan had been a child, his grandparents had lived. After
they had died the basement there had been discovered to be
infested with cockroaches, but the smell had remained pleasant
in his memory, and the similar smell here – together with Mald-
wyn’s gladness to see him – helped to lessen a little the intensity
of the unease that the seaman’s letter had caused in him. Mald-
wyn’s movement along the hall-passage was quick-footed, and
Alan briefly saw in him the amateur teacher of boxing he had
been at the youth club that he had run in connection with his
church. Alan followed him into the sitting-room, which in spite
of its big windows was rather dark – both because of its dark
brown wallpaper and because immediately outside one of the
windows there was a full-grown rowan tree. Maldwyn asked:

‘Do you want a bookcase?’
He pointed to the only bookcase in the room, a long tall one

which was filled, so it seemed to Alan at a glance, mainly with
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training college I had just come from, and realized much more
clearly than ever before the sort of conditions the working class
is forced to live in.’

‘Your motives for joining were more altruistic than mine. I
wanted to save my own soul, I’m afraid.’

‘I admit that I mightn’t have decided to join if I hadn’t had a
cousin already in the Party.’

‘Well, I hope today isn’t going to be quite as momentous for
us as that day eighteen years ago was for you,’ Alan said only
half humorously.

‘What do you mean?’
Alan would not be explicit:
‘I think we had better see ourselves as going merely to ask

Kelsall’s advice about certain theoretical difficulties we have got
into. We don’t want to start arguing with him.’

‘I shan’t. You needn’t worry.’
The café where Kelsall had arranged to meet them was one

that Party members often used, and Elsie did not have to look
up for the name Marco’s on the fascia in order to know it when
she and Alan reached it. She opened the door and he followed
her into the long and rather narrow eating-room whose far end
he could not at first fully see because of the very large cylindri-
cal urn, nickeled and having many shining external pipes, that
stood on the counter to the right of him, and also because of
a frosted-glass screen jutting out from halfway along the wall
on the other side of him. Behind the urn the dark-faced café
proprietor, who might himself be a Party member and might even
know that Kelsall was expecting them, seemed like the driver of
an elaborate but clean continental locomotive as turning a tap
handle he looked briefly towards them through steam. Kelsall
was not at any table in front of the screen. But after they had
walked past the urn Alan saw him in the right-hand corner at the
end of the room. He was sitting with his elbows resting on a table
whose surface was bare except for a sauce bottle and a cruet. His
face, viewed against painted wall planks that had the colour of
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theologicalbooks.Alandidwantabookcase;andhewantedone
likethis,notliketheminiaturemodernoneswhichwereallhe’d
beenabletofindinshopssincethewar.Buthefeltalmostthat
ifheweretooffertobuyithewouldbetakingadvantageofthe
misfortunewhichwascompellingMaldwyntotrytogetridofit.

‘Wouldn’tyouratherkeepit?’heasked.
‘No,’Maldwynsaid,withoutrevealinganyregret.‘It’sfartoo

large.MywifeandIwillbemovingintolodgings.Youcanhave
itforfivepounds.Togetherwiththebooksifyoulike.’

‘That’sfartoolittle.’Alanavoidedmentioningthebooks.
Consciousofhowhehimselfwouldhavefeltifhe’dbeen

forcedtosellhisbookcases,letalonehisbooks,hewasdistressed
forMaldwyn,whohoweversaideasily:

‘Ishouldgetlessthanthatfromasecond-handdealer.You
wouldbedoingmeagoodturn.Anyway,thinkaboutit.There’s
nohurry–themovefromhereisstillthreeweeksoff.’

‘Haveyouhadanyluckyetinyour—’Alantriedtothinkof
anunembarrassingword–‘inyourenquiriesafteranewjob?’

‘Noneatall.I’vebeentotheLabourExchange.Theyseemed
rathertakenabackwhenItoldthemmypreviousoccupation,
andmyage.’Maldwynlaughed.‘Idoubtwhetherthey’dcome
acrossacasequitelikeminebefore.’

Alan,realizingthatMaldwyn’slightheartednesswasduenot
simplytocouragebutalsotoreliefatbeingfreedatlastfromthe
lifeofaminister,rememberedhisownsituationwhichhecould
nottakelightly.Hebroughttheletterfromtheseamanoutofhis
pocketand,handingittoMaldwyn,said:

‘Iwouldlikeyouropiniononthis.Itcamethisafternoon.’
Maldwyntookitandwenttositdownintheleather-backed

swivel-chairinfrontofthebureaubythewindow–abureauat
whichhehadperhapsbeenusedtositwhenwritinghissermons.
Hestillworetheclerical-greyjackethehadwornatthetimeof
hisfirstvisittoAlanandElsie’shouse.ThearmchairthatAlansat
downinwasupholsteredinfadedbottle-greenmoquette,and,
togetherwiththeotherfurnishingshere,madetheroomseem
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stalemustard,wasaspaleashisextremelyfairhairandwas
bleakerandbonierthanAlanrememberedit.Alan’sawareness
ofthesephysicaldetailswasalmostinstantlysupersededbyan
awe,whichhewantedtoresistbutcouldnot,atfindinghimself
inthepresenceofamemberoftheParty’sExecutivecommit-
tee.Kelsall’ssmilewhentheycameuptohimseemedtohave
tobreakthroughresistance,andhedidnotgreetthemverbally.
HepushedachairoutfromthetableforElsie.Shehadtobethe
firsttospeak:

‘Haveyoubeenwaitingherelong,comrade?’
‘No.Itcan’tbesaidyouwereeveroneofourun-punctuals.’
Alandidn’tknowquitehowtheyweremeanttotakethe‘It

can’tbesaid,’thoughtherewasnothinginthesoundofitto
implythatlessfavourablethingscouldverywellbesaid.Kelsall
spokewithwhatseemedanintentionalslowtonelessness,asif
toavoidexcitinghimselfanymorethanwasnecessary.Alan
rememberedhavingbeentoldthathesufferedfromathlete’s
heartasaresultofrowingathisuniversity,wherehehadonly
justmissedgettinghisblue.Asimilarremembrancemayhave
comeatthesamemomenttoElsie,whoasked:

‘Howhaveyoubeenkeepinglately?’
‘Muchthesameasusual.’
Kelsallwasn’tgoingtobecommunicativeaboutit,probably

notbecauseheintendedtomaintainhisdistancefromthembut
becausehewantedtoavoidseemingtoregardsuchthingsas
important.Neverthelesshedidnotaskaftertheirchildren.He
satlookinginfrontofhim,long-faced,untilawaitresscameup
totheirtable,andthenheorderedtoastandacupofhotmarmite
–inawaywhichmadeAlanguessthatthiswaswhatheusually
hadhereatthistimeofday.Kelsallshowednosign,whenthe
waitresshadgone,ofwantingtohearingreaterdetailwhatthe
theoreticalproblemwasthatElsiehadtoldhimoverthephone
shewouldliketodiscuss.HeaskedaboutherPartyBranch,
howmanymembersithadandwhotheywereandwherethey
worked.Evenafterthewaitresshadbroughtfoodtothetable
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to him like a Nonconformist minister’s study in the nineteenth
century, far removed from modern politics. For an instant he
had a feeling of safety, of having found refuge. Then he became
sharply conscious again of the letter. Watching Maldwyn read it,
Alan wondered whether he would grasp its significance, whether
he mightn’t think that the seaman genuinely agreed with Alan
and Elsie and wanted to help them. Maldwyn himself more
or less agreed with them, though he had been in the Party for
so short a time that he might not understand how fundamental
their theoretical differences with the leadership were. He looked
ingenuous now, and almost boyish in spite of his thin hair, as he
sat in the swivel-chair holding the letter up in front of him, his
short fair eyelashes unblinking. But what he said as soon as he’d
finished reading made clear that he had not been deceived:

‘It’s very unpleasant.’
Alan, needing to be quite sure that the unpleasantness Mald-

wyn saw in it was the same that he himself saw, asked:
‘What kind of person do you think this seaman is?’
‘An anti-communist agent, I would say.’
‘Yes, Elsie and I think so too. I wish I knew what we ought to

do about it.’
Maldwyn looked again at the letter, not in order to reread any

of it but – so Alan felt – to avoid appearing too ready with the
advice he was going to give; then he said:

‘In your place I would take it up to the Executive straight-
away.’

Alan did not know quite how to word his fear that if the
Executive got hold of this letter they might use it against him
and Elsie. Maldwyn, as a new and keen Party member, would
possibly be unable to believe the Party leaders capable of such
tactics.

‘The fact that this agent chose Elsie and myself as suitable
people to approach might be thought to reflect badly on us.’

Maldwyn, not seeming to get Alan’s point, said:
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and Elsie and Alan had begun eating he continued questioning
her about them, until at length he gave Alan the impression not
so much of showing comradely curiosity as of making an inves-
tigation. His face was ascetic-looking almost to sourness, but
he had an unusually long forelock which – like Rupert Brooke’s
– was brushed back above his ear. One other vestigial indica-
tion of his middle-class origin was his green sports-coat, shabby
now and with leather patches on the elbows but it had probably
been expensive when bought and was the kind of thing worn
by university aesthetes in the ’twenties. He fetched out from its
side pockets an old suede leather tobacco pouch and an old and
conspicuously large yellow calabash pipe. He filled the pipe very
slowly. As soon as she had finished eating he asked, in a tone
which seemed meant to sound slightly patronizing:

‘Well, what exactly is this problem of yours that you want to
talk about?’

Elsie was ready with the wording of her answer.
‘Lately I’ve become a bit confused,’ she used the apologetic

phrase customary with Party members when they wanted to
express inability to accept official policy completely – ‘about the
theoretical line that the Party seems to have adopted since the
war.’

Kelsall asked almost snappishly:
‘Why do you say “seems”?’
‘I mean I’m not altogether clear about it. Apparently it’s dif-

ferent in some ways from the line that Lenin laid down in State
and Revolution.’

‘In what ways?’
‘I think it assumes we can begin to build up a socialist econ-

omy in Britain now even though the workers have not come to
power and the monopoly-capitalist State machine is still intact.’

He waited for her to go on. She tried to remove the bad
impression she could see she had made on him.

‘Of course I don’t for a moment believe that all of Lenin’s
teachings will remain true for ever. Obviously as objective cir-
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‘IshouldputitintotheExecutive’shandsandmakeittheir
responsibility.Letitbetheirworry,notyours.’

Mighthe,inrecommendingthis,beintendingtoservethe
interestsofthePartyleadersratherthanofAlanandElsie?Alan,
inordertoputhissuddenmisgivingaboutMaldwyntothetest,
riskedcomingoutalittlemoreexplicitlywithhisfearsofwhat
theExecutivemightdoiftheygotholdoftheletter.

‘Itcouldbeusedtomakeusappeartobecollaboratingwith
enemiesofcommunism.’

Maldwyn’slookshowedthatheunderstoodwhatAlanmeant,
andthatwhetherornothefoundtheimputationagainstthe
Executivecredibleheatleastdidnotresentit.Alan’smisgiving
abouthimwasimmediatelyremoved.

‘AtonetimeIwouldn’thavethoughtforamomentthatthe
ExecutivecouldadoptthekindofmethodsI’mimplying,’Alan
said,‘butI’vechangedmymindsincereadingtheanswerthey
publishedtothefirstletterofcriticismfromtheAustralianParty.
TheytriedtosmeartheAustraliansasTitoists,andtheybased
theirridiculousaccusationononesentenceoftheletter–asen-
tencewhichhadbeenwrittenbeforetheJugoslavPartyhadbeen
denouncedbytheothereightPartiesandwhichreferredwith
approvaltosomepoliticallyunobjectionablestatementthatTito
hadmadeatthattime.’

‘Theaccusationisratheradouble-edgedone,’Maldwynsaid.
‘ItmighthavetheeffectofmakingsomereadersoftheAustralian
criticismsrealizethatasamatteroffacttheBritishExecutive’s
lineismuchnearertoTito’sthantheAustralianlineis.’

Thiscommentseemednotonlytoshowpoliticalacuteness
butalsotosuggestthatMaldwyndidn’tthinktheExecutiveinca-
pableofusingtheseaman’slettertosmearAlanandElsie.Alan
addedtowhatMaldwynhadsaid:

‘TheymaybeaccusingtheAustraliansofTitoisminorderto
forestallbeingaccusedofitthemselves.’

ThethoughtsuddenlycametohimthattheExecutivemight,
inalltheiractionsandpronouncements,beagreatdealmore
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cumstancesdeveloptheremustbesomedevelopmentinourthe-
orytoo.IknowthatMarxismmustbecreativenotdogmatic.
Butontheotherhandsurelyweoughtnottodepartfromthe
teachingsofthegreatMarxistthinkerswithoutgivingadetailed
explanationofwhywehavetodoso.’

Therewasverybrieflysomethingstartlinglylikecontemptin
hislookashesaid:

‘WhatgroundshaveyouforsupposingthatthePartyhas
departedfromLeninatall?’

Shewasn’tpreparedforthis,Alanknew.Shehadn’treally
doubtedKelsallwouldadmitthattheleadershiphadmodified
Lenin’stheory,andshehadexpectedhimtodefendthemodifica-
tionwithreasonswhichwouldeitherconvinceher–andshewas
sureshewaswillingandeveneagertobeconvinced–orwhich
ifshefoundtheminadequate,asshesuspectedtheymightbe,
shecoulddemolishandtherebysetgoinginhismindaprocess
thatwouldendbyhisbeingpersuaded,andinturnpersuading
therestoftheleadership,thattheParty’spresenttheoreticalline
waswrong.Beforeshecouldthinkhowtoanswerhim,headded:

‘IfyouhadtakenthetroubletoreadPartypublicationsover
thelastyearyouwouldbelesslikelytocomeoutwithsuchhalf-
bakedassertions.’

Shewasstungintosaying:
‘IthinkI’vereadthematleastascarefullyasmostothercom-

radeshave.AndI’vetakencarefulnoteofwhatPartyleaders
havebeensayinginpublicspeeches.Asforinstancecomrade
Alloway’sremark,madeonthedaywhenthecoalmineswere
nationalized,that“agreatindustryhasnowbecometheproperty
ofthepeople”.’InspiteofKelsall’sminatorystareshecontinued
withincreasingassurance:‘OrcomradeBaxter’sremark,atthe
timeoftheGrimethorpecollierystrike,thatthestrikerswere
“enemyminers”.Surelytheseleadingcomradescouldnotmake
suchstatementsexceptontheassumptionthatBritainisalready
advancingtosocialismunderagenuinelysocialistgovernment.’

‘Doesitoccurtoyou,asyousitnatteringthere,thatyouare
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cunning than he had hitherto supposed. He impulsively went
on:

‘Perhaps the seaman is their agent, not the government’s.’
Though Maldwyn gave no sign of finding even this suggestion

inherently improbable, Alan was aware of having no evidence
for it, and he wished he had, and then he thought of a piece of
evidence which had been available to him ever since he’d read
the seaman’s letter but which he had up to now overlooked. He
said:

‘There are phrases in this letter that are almost identical with
phrases used by Mike Tarrant when I went up to report to him
about Gatten.’

Actually Alan could think of only one such phrase. The
seaman had written that Mr Sharkey ‘has informed me of your
views’, and Mike Tarrant at the end of Alan’s interview with him
had said frigidly something like ‘I’ll make a note that you have
informed me of your views.’ The coincidence might not seem
very remarkable to Maldwyn if Alan told him of it. However
Maldwyn did not ask what the phrases were. He said, with no
apparent scepticism:

‘You mean that this seaman may be acting on instructions
from Mike Tarrant?’

‘It’s possible.’ Having said this Alan began to doubt whether
it was possible. How could there have been time, since his inter-
view with Tarrant not much more than a week ago, both for Tar-
rant to get the instructions out to Australia and for the seaman’s
letter fulfilling them to arrive in England? Tarrant would hardly
have gone to the expense of sending a cable to Sydney. All the
same, assuming that he hadn’t and that the similarity in phrasing
was accidental, this didn’t mean that the seaman couldn’t be an
agent of the Executive. Alan was about to go on to say that Gat-
ten too might be a spy of theirs whom they employed to nip in the
bud any movement against them among the Party rank-and-file;
but he remembered that when a few days ago he’d told Mald-
wyn about Gatten’s having admitted to being a former detective,
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criticizing comrades who are not only more experienced politi-
cally than most of us but who have international contacts?’

She was even less prepared for this than she had been for
his implication previously that the Party’s present theoretical line
showed no divergence at all from Lenin’s. Again she didn’t imme-
diately know how to answer him, and he paused as if to allow
her the time to recognize how much she had been at fault; then
he sharply asked:

‘Would you say that the revolution of 1905 in Russia was
socialist?’

‘No. It was bourgeois democratic.’
Alan thought Kelsall was a little put out that she knew this.
‘What was the attitude of the Bolsheviks towards it?’
‘They supported it.’
‘Supported it?’ His ironic tone seemed meant to persuade her

that she had made an understatement. However she was not to
be caught out:

‘It wasn’t started by them – it was a more or less spontaneous
outbreak among the peasants and workers against conditions
under the Tsar – but the Bolsheviks tried to organize and lead
it.’

She was holding her own; though Kelsall now had the initia-
tive, Alan knew.

‘Why should the Bolsheviks want to establish a bourgeois
republic?’

‘Because it’s the freest form of government possible under
capitalism and it enables the workers to organize openly and
build up their strength until the point is reached when they can
seize power from the bourgeoisie.’

He plainly did not like this: perhaps the ‘seize power’ grated
on him, or perhaps he was irritated that she had not obviously
laid herself open to refutation. Suddenly, as though up to now
his questions had been no more than a feint, he struck home hard
with:
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Maldwyn–likeElsie–whileregardingGattenassomeonewhom
itwouldbewisernottocontinuetrustinghaddoubtedwhether
hewasstilladetective.ThereforeAlanhesitatedtomentionGat-
tennow;but,ashehesitated,anewandyetmoresinisteridea
abouttheExecutiveoccurredtohim,andhecouldn’trestrain
himselffromcomingoutwithittoMaldwyn:

‘AnotherpossibilityisthatatleastoneofthePartyleaders
mayhimselfbeapoliceagent.’

‘Ascommunistswecan’taffordtorefusetobesuspicious,’
Maldwynsaid,notcommittinghimselftoacceptingtheparticular
possibilityAlanhadsuggested.HelookedwithsympathyatAlan.
‘Andtherearetimeswhensuspicionbecomesverygreat.Ihave
justbeenreadinganaccountofwhathappenedintheGerman
CommunistPartywhenHitlercametopower.Nocomradecould
besurethatanothercomradewasn’taconcealedNazi.Party
membersfoundthemselvesinsuchamurkywebthatmanyof
themlostthewilltostruggle.’

WhatMaldwynsaidabouttheGermancommunistshelped
Alanmomentarilytoseehisownsituationinproportion.He
recognizedhowunbalancedhemusthaveseemedtoMaldwyn
insuspectingthattheseamanmightbecarryingoutinstructions
fromMikeTarrantorthattheExecutivemightbedirectedbya
policeagent.Hehadallowedhimselftoindulgeinpersecutory
imaginings.Andasaresulthehadprobablydefeatedhisown
mainintention,whichhadbeentoconvinceMaldwynthatifthe
Executivegotholdoftheseaman’slettertheycouldn’tbetrusted
nottouseitagainstElsieandhimself.ButnowMaldwynsaid:

‘Idoseewhattheobjectionsaretotakingthisletterupto
PartyHeadquarters.’

AgladnessathavingafterallapparentlyconvincedMaldwyn
cameandquicklywentinAlan.Herememberedthatifhedid
nottaketheletteruptotheExecutivehewouldbeshielding
anenemyoftheParty.HewouldbebetrayingtheParty.An
intolerabledespairuncontrollablyaroseinhimandhebeganto
expressittoMaldwynwithoutbeingfullyconsciousofthewords
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‘WhatdidLeninthinkofthelinetakenbyParvusandTrotsky
aboutthe1905revolution?’

HelookedatAlan,extendingtheattacknowtohimalso,
sureevidentlythathewouldnotbeabletoanswerthequestion
either.IfAlanhadhadmoretimetothinkhemighthavebeen
abletoshowthatheknewsomethingthoughnotmuchabout
Lenin’sargumentagainstParvusandTrotskyin1905;however,
Elsiespokefirst:

‘Idon’trememberwhatlinetheytook.Isupposeitwasleft-
ist.DidtheywanttheSocialDemocratstoaimatsettingupa
workers’governmentandnotabourgeoisdemocraticone?’

‘Youdon’tremember,’Kelsallsaid,withasurprisethatwas
quitecrudelysarcastic,thoughhedidn’tsayshewaswrong.‘I
adviseyoutogoandreadLenin’stwoarticlesonthesubject
whichwerepublishedinthethirteenthandfourteenthnumbers
ofVperiod.’Elsie’sfacewasbeginningtoshowaglumnessrecog-
nizabletoAlanasasignthatshehadtakendeepoffenceand
wouldnotsoongetoverit.Kelsallwenton:‘Isuggesttoo
thatyoustudywhatLeninsaidandwrotein1917duringthe
periodbetweentheoverthrowoftheTsarandthestartofthe
Octoberrevolution.Ithinkthismighthelpyoutoseethere’sno
departurefromLeninisminourParty’spresentpolicy.’Hespoke
thephrase‘departurefromLeninism’inatoneofwarning,asif
tostressboththegravityoftheaccusationshehadmadeand
herirresponsibilityinmakingit.Shedidnottrytoanswerhim.
Headded:‘Andyoumaybeinterestedtoknowthatcomrade
McNarneyhimselfisnowpreparingabookwhichwillgiveafull
analysisofthesituationfacingusinpost-warBritainandwill
dealamongotherthingswiththekindofquestionsyouhave
raised.Itwillbepublishedearlyintheautumn.Irecommend
youtoreaditwithverygreatcare–andwithhumility.’Elsie
signalledtothewaitressandaskedtopayforwhatsheandAlan
hadeaten.Kelsallsaidwithaslightthoughsatisfiedsmile:

‘Haveyougottogetbackalready?’
‘Yes.’
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he was using. He said the Party had been everything to him –
and but for it he would have killed himself long ago, as a young
man. It had taught him that his personal unhappiness had been
due ultimately to the same external evil which was the cause
of the immeasurably greater wretchedness of the oppressed and
exploited all over the world, and that the only freedom for him as
for them was to be found in the struggle against this evil, and that
only the Party could lead the struggle successfully. But his very
wish to do all he could to strengthen the Party had led him now
into actions which would make it more vulnerable to its anti-
communist attackers. Alan, aware that his voice was becoming
shaky at this point, paused and then said, ‘I don’t know what
right I have to pour all this out to you.’

‘You must tell me whatever you want to.’ With gentle seri-
ousness, though perhaps also with the very faintest of apologetic
smiles, Maldwyn added: ‘Look on me as though I were your min-
ister.’

How strange it was that Maldwyn who had been glad to leave
the ministry should say this to Alan whom he knew to be an athe-
ist. Perhaps he sensed that Alan wanted him to say it. Maldwyn’s
face, the skin a little shiny on its broad forehead and slightly flat-
tened nose, reminded Alan all at once of the face of the minister
who used to preach in the chapel to which his grandparents had
taken him when he had stayed with them during summer holi-
days as a child. Now, in the shadowiness of Maldwyn’s sitting-
room, he felt the appeal of religion much more strongly than he
had then, or since then. He was aware of an aspect of Christianity
which he’d given no thought to before – its mercy. It rejected no
one. Its churches did not refuse membership to the weak, or even
to the vilest of criminals. It offered forgiveness to all who asked
for it. But where would he – who in spite of himself had got into
the position of aiding the enemies of a Party which meant more
than anything else on earth to him – find forgiveness? Maldwyn
was waiting for him to speak. Alan said:

‘Did you see, before the war, that film called The Informer?’
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Then, not as though dismissing their interview from his mind
and returning to his normal friendliness for her but as though
indicating that her political attitude hadn’t yet made friendliness
finally impossible, he said:

‘How are the children?’
Alan answered for her:
‘They’re doing very well, thanks.’
She moved away from the table and Alan followed her to-

wards the door of the restaurant. Outside in the street she
seemed unable immediately to break from the sullenness caused
by her sense of insult, but Alan freed her by saying:

‘He wasn’t very helpful.’
‘Talking to him was worse than useless. His attitude was a

disgrace.’
‘It wasn’t exactly “pleasant and reasonable”.’
‘He behaved like a teacher trying to score over a child who

has asked a serious but awkward question – all the more awk-
ward for being serious.’

‘The sort of teacher who takes for granted that the question
could only have been asked out of guile.’

‘Or the sort who just doesn’t know the answer.’
‘I doubt that,’ Alan said. ‘After all, Kelsall’s one of the best

theoreticians the Party has. And as an undergraduate he got a
First in the Moral Sciences tripos. He’s an extremely able man.’

‘Then the way he took my remarks about Alloway and Baxter
was all the less excusable.’

‘Perhaps it wasn’t what you said so much as how you said
it that upset him. I mean, he may have felt that your tone in
criticizing the Party leaders was, well, a little too confident, too
easy.’

‘Are we expected to sound full of awe whenever we mention
the leadership nowadays? Perhaps we are, because a respectful
rank-and-file is less likely to think of being critical at all, and less
likely still to make the kind of criticisms that can’t be rebutted.’
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‘No;I’mafraidIwasn’tabletobemuchofafilm-goer.’
‘ThereisanepisodeneartheendofitwhichIshallnever

forget.ThemaincharacterisamemberoftheIrishRepublican
Armywhohasbeenbetrayinghiscomradesformoney,andthey
havefoundhimout,andheknowstheyhavecondemnedhimto
death.Theauthoritieswhohaveemployedhimareawarethat
hecanbeofnofurtherusetothemandtheydon’tcarewhat
becomesofhim.Hehasnoonetoturnto.Hegoesintoan
emptychurchandsees,highuponthewall,animageofthe
VirginMary.Hecomestowardsitandkneelsonthestonefloor
beneathit.’

Maldwyndidnotsayanything,lookedsteadilyandmildlyat
him.

‘ButinthePartytherecanbenoforgivenessforthosewho
betraytheircomrades,’Alanwenton.

Hestopped,realizingthathemightseemtobeinvitingMald-
wyntoofferhimChristianconsolationandthatifMaldwynwere
toofferit–eveninacomparativelyunhackneyedSwedenborgian
form–itwouldbebothembarrassingandunacceptabletohim.
ButMaldwynsurprisinglysaid:

‘TheChristianhellisnotaveryforgivingplace.’
Hadhe,intheyearsincehisfirstvisittoAlanandElsie’s

house,turnedagainsttheSwedenborgianismwhichhehadthen
thoughttobecompatiblewithMarxism?Alanwasstrangely
impelledtocometothedefenceofChristianity:

‘Isn’titSwedenborg’sdoctrinethatGoddoesnotsendmen
tohell,andthatthosewhoareinhellarethereoftheirown
choice,becauseitsuitstheirnaturesandbecausetheypreferit
toheaven?’

‘Yes,thoughaMarxistmightmakethepointthatthehuman
beingswhomSwedenborg’sGoddoesnotpreventfromgoingto
hellinflictappallingtormentsthereeternallyononeanother.’

AnambivalencewasdetectableinMaldwyn’sattitude:he
didn’tseemwhollytoidentifyhimselfwiththeMarxistwho
mightmakethispointagainstSwedenborg.Hecontinued:
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‘Hemayhaveananswertous.Wehaven’tyetreadtheVpe-
riodarticles.’

‘IshouldbeverysurprisedtofindthatLeninhadatanytime
writtenorspokeninfavourofsupportingabourgeoisgovern-
mentwhichhadshownitselftobereactionary.’

‘SoshouldI,’Alansaid.‘ButwhenIaskmyselfiftheParty
oughttoattacktheLabourgovernmentinsteadofsupportingit
–eventhoughasaresulttheToriesmightwinthenextgeneral
election–IbegintosuspectthattheParty’spresentlinemaybe
moreLeninistthanwe’vesupposed.’

‘Idon’t,’Elsiesaidstrongly.‘Ithinkthatunlessweexpose
thisgovernmentasnotgenuinelysocialistitsbehaviourisbound
todiscreditsocialismandhelptheTories.Anyway,whetherI’m
rightorahundredpercentwrong,whatsortofPartyhasours
becomewhentheleadershipcanmakemajorchangesinpolicy
withoutgettingtherank-and-filetodiscussthemfirst?’

‘Itwasn’tlikethatbeforethewar,’Alanagreed.
‘Nowwe’retoldwe’re“nattering”ifwepresumetoexpress

anydoubtsatallaboutthepronouncementsof“experienced
comradeswithinternationalcontacts”.’

DuringthejourneybytrainandbusbacktotheirhomeElsie
repeatedtoAlanatintervalswithlittleverbalvariationheropin-
ionthatKelsallhadresentednotsomuchtheparticularcriticisms
shehadmadenortheirtonebutthefactofherhavinghadthe
nervetocriticizetheleadershipatall.Alanbecamesureshe
wasright,andhefeltadeepeningalarm,lessforhimselfand
herandtheirfutureinthePartythanforthePartyitself.‘Ifwe’d
behavedunconstitutionally,’hesaid,‘andhadstartedcomingout
withourcriticismsatBranchandBoroughmeetings,insteadof
takingthemtoamemberoftheExecutive,hisattitudemight
havebeenjustified.’ShealsoconvincedAlanthatKelsall’ssacro-
sanctifyingoftheleadershipoughttobeofevengreaterconcern
tothemthanwhetherornottheParty’spolicywasconsistent
withLenin’stheoryoftheState.Neverthelessaftertheygotback
totheirhousehisfirstthoughtwhentheycameintothehallpas-
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‘Christianity holds men totally responsible for their actions.
Whereas Marxism takes the view that men are moulded by their
social circumstances and that in the last analysis it’s these which
are to blame even for the actions of imperialist genocides or of
ex-communists who denounce their former comrades to the fas-
cist police.’

In saying this, didn’t Maldwyn show himself to be a better
Marxist than Alan who had been thinking that there was more
mercy in Christianity than in Marxism? And yet Maldwyn gave
the impression that at heart he was still a Swedenborgian. He
seemed to have accepted Marxism intellectually but not emotion-
ally. Might this be because the Party as it was at present had not
given him the opportunity to engage in practical Marxist activity,
and because only through such activity can anyone become emo-
tionally a Marxist? Unlike Maldwyn, Alan had joined the Party at
a time when it did not seem to have begun to deviate from rev-
olutionary Marxism, and emotionally he had never ceased to be
a Marxist, but loyalty to the Party had led him for a while during
and after the war into a confused intellectual acceptance of the
reformist ideas which the leadership were adopting. Maldwyn,
by making him recognize the mercy in Marxism, was helping him
towards becoming intellectually a Marxist once again. And Alan,
although he felt no nearer to discovering how he could avoid
shielding an anti-communist agent, was no longer in despair.
And now Maldwyn was saying:

‘Suppose there were nothing at all you could do about this
letter, you would still be in a very different position from the
I.R.A. man who betrayed his comrades for money.’

‘That’s certainly true.’ Alan was ashamed of having compared
himself, by implication, with a man condemned to death.

‘But I think there is something you could do,’ Maldwyn said.
Alan looked at him with doubt and hope.
‘You could let the Executive know the contents of the letter

without actually putting it into their hands. You could make a
summary of it, interspersed with your own comments, and give
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sage was to go and read the two articles by Lenin which Kelsall
had mentioned.

He went into the front room and picked out the right vol-
ume at once – paper-backed and with pages as thick almost as
blotting-paper – from the bookcase there. He began in a hurry to
read the opening paragraph of the first article, then he skipped
through twenty or more pages without finding what he wanted,
then he turned to the summary which the editor (whose involved
style was fortunately of the type that did make sense if the reader
took the trouble to unravel its involutions) had given of the two
articles, and he read:

Contrary to Martynov and Martov, Lenin affirms the necessity
of materializing the victory of the revolution, such materialization
– bearing in mind the social importance of the petty-bourgeois ele-
ments – to be expressed in the revolutionary dictatorship of the
proletariat and the peasants; contrary to Parvus and Trotsky he
insists on the bourgeois character of the actual revolution and the
distinction between the maximum and the minimum programmes.

Alan called out to Elsie, who had gone into the kitchen:
‘I’ve found something.’
She came to have a look at it. He explained:
‘It’s only a summary. I haven’t been able to spot anything

much in the articles themselves yet. But the sentence here about
Parvus and Trotsky perhaps gives a hint of what Kelsall may have
been getting at.’

‘I don’t see what bearing it has on the present political situa-
tion,’ Elsie said after reading it.

‘Perhaps he meant us to compare the support the Bolsheviks
were ready to give to what would in essence have been a bour-
geois revolution with the support the Party is giving to the Labour
government now.’

‘But in England the bourgeois revolution took place long ago,
as long ago as the time of Cromwell.’

‘That’s true.’
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themthat.’
‘Thentheymightdemandtoseetheletteritself.’
‘Idon’tthinktheywill,butiftheydoyoucanexplainquite

firmlytothemthatyou’renotpreparedtoriskhavingitleftlying
aboutatHeadquarters.’

MaldwynwhowasevidentlyconfidentthatAlan,thoughstill
hesitant,wouldn’tbesoforlong,added:

‘Iamsureyouwouldberighttoletthemknowwhat’sinthe
letter–especiallytheaddressofthewomanwiththecottage.’

‘I’lldothat.’
Alanfeltagreatrelief,andatthesametimeawishtoget

backtoElsieassoonaspossibleandtohaveheropinionabout
thisdecisionthatMaldwynhadhelpedhimtoreach.

‘I’mverygladIcametohaveatalkwithyou,’hesaid.
Hestoodup.
‘I’mgladtoo,’Maldwynsaid.Hecarefullyfoldedtheletter

andreturnedittoAlan.
Astheycameoutoftheroomintothehall-passageAlansaid:
‘Iforgottotellyouthatbesidesthisletterwe’vehadonefrom

theDistrictCommittee–askingustogoupbeforethemnext
Thursday.’

‘That’sgoodnews.AndIamsureneitherofyouwillallow
anyworriesaboutthisseamantodiscourageyoufrommaking
outthestrongestpossiblecasetotheCommitteeforthepolitical
standyou’vebeentaking.’

Alanrealizedwithshamethat,eversinceElsiehadhanded
himthetwolettersthisafternoononhisreturnfromwork,all
hisfeelingsofmilitancyagainsttheleadership’slinehadbeenin
abatement.Maldwyn,openingthefrontdoorforhim,added:

‘YouknowthatIamonyourside.Ishallbethinkingofyou
bothnextThursday.’

HelaidhishandlightlyonAlan’selbow.
OnthewayhomeAlan’smoodwassomuchlessunhopeful

thanithadbeenbeforehe’dtalkedtoMaldwynthatitallowed
him,whenheturnedintohishomeroadandsawtherailway
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‘WhereasinRussiawhenLeninwaswritingthosearticlesit
hadstilltocome.’

Alancouldn’tdisagreewiththis;neverthelesshewasn’twill-
ingtoacceptwhathertoneofscornwasconfidentinimplying–
thatKelsallifnotdeceitfullytryingtofobthemoffwithashow
ofknowledgewasatbeststupidlymuddled.

‘TheVperiodarticlesaren’ttheonlythingKelsallreferredus
to,’Alansaid.‘HealsotoldusweoughttostudywhatLenin
wrotein1917duringtheperiodbetweentheTsar’soverthrow
andtheBolshevikseizureofpower–theperiodofthebourgeois
revolution,infact.’

‘Hewasjusttryingtothrowdustinoureyes.’
‘Ican’tquitebelieveit.HowIwishwehadaskedhimatthe

timewhichpassagesinLenin’s1917writingshehadinmind.Do
youthinkoneofusoughtperhapstogoandseehimagain?’

‘NoIdon’t.He’snotpreparedtodiscussanythingwithus.
He’snotevenpreparedtoanswerourquestions.Ifyouwentto
himagainallhewoulddowouldbetoaskyouquestions,andhis
onlyobjectinaskingthemwouldbetoputyouonthedefensive
andmakeyouforgetwhatyouweretryingtofindoutfromhim.’

‘I’mafraidyou’reright,’Alansaid.‘Butwhatarewetodo
next?Wecan’tjustresignourselvestogoingonasbefore.That
wouldbeunbearablenow.’

Therewasastrongsingleknockonthefrontdoor.
‘It’soneofthechildrenbackfromschool,’Elsiesaid.
ShewentoutoftheroomandAlanfollowedher.Through

thelowerpartoftheglasspanelofthedoorhesawChristina’s
peeringfaceandheramethyst-tintedgrinandtheflattenedtips
ofherpressingfingers.

AssoonasElsiehadopenedthedoortohershejumpedin
overthemat,saying:

‘Whydidn’tyouseeme?’
‘Whydidn’tweseeyouwhen,dear?’Elsieasked.
‘Justnowwhenyouwereopeningourgate.’
‘Wherewereyou?’Alanasked.

36



bridge again, to remember the idea he had had this afternoon for
a wholly new approach to the writing of poetry – the idea of using
his political experiences and feelings to make poetry instead of
trying to use poetry to make political statements. He was even
able, before he reached his front gate, to think about the idea
sufficiently to convince himself that his previous fear of being
led by it into bourgeois aestheticism was groundless, because the
political experiences and feelings which he would use to make
his poems would be pro-communist and anti-bourgeois.

But he knew that until his and Elsie’s meeting with the Dis-
trict Committee was over there could be no hope at all of his
being able to start to write a poem.
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‘I was quite near you. I was with Sally Pendle. I was skipping
on the pavement.’

‘There were a lot of other children coming back from school
who were on the pavement too,’ he said self-defensively.

‘And you didn’t hear me either. I called to you four times.’
‘We must have thought that some other Mum and Dad were

being called by some other daughter,’ Elsie suggested. ‘We’re
sorry, darling.’

‘I nearly believed you were quite deaf.’
However, Christina was not really indignant – even though

Elsie, as Alan saw, was still thinking mainly of other things while
answering her. Christina may have noticed this but without
minding it, being so full of the news she now brought out:

‘I did fifty bumps today. It’s my record.’
Doing bumps meant swinging the skipping rope twice over

the head and under the feet while the feet were still off the
ground, and the bumps had to be done successively with no
pauses between them. Elsie sounded convincingly impressed as
she exclaimed:

‘Fifty! That’s wonderful.’
‘I don’t know how you manage it,’ Alan said.
Christina took their praise with pride, her face shining warm

from the skipping she had just done outside on the pavement, her
body momentarily immobile in its mauve-and-pink-striped seer-
sucker dress, her short thick plaits of brown hair red-ribboned
near the ends and at rest on her shoulders. Suddenly she was
wholly in movement again, and she had already begun to run
towards the open door of the back room as she said:

‘I’ll show you now.’
Her skipping rope, which while she had been talking with

them she had held dangling doubled in a long loop from her
hand, was now – quite dangerously, so Alan as usual felt – trail-
ing close to her ankle-socked feet and might in an instant have
become entangled with her browned slender legs that leapingly
took her out through the back room and through the conserva-
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6

OnhiswayinthebuswithElsietomeettheDistrictCommittee
Alandidnotthinkaboutwhatheandshewouldsayindefenceof
theiroppositiontotheleadership’sline.Theysat,withouttalking
much,onafrontseatonthetopdeck;andstaringthroughthe
broadwindowhehardlynoticedhowtowardstheendoftheir
journeythestreetlights,thoughlesspowerfulthanthehardpale
bluemercury-vapouroneshehadseenalongamainroadhalfan
hourearlier,werebrighteragainstthedarkeningeveningthan
thosehadbeenagainstthesunset’ssmokycrimson.Hethought
abouthisneedtohelpthePartytofrustratetheanti-communist
agentshe’dunwittinglyencouraged.Hehadnotyetfollowed
Maldwyn’sadvicethatheshouldlettheExecutivehaveasum-
maryoftheseaman’sletter,buthehadwrittenasummary,inter-
spersedwithhisowncomments,whichwasinhispocketnow
andthefirstthinghewoulddowhenhecameintothepresence
oftheCommitteewouldbetohandittotheChairman.Asfor
anypseudo-MarxisttheoreticalargumenttheCommitteemight
producetorebuthisandElsie’scriticismsoftheParty’spolicy,
Elsiewouldcertainlyansweritwithvigour.Hewouldanswer
ittoo,buthisfirstdutywouldbetocometothedefenceofthe
Partyagainstanti-communistsubversionratherthantodefend
himselfandElsiewho,howeverMarxisttheirtheoreticalviews
were,hadfacilitatedthissubversionbybreakingPartyrules.

NeitherhenorElsiehadpreviouslyseenthebuildingwhere
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toryandsomehowsafelyintothegarden.There,afterglancing
backatherparentstomakesuretheywerewatching,shebegan
toskip–notfacingthembutsidewaysontothem–andthento
doherbumps.AlansaidtoElsie:

‘Itmightbeworthourwhiletogoandseesomeothermem-
beroftheExecutive.’

‘No.IfKelsall,theirbesttheoretician,won’torcan’tanswer
us,whocould?’

‘Butwhatelsecanwedonow–withoutbeingunconstitu-
tional?’

‘Wemusttrytobringasmuchpressureaspossibletobearon
themthroughtherank-and-file.’

AfterthefifteenthbumpChristina’sfeetfailedtoclearthe
ropeonitsseconddownswing,andshepausedinherskipping
toglanceagainatherparents.Thoughtheirfaceswereturned
towardshershedetectedthattheirattentionwasnot.Shecalled
outtothem:

‘You’venotbeenwatchingproperly.Nowyoumustcount
aloudhowmanybumpsIdo.’

Shesoundedcommandingratherthanoffended.
‘Allright,wewill,’Elsieansweredher.
AlancouldhearinElsie’svoiceacompunctionsuchashe

himselfhadalsobeguntofeel.WhenChristinastartedskipping
againtheydidtheirbesttoconcentrateentirelyonher,andthey
helpedthemselvestodothisbyloudlycountingoutinunison
thenumberofeachbumpasshemadeit.HoweverAlanwas
soonconcentratingwithoutanydeliberateeffort,wasentirely
wonbythemovementofherlimbsandherdress,bythecontrac-
tionandexpansionofherflaredcircularskirtasshejumped,by
thelinkedwhirlingofherwristsandofthespherically-headed
shinywoodenskipping-ropehandles,bytheenergeticjoythat
emanatedfromher.Hewasheldtoo,evenmore,bythesudden
remembrancethatthischildsophysicallymarvelloustowatch
wasthesamewhohadtoldthemhowatnightsshehadoften
stoodinherdarkbedroomnearthewindowandhadlookedout
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they were due for the meeting; but they were sure they had
found it from the moment when, having got off the bus and
walked for some while alongside a grimy wall behind which a
sunken railway threw up echoes and steam, they first sighted its
clean concrete-and-glass front shining in the light of the street
lamps. It was new since the war, and had only recently been
finished, and it looked like ordinary modern business premises, a
box of offices. How different in every way it seemed from the old
building in Worship Street which had been destroyed during an
air-raid and which, thanks to War Damage compensation money,
it had now imposingly replaced. Or was he really remembering
the building in Tabernacle Street where the Daily Worker offices
had been originally before being moved to Worship Street? He
had gone there one afternoon in the early nineteen thirties when
he was not yet a Party member. He had intended to buy a copy of
the paper but his main purpose had been to find himself, however
briefly, among Party members, even if he didn’t presume to try to
get into conversation with any of them. That former building,
with a horse-drawn van from Liverpool Street station moving
along the roadway in front of it, had made him think poetically
about the history of the London working-class movement – and
about his own situation as a young bourgeois, who by daring
at last to come to the movement, would extricate himself from
the misery of the failure that his upbringing had led him into.
He had opened the outer door, had glimpsed a room through
the glass panels of another door which he had funked opening,
had gone on up the wooden stairs to see if he could discover a
room with its door already open, had been given a look of not
unfriendly curiosity by a dark-blue-shirted young man passing
quickly down the stairs, had soon turned to follow the young
man and had been unable to find him again, had then walked
out of the building in a state of elation without having gone into
any room at all and with a poem beginning to form in his mind
about this experience of his. But the present building that he and
Elsie were approaching had no poetic appeal for him and would
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at the moon and the stars, and who had once shown them a poem
she had begun to write called The Universe Verse. Now, when she
next came to a stop in her skipping and while she was getting set
to start again, he said to Elsie:

‘We really mustn’t let our worries about the Party make us
absent-minded with the children.’

‘No we mustn’t. For one thing, if we do we shall end by turn-
ing them against the Party.’

It was lucky they did not take longer to break out of their
political preoccupation, because otherwise they might not have
noticed, when Stephen arrived back from school, that something
was disturbing him, and he might not have told them. After
letting himself into the house – he had his own latchkey, unlike
Christina who although she had been offered one had declined
on the grounds that she might lose it – he hardly glanced at his
parents as he came into the back room to put his satchel down
on the sideboard, though he did answer their hullos.

‘How did you get on at school today?’ Alan lightly said.
Stephen’s tenseness was not relieved as he came out with:
‘Mr Fosket asked me if I went to church last Sunday.’
‘Asked just you?’ Alan was on the point of being indignant.
‘No, he asked everyone in the class.’
As more than once before, a question evidently addressed by

Mr Fosket to the class as a whole had been taken by Stephen to
be intended for him in particular – a testimony not only to Ste-
phen’s sensitive alertness but also, Alan reflected, to Mr Fosket’s
effectiveness as a teacher.

‘How many put their hands up?’ Elsie was quite eager to
know.

‘Everyone did except me.’
Christina, who had stopped her skipping and come in from

the garden to hear what they were talking about, said:
‘Did Mary Pratt put her hand up?’
‘Yes.’
‘I know she never goes to church.’
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havehadnoneevenifhehadn’tbeenonhiswaytomeetthe
DistrictCommitteeinsideit.

Ashelookeduptowardsitsbleakfronthewasnotonlyempty
ofallpoeticemotionbutsuddenly,withadisappointmentso
bitterthatittemporarilyquiteovercamehisapprehensiveness
aboutconfrontingtheCommittee,heknewhewouldneverwrite
thepoemhehadconceivedduringhisconversationwithGatten
afortnightbefore.Atthetimeofhisvisittotheearlierbuilding
hehadfelthewasbeginningtofreehimselffromalifeinwhich
hehaddisastrouslymadeself-fulfilmenthismainaim,fromthe
poeticlife,andtomovetowardsalifeinwhichthecauseof
theexploitedandoppressedwouldcomefirstforhim;yetthis
poemhe’dbeenhopingtowritewouldhavetriedtorehabilitate
thepoeticlife,wouldhaveassumedthatthoughthatlifehad
provedtotallyunrealizableinthepastitwouldberealizablein
thecommunistfuture,andthattheprospectofitcouldinspire
himtopersistinthepresentanti-capitaliststruggle,andthatit
wasthefinestlife.Thispoemwouldhavebeenworthless,an
attempttojustifyhiswhollydisgracefulnostalgiaforthedays
beforehejoinedtheParty.Andthenewattitudetothewriting
ofpoetrythathe’dthoughtofaweekagowhenlookingatthe
railwaybridge–anattitudethatwasn’treallynewbutwasvery
similartoonehe’dhadinhispre-Marxistdays–wasworthless
too,becauseifpoeticqualityratherthanpoliticalcontentbecame
hischiefconcernwhatguaranteewastherethathewouldusein
hispoemsthepoliticalmaterialwhichcouldhelpthePartymost
atthisstage,oreventhathewouldusepoliticalmaterialinhis
poemsatall?

Thenewattitude,hethoughtjustbeforeheandElsiearrived
attheentrancetothebuilding,wasnothingmorethanareturn
tobourgeoisaestheticism.Aninstantlaterheforgotabouthis
poetry.AwarenessoftheimminentencounterwiththeDistrict
CommitteeoverwhelminglycamebacktohimasElsiepushed
opentheoutsidedoorandhefollowedherintothebuilding.
Theymetnooneintheentrancehall.Theydidnotknowon
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‘NordoesNormanWilcox,nordoesPeterYalden,’Stephen
said,‘andtheybothputtheirsup.’

‘Well,Ithinkitwasallthemoretoyourcreditthatyoudidn’t,’
Elsiesaid,perhapsassumingfromhislookthatheneededtobe
praised.

Hestoodstrangelyrigidinhisunrestrictingsummerclothes,
withhisbacktothesideboard,hisyellowcellularshirtwideopen
attheneckandhisstripedsnake-lockbeltcomfortablyloose
aroundthewaistofhiskhakishorts.

‘DidMrFosketsayanythingtoyouafterthat?’Alanasked.
‘No.Hewentonwiththelesson.’
‘Didanyoftheotherssayanythingtoyou?’
‘No.Theysoonforgotallaboutit.Theydon’tcare.’
Stephen’sstrainedandseriouslookwasunchanged.Elsie

said:
‘MrFosketmaynotgotochurchhimself.Perhapshe’sreally

anatheistandaskedthequestionhopingtherewouldbequitea
fewintheclasswhowouldn’tputtheirhandsup.’

‘Ifhe’saChristianhewouldhaveaskedhowmanydidn’tgo
tochurch,’Alantooingeniouslysuggested.

Stephenwouldn’thavethis.
‘I’msurehebelievesintheBible.’
‘Whatmakesyousure?’Elsieasked.
‘ThewayhetellsthestoriesfromtheNewTestament.’
‘Therewasateacheratmylastschool,MrsCarson,whotold

themwithverygreatreverence,’shesaid,‘thoughshedidn’t
believeawordofthemherself,butshesaidtomeonceinthe
staff-roomthatsheenjoyedputtingthemacross–shewasan
extremelycompetentteacher–andthatshethoughtitwasgood
forchildrentobemadetobelieveinthem.’

‘Whatanattitude,’Alansaid.
‘MrFosketisn’tlikethat,’Stephenknew.‘Hedoesreally

believe.Heoncesaidtoushedoes,andhesaidsomepeople
nowadaysdon’t.’

‘Thatsoundsgenuine,’Alanconceded.
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which floor the meeting was to be held. The doors on the ground
floor were all closed. Elsie went towards one of these but Alan
said it probably led to where the printing machinery was, and
they decided to go upstairs to the first floor. The stairs had con-
crete steps. Alan thought of the well-worn wooden treads of the
staircase of the converted warehouse in Tabernacle Street where
the Daily Worker had had its first offices. What a pride such a
building as this present one would have aroused in him before
the war if it had existed then. But now, though he had been a
Party member for sixteen years, he could not think of this one as
belonging to him at all. He seemed more of a stranger in it than
he had seemed in the Tabernacle Street building even during his
first diffident visit there; and his estrangement made him afraid.
When they reached the top of the stairs he saw a woman with
typewriting paper in her hand who was coming towards them
along a passage, and he was about to ask her if she knew which
room they should go to, but her look showed a remoteness and
a faint haughtiness that deterred him. She had the drawn-back
glossy black hair and fine features of an aristocratic Victorian
beauty. She must have produced a similar impression on Elsie,
who said nothing to her either but watched her go into a small
office-like room from inside which a voice with an upper-class
accent that he assumed to be hers made itself heard immediately
afterwards. Possibly she knew why they were here, and perhaps
she saw them with contempt as a middle- or lower-middle-class
couple reverting to the anti-working-class outlook which was typ-
ical of the bourgeoisie but which she believed the aristocracy had
historically often been free from. They walked on down the pas-
sage. A half-open door gave them a glimpse of Sammy Holling-
worth, a leading member of the National Executive of the Party,
who was standing sideways to them and talking to someone hid-
den by the door. Though Alan had lost his former admiration
for the Party leaders he still could not be quite without awe at
the sight of one of them, and neither he nor Elsie thought for
a moment now of interrupting Hollingworth to ask him which
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‘He is genuine,’ Stephen insisted.
‘If you feel he was putting pressure on you and the others

to go to church’ – Elsie, like Alan, was aware that they hadn’t
yet found out exactly what was troubling Stephen – ‘we’ll write
to him about it, just as we wrote to Miss Parbury, you remem-
ber, who taught you during the war when you were at your first
school.’

‘Oh, she was quite different. She said we must all go to Sun-
day school. I don’t want you to write to Mr Fosket. He wasn’t
trying to make us go to church.’

Then abruptly Stephen came out with:
‘How can he believe?’
He was a little easier after saying this, as though he had

at last achieved a formulation of what had been puzzling him.
The unsettling thing for Stephen, Alan now felt, had been the
recognition that such beliefs could be held by a teacher who was
otherwise sensible and likeable. But before Alan or Elsie could
answer Stephen’s question, Christina said:

‘Perhaps God is true after all.’
Though Alan and Elsie could hardly suspect her of not being

deliberately provocative, they did feel a brief alarm. However,
Christina soon added, with a wide smile of amusement at having
succeeded in momentarily dismaying her parents:

‘Of course I don’t really think there is a God. I know there
isn’t, because I’ve tried.’

‘How do you mean you’ve tried?’ Stephen asked, very slightly
jeering.

‘I wasn’t going to believe there’s no God just because Mum
and Dad said there isn’t. So one night in bed I asked God to speak
to me aloud to show they were wrong. And he didn’t answer, so
then I knew there was no God.’

‘What more convincing proof could there be than that?’ Alan
said. ‘If he won’t even speak to a child – “one of these little ones”
who must be “suffered to come unto” him – a child appealing to
him to save her from the disbelief that her godless parents are
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roomthemeetingwouldbein.Theywentonandcametoa
wide-opendoorthatrevealedaroomwithseveralrowsofchairs
init;andAlecMurrayfieldandBertAlldissweresittingalone
therenexttoeachotherinthemiddleofthemiddlerow,not
talking,liketwoschoolboysawaitinganawkwardinterviewwith
theheadmasterwhomtheyexpectedtoappearatanymoment.
Elsiesaidtothem:

‘Wedidn’tknowyouwouldbehere.’
HertoneaskedwhyneitherofthemhadtoldherandAlan

aboutthisbeforehand.
‘Nordidweuntiltoday,’Alecsaid,inavoicenoticeablyless

animatedthanusual.‘WebothgotanotefromtheDistrictthis
morning.’

‘Itwasmarked“Important”.’Bertspokewithasignificant
grin;andhenolongerseemedlikeaguiltyschoolboy–asAlec
stilldid.

ThereasonwhytheDistricthadgiventhemsuchshortnotice
mightbe,Alanthought,topreventthemfromconsultingwith
himandElsieinadvance.Buttheirbeingsummonedtothis
meetingwasagoodsign:itmeantthatnotonlyBertAlldiss
butmoreunexpectedlyAlecMurrayfieldtoomusthavebeen
expressingdisagreementwiththeleadership’slinemorestrongly
andopenlyamongPartymembersthanheandElsiehadbeen
awareof,stronglyandopenlyenoughtomaketheleadership
takenotice.

‘HaveyouseenanythingoftheDistrictCommitteeyet?’Alan
asked,attemptingalightnessoftonehedidn’tquiteachieve.

‘We’renotgoingtohaveameetingwiththeCommittee,’Bert
said.‘OnlywithSammyHollingworth.Soweweretoldbythe
womancomradewespoketowhenwecameupstairs.’

‘WhyHollingworth?’Alanasked,surprised.‘He’snotonthe
LondonDistrict.’

‘Iftheyneedtobringinsuchanimportantmemberofthe
NationalExecutivetodealwithus,’Bertsaid,‘thatjustshows
whatadangerouslottheythinkweare–withourstickofAus-
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bringingherupin,well,supposinghedidexisthewouldn’tbe
muchgoodasaGod.’

‘Ishouldliketohearhowthetheologianswouldtrytoexplain
whytheirGodrefusedtoanswerChristina,’Elsiesaid.

‘Therearefirst-ratebrainsamongthem,’Alansaidinatone
correctiveofElsie’scontempt,‘andI’venodoubtthey’dproduce
explanationswhichwewouldn’tfindeasytorefute.Perhapsthey
wouldargueitwassinfulofChristinatotrytoforcesomeone
soall-importantasGodtospeakjusttoher,andthat’swhyhe
ignoredher.OrtheymightsaythatGodspeaksonlytovery
exceptionallyholychildren,suchasyoungSamuel,hisfuture
HighPriest.’

‘Whattripeitallis,’Elsiesaid.
‘Someparentsthink,’AlansaidtoChristina,‘thatthey

oughtn’ttotrytomaketheirchildreneitherbelieveornotbelieve
inGodandthatthechildrenshoulddecideforthemselves,but
wethinkthiswouldbeunfairbecausethechildrenwouldhear
aboutGodonlyfrombelieversorfrompeoplewhopretendto
believe.’

NoticingthatStephenstilllookedperturbed,Alanremem-
beredtheyhadnotansweredhisquestion‘Howcanhebelieve?’
andsaidnow:

‘MrFosketisn’ttobeblamedforbeingreligious.Iexpecthe
wasbroughtuplikethat,amongpeoplewhoallofthembelieve
orthinktheybelieve,andthepossibilitythathemightbewrong
justhasn’toccurredtohim.Weoughttorespectthebeliefsof
sincereChristians.’

‘Idon’tseewhy,’Elsiesaid.‘Theydon’trespectours.’
‘Byrespectingtheirsweshowthesuperiorityofours.Besides,

therearetimeswhenChristianitycanbeinconvenienttothe
fascistsandreactionarieswhoplannewwarsandnewwaysof
keepingthecolouredracesdown.’

‘Itdoesn’tseemtobeinconvenienttotheDutchReformed
ChurchinSouthAfrica.NortothefascistgovernmentsinSpain
andPortugal.AndplentyofChristiansareinfavouroftheatom
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tralian dynamite.’ He grinned again, while Alec seemed to wince.
The slight relief Alan at first felt on hearing that the meeting

would be with Hollingworth alone gave place soon to a disap-
pointment that now he and Elsie would not have the opportunity
of putting their case to a Committee which he was sure must
include at least one or two members who would have been capa-
ble of recognizing that he and she were right and who would
have been honest enough to support them. He had little hope
that Sammy Hollingworth would be open to persuasion at all.
However the essential thing this evening, he remembered as he
and Elsie sat down next to Bert and Alec, wasn’t to justify him-
self but to submit to the Party which he had harmed through
his indiscipline. Elsie he knew was in no mood to submit, and
he illogically couldn’t regret this. He wouldn’t be sorry either if
Bert and Alec were to show some obstinacy. He couldn’t help
hoping that the silence in which they had been sitting together,
and into which they had now relapsed, didn’t signify that Alec
felt contrition and that his feeling had to some extent infected
Bert. Elsie was silent too, from tenseness before the confronta-
tion with Hollingworth and certainly not from contrition. Alan
looked round at the walls of the room, which were bare except
where strips of white paper with current Party slogans printed on
them were stuck along the upper line of the dado. One of these
slogans had long ceased to appear in the Party press but it was
evidently still current here in this building that the Party leaders
frequented. It consisted of the three words ‘Produce or Perish’.
Alan’s own contrition would not have overcome an impulse he
had to point this slogan out triumphantly to Elsie, and to Bert
and Alec, but before he could do so Sammy Hollingworth walked
into the room.

The skin on Hollingworth’s forehead and cheeks was slightly
brown as though he had just had a long open-air weekend in
the autumn sun. His expression was not at all grim. His clothes
were neat, and he seemed like an office-worker about to start
on a merely routine bit of work. Someone else walked into the
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bomb which they say is the only defence of Christian civilization
against communism.’

‘Some Christians would argue that those Christians aren’t real
Christians,’ Alan said.

‘But other Christians would claim that the Christians who
argue like this are disguised communists. So how are we to know
which Christians are the real ones?’

‘Not from the Bible. Both sorts of Christians could find plenty
of support there. For instance “Blessed are the peacemakers” and
“I came to bring not peace but a sword”.’

Christina interrupted her parents with:
‘Why do I have to go into Scripture lessons? I hate Scripture.’
The way she spoke the word ‘hate’, much more softly than

the other words and half-closing her eyes as she spoke it, made
them laugh.

‘You don’t have to go into them,’ Elsie said. ‘Parents are
allowed by law to withdraw their children from them, and we
could write to Miss Samson saying we would like you to do
something else instead. But it might be better for you to stay
in with the other children, because if you didn’t you would learn
nothing about the Bible, which can be a very interesting book.
And there are a lot of things you wouldn’t be able to understand
in other books if you don’t know the Bible.’

‘All right,’ Christina agreed, more easily than they’d expected.
‘Another reason why it’s worth doing Scripture,’ Alan said,

‘is that you’ll learn how Christians think, which will help you to
win them over when you’re arguing with them about things that
really matter.’

‘But religion does really matter to our children,’ Elsie cor-
rected him. ‘It’s very much a part of their school life.’

‘I know. What I’m trying to say is that they ought to aim
first at persuading the others about such things as the need to be
against the colour bar, for instance, and to be active for peace –
rather than at attacking Christianity.’

‘Religion is continually being put across to them. It’s much
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roomimmediatelyafterhim,whomAlandidnotlookatuntil
Hollingworthhadcomeuptothetableinfrontoftherowsof
chairs,andwhomthenwithrevulsionandalarmhesawtobe
LesGatten.GattenmusthavebeenthepersonHollingworthhad
beentalkingtointheroomwiththehalf-opendoorwhichAlan
andElsiehadpassedontheirwayalongthepassage.Fromthis
assumptionAlanleapttothesuspicionthattheremustbecom-
plicitybetweenHollingworthandGatten,andthatHollingworth
toowaspossiblyapoliceagent.Hetriedtocalmhimselfwiththe
thoughtthatevenifthesuspicionwereacertaintytherewould
benojustificationforthepanichewasonthevergeof.But
hedidnotbecomecalmeruntilherememberedthatHolling-
worthhadbeenatrustedleadingmemberofthePartyfora
longtimeandhaddoneveryeffectiveworkinitsservicebefore
thewar,andthattherewerenoknowngroundswhatsoeverfor
suspectinghimofthiskindoftreachery.Soon,asHollingworth
satdownatthetable,alessimprobableexplanationofGatten’s
presenceoccurredtoAlan:Gattenhadbeeninvitedtothismeet-
ingbecauseHollingworthintendedthatnodistinctionshouldbe
madebetweenhimandAlanandElsieandthatthethreeofthem
shouldbetreatedasbeingequallyguiltyofconspiringagainst
theParty.Buteventhisexplanation,Alanrecognized,mightbe
nothingmorethanapersecutoryfantasyofhis,andthetruth
mightsimplybethatwhathehadreportedaboutGattentoMike
TarrantatDistrictHeadquartershadneverbeenpassedonto
Hollingworth.Alantookoutfromhispocketthepieceofnote-
paperonwhichhehadwrittenasummaryoftheseaman’sletter.
Atthetopofthepaperhequicklyaddedinpencilthewords:
HasComradeTarranttoldyouthatGattenisadetective?Before
hecouldgetupfromhischairtoputthepaperonthetable,
Hollingworthsaidtoallthefiveofthemsittinginfrontofhim:

‘Idon’tthinkIneedspendanytimetellingyouwhyyouhave
beenaskedtocomeherethisevening.’Theaciditywhichwas
perceptibleinthisquietlyspokenopeningsentencewasneutral-
izedashecontinued:‘Wemayaswellstartatoncebyhearing
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moreanimmediatethingforthem,andforalltheotherstoo,
thanwarorcolonialism.They’vegottocounter-attackit.’

‘Mumisquiteright,’Stephensaiddecisively.‘AndDadis
wrong.’

‘Yes,Iam,’Alanagreed.‘Iwasthinkingofschoolasthoughit
werethesameastheoutsideworld.’

‘I’mprettysurereligioninschoolshelpstomakesomechil-
drendelinquents,’Elsiesaid.‘Howcantheywanttobehavewell
whenthey’retaughttheyoughttoimitatesomeonewhodiedin
Palestinetwothousandyearsagoandwhohadn’tanyideawhat
lifetodayislike?’

‘Beinganatheistdoesn’tnecessarilypreventapersonfrom
becomingacriminal,’Alanfeltboundtosay.‘Hitler,forinstance.’

‘Hewasn’tanatheist,’Elsiesaid.‘Hewasalwaysbringing
Godintohisspeeches.Aswhenhesaidthattheburningofthe
ReichstagwasaGod-givensignalforhimtoputanendtothe
CommunistParty.TheReichstagwastheGermanparliament,’
sheexplainedtothechildren,‘anditwasreallyburntdownby
theNazis,sothattheycouldputtheblameonthecommunists.’

‘Allthesame,atheistscanbewickedpeople,’Alansaid,
‘thoughtheyaremuchlesslikelytobewickedthanChristians
are.’

‘AndyetChristianshavetheimpudencetosuggestthatathe-
istswhobehavewellarereallybeinginfluencedbytheChristian
tradition.’

‘ThetruthisthatChristianswhobehavewellarebeinginflu-
encedbymodernhumaneideas.TheChristiantraditionisatra-
ditionofhorriblewarsandoftheburningandtortureofheretics.’

Christina,thoughshewasstillinterestedinwhatherparents
weresaying,nowrememberedsomethingthat–becauseithad
beenoustedfromherthoughtsforthelastfewminutes–became
moreinterestingtoher.ShetoldStephen:

‘Ididfiftybumpsatschooltoday.’
Heseemedasthoughhewouldignoreherandasthough

hewantedhisparentstocontinuetalkingaboutreligion,buthe

44



from Comrade Mrs Sebrill just what her objections to the Party’s
policy are.’

He sounded unhostile, not quite as if he thought there was
nothing at all disreputable about a rank-and-file Party member’s
venturing to disagree with the Party’s policy but as if he wanted
to emphasize his intention of respecting her right as a Party mem-
ber to explain her conduct fully. Alan hurriedly got up and went
to the table to hand him the paper; and was conscious of being
watched by Gatten who had chosen a chair at the end of the front
row, nearer to Hollingworth than to Alec and Bert.

‘Please read this first,’ Alan said urgently.
Hollingworth gave no sign of surprise or annoyance at the

interruption. He took the paper and put it down on the table,
not directly in front of him but to one side as though he meant
to look at it later. However he began to read it at once. His
head, when turned sideways and inclined downwards, lost the
suggestion of sleekness it had had when seen full-face. A tuft
of stiff black hair rose from the middle of his forehead, and his
prominent nose had an arrogantly curved nostril which exposed
the cartilage of the septum near the tip and made Alan think of
the beak of a predatory bird. Hollingworth read quickly, and had
finished reading very soon after Alan had sat down again. Then,
as though he’d found what he’d read quite irrelevant, he looked
at Elsie and said:

‘Would you begin now.’ He added, in a way that indicated he
was singling her out as the leader: ‘I’ll hear the others after I’ve
heard you.’

Alan agitatedly protested:
‘I’m not willing to criticize the Party in the presence of a police

agent. Gatten admits he has been a detective. I couldn’t feel free
to say what I want to while he’s in the room.’

Hollingworth appeared to be on the point of dismissing Alan’s
protest, but instead he turned towards Gatten and said in a start-
lingly loud voice:

‘Who sent you?’ He leant with his forearms on the table, and
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changed his mind and said to her:
‘Let’s go into the garden.’
They didn’t linger. As they turned to run out through the

conservatory Alan knew from Stephen’s grin that he no longer
felt any uneasiness at all about Mr Fosket. Christina began her
skipping once more and Stephen after very briefly watching her
went to look at a hole which he had been digging the day before
behind the nearest apple tree and which he hoped to make into a
pond for a toy submarine of his. Seeing him again as a child Alan
admiringly thought how promising he was, how scrupulous, how
brightly awake to everything and everyone.

Alan said to Elsie:
‘Wouldn’t it be dreadful if we became so absorbed in the Party

that we didn’t look after the children properly and one of them
grew up to become a fundamentalist – or a Catholic convert, like
George Fletcher’s daughter.’

‘That was a shocking thing. We thought of him as a model
communist, tirelessly active; but when he was at home, which
wasn’t often, he was unpleasant to his wife – I daresay he
despised her for not being a communist, though she wasn’t
religious – so it’s not surprising the daughter reacted against
everything he stood for.’

‘And yet,’ Alan had to say, ‘there could be times when neglect-
ing one’s children for the Party would be necessary and right.’

‘It would be horrible at any time, even for a Party whose
theory and policy were perfectly correct and even in a period
of extreme political crisis, but it would be worse than horrible
for the sort of Party we seem to have at present.’

‘We shall have to be careful,’ Alan said, ‘or we may find
ourselves lapsing into the position of those well-intentioned
bourgeois intellectuals who think personal relationships are
more important than politics. We mustn’t forget that if we
devoted ourselves more to our children than to a Party which was
genuinely struggling against imperialism we should be helping
the reactionaries to start a new war and to destroy the children.’
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hejuttedhisheadforwardasherepeatedevenmorevehemently:
‘WHOSENTYOU?’Gattendidn’tanswer,andHollingworthwent
on:‘ItwastheJugoslavembassy,wasn’tit?’

RidiculousthoughthisaccusationseemedtoAlanhewas
inhibitedfromfeelingdisapprovalofitbyhisgratificationat
thevigouroftheattackonGatten–whostillwouldn’tanswer,
butperhapshadaveryslightsmirkonhisface.Hollingworth
suddenlyabandonedtheattackandturnedtoElsie,askingher
againtobegin,whichsheimmediatelydid,regardlessofGatten’s
presence.Alandidn’trenewhisprotest,becausenowthatshe
hadbegunhedidn’twanttolessentheeffectofwhatshewas
sayingbyinterruptingher.

‘IwouldliketomakeclearstraightawaythatI’mnotdenying
therehasbeenanimprovementintheParty’slinesinceayear
ago.Butthewrongnessofthepoliciesthatwerelaiddownin
Britain’sWayForwardhasnotbeenadmittedfranklyorfully
enoughyet,andtherehasbeennoattemptto“discussthecauses
ofourerrors,toanalysethesituationinwhichtheyarose,to
considercarefullyhowtoremedythem.”’Thoughtherewas
boldnessinherwords,andthoughsheshowedlittleofthedefer-
encewhichwasusualfromarank-and-filePartymemberwhen
addressingoneoftheleadersandwhichshehadbeensocareful
toshowinherinterviewwithDigbyKelsalltwoyearsbefore,her
voicehadamodestyinitbefittingacommunistwhoexpresses
criticismofothercommunists.‘WhatLeninsaid,andStalin
repeatedinFoundationsofLeninism,abouttheattitudethat
communistsshouldadopttowardstheirownmistakes,seemsto
havebeenoverlooked.Consequentlysomedangerousmistakes
arestillbeingmadebyourParty.’

ItwasfortunatethatHollingworthhadnotmentionedthe
duplicationandcirculationbyherandAlanoftheAustraliancrit-
icisms.Ifhehad,Alanfelt,Elsiewouldhavehadtobeginmore
defensively,andlessadvantageously.PerhapsHollingworth’s
motiveinnotmentioningtheAustraliansmightbetoavoid
drawingattentiontothefactthattheBritishParty’spolicywas
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‘Iknowyou’reright,’Elsiecouldn’thelpagreeing.‘Though
wemustn’tforget,either,thatmakingnoefforttostopthereac-
tionarieswouldn’tbequitethesamethingasactivelyhelping
them.’

AveryunpleasantthoughtcametoAlan.
‘Oughtn’twetobepreparedtoneglectthechildrennowso

thatwecangivealloursparetimeandenergynottosupporting
thePartyasitisbuttobringingitbacktoLeninism?’

‘No.’
‘Whynot?’
Shemomentarilydidn’tseemquitesure,thensaid:
‘Because,foronething,wecanworkhardtobringitback

andwecanavoidneglectingthechildren.Whyshouldwealways
assumethatunlesseveryPartyactivityweundertakeinvolvesus
insacrificingsomethingwe’renotbeinggoodcommunists?’

‘Yes,whyshouldwe?Ithinkwe’vealmostcometobelieve
sacrificeismeritoriousinitself,whetherornotthesituation
requiresit.That’sanideathePartymusthavebredinus.And
it’sareligiousidea,notaMarxistoneatall.’

InthegardenChristinastoppedskippingandtheyguiltily
knewthatonceagaintheyhadn’tbeenconcentratingonher.
However,thistimeshehadbeenskippingnotforthembutfor
Stephen–whowasn’twatchingproperlyeither,asshenowtold
him.Alan,relievedthatElsieandhehadn’tbeencaughtout,
lethisglancerisefromStephentoanappletreewhoseboughs
togetherwiththoseofasecondtreefartheroffontheother
sideofthegardenmadeanapparentarchbeneathwhichwas
acircle-segmentofbrightergreenindentedbyfringingapple
leavesatthecircumference.Thiscircle-segmentwasthegrassof
theplaying-fieldbeyondtheendfenceofthegarden.Itreminded
himofhowafeweveningsagohehadconceivedapoemwhich
wouldhavecomparedthefieldtoahugetheatrestageandwhich
wouldhavebeeninpraiseofthepoeticlifehehadtriedtolive
inhisyoungerdaysbeforehehadturnedtotheParty.Hishope,
soonafterhehadreluctantlyrejectedthatpoem,ofbeingableto

46



being criticized not merely by two insignificant rank-and-filers
but also and on exactly the same grounds by the leadership of a
brother Party. She went on to say that the most striking change in
the Party’s policy since a year ago had been the abandonment of
the campaign for increased production. Leading comrades were
no longer urging the workers ‘to have confidence in their own
land, to take a pride in building it up’ or insisting that ‘certainly
the politically-conscious working-class will work harder, will bear
cuts to solve the crisis’ or persisting in the attitude towards strikes
which had been expressed by one leading Party member who
had referred to the strikers at the Grimethorpe colliery as ‘enemy
miners’. Her not mentioning the names of the Party leaders from
whom she was quoting – McNarney, Hurley and Baxter – no
doubt showed a wish to avoid planting an unendurable sting in
Hollingworth, but the quotations seemed to Alan to be on the
verge of being provocative and he felt some alarm. Hollingworth,
however, gave no sign of anger, appeared attentive and calm. She
said next:

‘Fortunately, after the Nine Parties’ statement was issued
last October, our Party here came to recognize that Britain is
in the camp of reaction, an ally of American imperialism, and
that increased production in Britain “would not be used for the
benefit of the people”.’ She couldn’t keep triumph altogether out
of her voice at this point, but Hollingworth remained impassive.
She continued: ‘The production drive, which was so dominant a
part of our policy, had to be dropped; but it was dropped rather
reluctantly, and for a time there were even attempts by some
comrades to suggest that though it was now incorrect it had
been correct previously. There was never an open admission that
it had been quite unMarxist from the start. No discussion of the
reasons why such a mistaken policy had been adopted was ever
initiated by the leadership.’ She paused for Hollingworth to deny
this if he could, but he didn’t. ‘What were the reasons?’ she then
asked. ‘I feel that one of them may have been that the national
unity necessary during the war against fascism to some extent
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conceive a politically militant one in place of it hadn’t yet been
realized. But now, as he looked at the field, he seemed to come
much nearer than before to knowing the kind of militant poem
he wanted to write. It would not be about the housing shortage,
or about racialism, or even about the atom bomb: it would be
more general, would praise the Party’s struggle against all these,
would be in deliberate opposition to the poetic life poem he had
rejected and would affirm that the life in and for the Party was
the finest life. He wasn’t able to begin to develop this conception
in any detail, however, because Elsie said:

‘We still haven’t decided what we’re going to do next.’
He had an instant of incomprehension before answering:
‘I think we might come out openly in the Branch against the

leadership’s line.’
‘I doubt whether the Branch would be ready for that yet.’
‘No, perhaps they wouldn’t. We might do better to wait until

I’ve given the last of my talks on State and Revolution. But before
then we could persuade them to pass a resolution which without
suggesting the line is wrong would deferentially ask the Execu-
tive to make it clearer. That might force a revelation of where
the leadership really stands in relation to Lenin.’

‘I can imagine the kind of answer we’d get,’ Elsie said.
‘The Executive would be most surprised that in spite of all

the statements it has issued on policy, we could still be in any
ignorance about the Party’s theoretical position, but would assure
us that everything would be made absolutely plain in a book by
comrade McNarney, to be published this autumn, which we must
study with the greatest care.’

‘Yes, I’m afraid that’s all we’d get. And the Branch would be
quite satisfied with it. Perhaps we shall have to postpone our
attack until after McNarney’s book has come out.’

‘That seems a very long time to have to wait,’ Elsie said.
‘Only three months. And we can try to make sure before the

autumn that every Branch member appreciates the depth and
force of Lenin’s theory sufficiently to regard any ambiguity in
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blindedustotherealitiesofthepost-warclassstruggle.Butthe
mostimportantreasonofallhasbeentheneglect,byleadership
andrank-and-filealike,oftheory.IfwehadrememberedLenin’s
teachingsontheStateandontheroleofreformistpartiessuch
astheLabourPartywecouldnothavefallenintotheerrorof
urgingtheworkerstoproducetotheirutmostunderaLabour
government.’

NextshegaveabriefsummaryofLenin’stheoryoftheState,
inatonewhichsheobviouslytriedhardtokeepfromseeming
didacticorarrogant.Whenshehadfinishedhersummaryshe
said:

‘Reformistsbelieve–oratleastthoseofthemwhodosin-
cerelywantsocialismandarenotjustpoliticalcareerists–that
theorgansoftheStateinacapitalistcountry,includingitsarmed
forcesandpolice,areimpartialandthatitsparliamentandCivil
Servicecanbeusedtoabolishcapitalism.What’smore,they
believethatSocialismcanbeachievedonlythroughtheconsti-
tutionalmachineryoftheexistingState.Buttherealityisthat
whenareformistparty“comestopower”inacapitalistparlia-
mentitfindsitselffacedwiththechoiceeitherofadoptinga
policyhelpfultomonopolycapitalismorofresigningofficeand
goingintoparliamentary“opposition”onceagain.Andthesame
choicewouldfaceevenagovernmentofleft-wingreformists
whogenuinelywantedsocialism,butwhoratherthancallupon
theworking-classtohelpthembreaktheresistanceoftheState
wouldcallupontheStatetobreakanyunconstitutionalaction
bytheworking-class.’

Hollingworthhadbroughtametal-cappedpenciloutofhis
pocket,notapparentlyinordertowriteanythingwithit.Hewas
twistingitbetweenhisthumbandfingers,metalcapuppermost.
Buthisgaze,whichwasdirectedatthepencilandnotatElsie,
showednoimpatience.Shecontinued,inavoicedeliberately
modeststill,thoughtherewasnothingconcessiveinthesenseof
whatshesaid:

‘Themainlessonsweoughttohavelearntfromourmistake
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McNarney’sattitudetowardsitasintolerable.’
‘ButperhapshisbookwillbeLeninistafterall.’
‘HowIwishtherecouldbesomeslighthopeofthat,’Alan

said.
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of campaigning for increased production are that there is an
urgent need at all levels of the Party for an intensified study of
Leninist theory, and that the rank-and-file has the duty as well as
the right to use its critical faculties when considering statements
of policy. But there has as yet been no call from the leadership for
intensified study. And as a result we are making further mistakes
in policy. The most dangerous of these is our demand for a new
Labour government of the Left.’

At this point Hollingworth dropped the metal-capped pencil
on to the table and began to speak, even more loudly than when
he had spoken to Gatten. Thrusting his face forward in Elsie’s
direction he accused her of sectarianism and of infantile leftism.
But his outburst, in spite of its suddenness and its great vehe-
mence, had something unspontaneous and histrionic in it. As
he spoke he moved his fist violently up and down, never quite
hitting the surface of the table but seeming about to do so at any
moment.

An impulse of disgust caused Alan to make a contrary side-
to-side waving movement with his own hand, as if cutting across
the vertical movement of Hollingworth’s fist, and he said:

‘Can’t we discuss all this reasonably? We aren’t at a public
meeting.’

Unexpectedly, Hollingworth at once brought his hand to rest
on the table and in a voice no louder than Alan’s he preposter-
ously stated:

‘It’s just my natural manner of expressing myself.’ Never-
theless his voice did not become loud again, nor did he resume
thumping the air with his fist, as he went on to tell Elsie: ‘To
refuse to co-operate with the Left-wing of the Labour Party
against the right-wing Labour leaders is to reject completely
the line laid down in the Report of the Nine Parties’ Conference.’

‘I’m fully in favour of joint action with left-wing Labour Party
members,’ Elsie said. ‘But shouldn’t our aim be to unite them
with us in activities which will help the development of a mass
struggle against capitalism, not to unite ourselves with them in
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They could not get to sleep. Earlier in the evening they had
discussed the speech Elsie would make next day at the Borough
meeting which was being specially called to hear how she, as sec-
retary of her Branch, could justify her refusal to sell McNarney’s
book, Britain’s Way Forward, now published at last; but long after
they had come to bed the meeting remained on their minds and
they continued talking about it. They lay side by side close to
each other – Alan’s left arm was pressed lightly against Elsie’s
right, though neither he nor she was conscious of the contact
– upon the bumpy double mattress they had been so glad of
at the end of the war when it had been given them, together
with the brass-ornamented black iron bedstead, by her uncle Sid
after his wife had died. The light from a street lamp just out-
side the window shone quite strongly into the room – through
pale green damask curtains made to measure for their pre-war
maisonette but not ample enough here after Elsie had stitched
them together in pairs to lengthen them for the taller windows
of this house. Though she and Alan were talking quietly and
almost calmly, they kept on repeating themselves and reaching
the same conclusion: that she must say as little as possible about
the Party’s policy, which she had made the mistake of criticizing
point by point in the statement she had read out against Britain’s
Way Forward at the Branch meeting a week before, and must
concentrate on the unLeninist theory, or lack of theory, behind
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anattemptatperpetuatingtheillusionthatareformistgovern-
ment,ifonlyitwerecomposedofleft-wingersinsteadofright-
wingers,wouldintroducesocialism?’

Hollingworthansweredherasthoughshehadsaidsomething
differentfromthis.

‘Onlyanarchistsarecontemptuousofparliamentaryactivity.’
Hisvoiceremainedfairlyquiet,andhiswordswerenotvitu-

perative,butheunmistakablymeanthertounderstandthatthe
lineshewastakinghadgonebeyondthelimitspermissibletoa
Partymember.

‘I’mverywellawareofLenin’steachingthatcommunists
shouldtrytousebourgeoisparliamentsasplacesfromwhich
tomakepropagandaagainstcapitalism,’shesaid.‘Buthealso
taughtthateffectiveactionagainstcapitalismcanonlycome
fromtheworkingclassandthemassofthepeople,ledbythe
Party.’

Hollingworthagain,morecompletelythistime,ignoredwhat
shesaid.

‘Andwhatisallthistalkaboutaproductiondrive?’heasked.
‘YoursuggestionthattheParty’saimhasbeentourgetheworkers
toproducetotheirutmostisabsolutelyfalse.’

Alanexpectedhimtogoontoqualifythisastoundingstate-
mentinsomeway.Buthedidn’t,andElsieatlastsaid:

‘Ihavejustgivenseveralquotationsfromspeechesbyleading
Partycomradeswhichshowconclusivelyhowgreatanemphasis
thePartyplacedontheneedforincreasedproductionayearago.’

‘Youareplayingwithwords.Youaremisrepresentingthe
senseofwhatthesecomradesweresaying.Anyonecanpickout
sentenceshereandtherefromaspeechandmakeitseemto
meantheoppositeofwhatwasintended.’

Elsieappearedtobetooamazedtoretorttothis.Butnow
BertAlldissintervened:

‘There’ssomethinghereIwouldliketoreadout.’
HewasholdingacopyofBritain’sWayForward.Heputon

hisglassesmorequicklythanheusuallymanagedto.Hedidn’t
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thepolicy.NowondertheBranchcomrades,tomostofwhomher
criticismshadcomeasasurprise,hadbeenunabletobelieveall
atoncethatsoverymanythingsinthebookcouldbewrong,and
theyhadbeenshockedbyherobjectiontotheParty’sindustrial
productiondrive‘withoutwhich’,soBillWhiddetthadsaidinthe
subsequentdiscussion,‘Britain’scrisiscouldneverbesolved.’In
herspeechattheBoroughmeetingtomorrowshemustlimither-
selftoexposing,withtheutmostsimplicityandclarity,theone
basicerrorunderlyingallMcNarney’sothererrors,hisassump-
tionthatthetransitiontosocialismwasbeginninginBritain
nowwhilecapitalismstillheldStatepowerhere.Butshemust
avoidthemistakemadebyAlanwhoseownseparatestatement
totheBranch,althoughithadrightlyconcentratedonMcNar-
ney’sbasictheoreticalerror,hadstressedLenin’sviewthatthe
capitalistStateneededtobeviolentlyoverthrown.Nowonder
theBranchcomrades,whohadbeenaccustomedbytheleader-
shiptoregardviolentrevolutionasbelongingtopasthistory,had
paidlittleattentionwhenAlanattheendofhisstatementhad
expressedtheemphatichopethatnoonetherewouldthinkhe
wasadvocatingrevolutionaryactionimmediatelyorinthenear
future.‘Tomorrowyou’dbetternotevenmentionrevolution,’
Alanadvisedheragain,ashehadalreadydonemorethanonce
sincetheyhadcometobed.‘Youcanputourmainpointover
quiteadequatelywithouttouchingonthatatall.’

Theybecamecalmer,eachofthembeingstrengthenedbythe
completeagreementtheyfoundthemselvesin.Howdreadfulit
wouldhavebeen,Alanimagined,ifoneofthemhadbelieved
McNarneytobefundamentallywrongandtheotherhadbeen
certainhewasright.Butthroughouttheirmarriagetheyhadnot
oncehadaseriousdisagreement,eitheraboutpoliticsorabout
anythingelse.Theyhadneverreallyquarrelled,andwhenthey
hadhadaminortiffnowandthentheyhadalwaysmadeitup
sooninkissesandhadneversleptonitovernight.Andthepersis-
tenceoftheharmonybetweenthem,Alanthought,thoughitwas
nodoubthelpedbytemperamentalcompatibility,wasprimarily
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have to search through the pages for the passage he wanted: the
book came open at it immediately, from having been opened in
the same place so often before. He began:

‘This is what Comrade Jimmy McNarney says here: The orga-
nized workers need to take the initiative now, begin to clear up their
own industry and show the Government the way to set about it. It
is up to the lads on the job to make the pace. They know where
the hold-ups are; they need to smash through them as they did
during the Second World War.’ Bert, unlike Elsie, made no attempt
to sound modest, was uninhibitedly indignant at Hollingworth’s
blatant twisting. He continued reading: ‘But I know good trade
unionists who argue “That’s all very well, Jimmy, but what good
is it if we produce more when there isn’t a plan? What good is it
having a production drive if we have a wrong foreign policy which
is going to land us in the soup, no matter how much we produce?”
And it is also argued: “If we fight for more efficient production
now, won’t we be strengthening the Labour leaders in carrying out
their reactionary policy abroad and giving in to the capitalists at
home? Won’t we just be making more profits for the capitalists?” ’
It was very evident that Bert was in the fullest agreement with
these good trade unionists whom McNarney had quoted. His
enthusiasm for them seemed to make him forget for a moment
that his main purpose in reading this passage had been to give
the lie to Hollingworth’s assertion that the Party had never urged
the workers to increase production under the Labour Govern-
ment. However, he remembered his purpose and read on from
McNarney. ‘I would like to remind these trade union comrades
that just the same arguments were used when the Communist Party
launched its great wartime drive for production and the opening of
the Second Front.’

Hollingworth interrupted:
‘You’re taking all that out of context.’
He was unemphatic, almost uninterested, as if to convey that

he saw Bert as no more than a minor culprit whose simplicity had
enabled the Sebrills to lead him astray. Bert gave Hollingworth
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due to their trust in reason, which they regarded not as some-
thing they could use to subserve their wishes but as the arbiter
that would set them right if they appealed to it disinterestedly.
While he was thinking this he became aware of the contact of
Elsie’s arm against his, and at the same moment he felt desire
for her. Although his consciousness of the feeling was sudden
he knew that the desire itself was not, that it had been growing
in him for many minutes past, as if their political talk had been
nourishing it but also masking it, and now he had abruptly found
it. He sensed that she too had simultaneously become conscious
of a desire already grown in her, and he was sure of it when he
slid his arm over hers and she instantly turned to embrace him.
Soon they were closed in a moving closeness as complete as it
could physically be.

He moved with her away from themselves and far away from
any thought of tomorrow’s meeting, away from his identity as
a Party member, as a schoolmaster, as a father and a husband.
Away also from the family into which he had been born, from
his own father and mother whom he momentarily and strangely
remembered now with the feeling that he was severing himself
from them and forfeiting their protection. Away from his class
origin, his nationality, his epoch, away from Elsie as an individual
person. This act linked him with men and women of every race
all over the world, in the past as well as in the present. It carried
him back to humanity’s earliest times, and beyond. It carried him
back into animality. Yet he still kept a conscious and civilized
control over himself, wilfully postponing the climax, wanting to
pleasure his partner to the utmost. Then he whispered to her and
she took control of him and he abandoned himself to her ecstasy.
And he moved beyond animality, became one with the earliest
and most elementary forms of life, was as though swaying in the
primeval salt lagoon, was carried beyond all life and assimilated
into the earth’s hydrosphere, became inert, became part of the
lithosphere, of the solar system, of the universe, became neg-
ligible, became nothing. The whole human race was nothing,
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asuspiciousandpuzzledlookwhichHollingworthconveniently
interpretedasindicatingthatBertdidn’tunderstandtheword
‘context’.

‘Bypickingonthatpassageyou’vejustread,andomitting
whatcomesbeforeitandafterit,youaregivingawrongimpres-
sionofComradeMcNarney’smeaning,’Hollingworthexplained.

Hedidn’tintendthisasaninvitationtoBerttocontinueread-
ing,butBertdidcontinue.Bertreadslowly,notjustbecause
readingaloudwasn’teasyforhimbutbecausehewasintenton
bringingoutthesense.Hereadthewholeofthenextparagraph,
whichurgedmilitanttradeunionistsinthebuildingindustry‘to
settheexampleinrecruitinglabourforthehousingjobsand
awayfromluxurywork’.Whenhe’dfinishedtheparagraph,
Hollingworthsaidtohimbriskly:

‘Thatputsratheradifferentlightonthepassageyouread
first,doesn’tit?’

Foranswer,Bertwentonreading:
‘Theminers’productioneffortshaveshowntheway.Ifitwas

rightforthissectionofworkerstodotheirdamnedesttogetthe
coal–andnobodythoughtotherwisewhentheminerswerehacking
theirwaythroughthesnowdriftstogettowork–thenitisright
forothers.’

Bertstopped,andgaveHollingworthalookasiftosay‘wrig-
gleoutofthatoneifyoucan.’ButHollingworthsaid:

‘Goonreading.’
However,Elsieintervened.
‘Ofcourseifhegoesonreadinglongenoughhe’llsooneror

latercometoapassagewhichisn’taboutproduction,butthis
won’talterthefactthatintheparagraphhereadoutfirstMcNar-
neyisurgingtradeunioniststostepupproductionunderareac-
tionarySocial-Democraticgovernmentinamonopolycapitalist
State.’

Hollingworthturnedonher,sayingvenomouslythoughwith-
outraisinghisvoice:

‘Thisissheerquibblingandpedantry.Thisisthewilfulblind-
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wasnegligible.Neitherthemartyrswhohaddiedforhuman
progressnorthenuclearwarmongersandfascistgenocideshad
anyimportance.Butthisfeelingsoonpassed,andhethoughtof
humanityasanemanationoftheuniverse.Inustheuniversehad
becomeself-conscious,andthatwasourgreatness.Thethought
broughtanexaltationwithit.Aboundlesspowerseemedtoflow
intohim.Thedifficultiesthathadloomedsomountainouslyin
frontofhimnotlongbefore–hisdisagreementwiththeParty,
hisexhaustingdailyworkatschool,hisfailuresofartostart
writingpoetryagaininspiteofthesevenweeks’freedomhehad
hadduringthesummerholidays–weretrifleswhichhefelthe
wouldsurmountwithsoaringease.Heevenknewnowexactly
whathadbeenwrongwiththepoemhehadbeentryingtowrite:
itstheme,thatthelifeinandforthePartywasthefinestlife,
lackedstrengthatatimewhenthePartyseemedtobestraying
fromMarxism.Heknewtoothepoemheoughttotrytowrite:it
wouldrevivetheappealofthePartylifebyforeseeingtheglory
ofthefutureworldwidevictoryofcommunismwhichonlythe
devotionofPartymemberstothePartycouldbringabout.He
feltnoneedtoinvestigatethisnewthemefurther,hisconfidence
initwassostrong.AbruptlyhebecameawareagainofElsiein
hisarms,andhecoveredherfacewithhiskisses.

Whentheywerelyingsidebysideoncemore,hesaid:
‘Ohdarling,whatawonderfulmarriageourshasbeen.’
‘Hasbeen?’
‘Hasbeen,isandwillbe.’
‘Don’tbetooconfidentaboutthe“willbe”,dear.’She

laughed.‘YoumayhavesowedyourwildoatslongagobutI
haven’tstartedsowingmineyet.’

‘ForallIreallyknow,yousowedthemwithJimBruntontwo
yearsbeforeweweremarried.’

‘No,Ididn’t,thoughIcouldhavedone.Hewasnice–intelli-
gentandhandsome,andIdaresayifI’dmarriedhimIcouldhave
livedveryhappilywithhim.’

‘Ithinkyoucould.What’smore,it’sjustanaccidentyou
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ness of the doctrinaire leftist intellectual who concentrates on the
part and refuses to see the whole.’

He was obviously not sorry to have the renewed opportunity
of dealing with her rather than with Bert, whom he couldn’t have
accused of being an intellectual. Her face showed an undisguised
contempt for what he had said, though she declined to retort
to him. He didn’t turn to Bert again, but spoke next to Gatten
instead:

‘Comrade Gatten, now perhaps we can hear from you why
you have been supporting the Sebrills in their attack on Party
policy.’

His calling Gatten ‘comrade’ though certainly now knowing
him to be a detective seemed to prove finally that Hollingworth’s
intention in having him at this meeting was to present him as
someone who however disreputable he might be was less so
than Elsie and Alan whose follower he was in a plot against the
Party. Gatten began by saying he would admit to having been
convinced by the Sebrills that the Party’s post-war line conflicted
with Lenin’s theory of the State. He went on to summarize the
theory, or rather to repeat the summary of it that Elsie had just
given, but his version was confused – deliberately confused, it
must have been, since he had shown previously in conversations
with Alan and Elsie that he understood the theory very well.
Possibly he was trying to present himself as a muddled political
innocent whom the Sebrills had all too easily been able to mis-
lead. He spoke fast and softly, sitting very upright on his chair.
His fresh-coloured young-looking face under its close-cut yet still
wavy golden hair was the picture of candour. He ended by stress-
ing that everything he had done in connection with distributing
the Australian criticisms had been done with the agreement and
under the guidance of the Sebrills. Hollingworth quickly, perhaps
in order to ensure that Gatten shouldn’t suddenly prolong his
speech and add details about these criticisms, then asked if any
other comrade wanted to say anything.

The only comrade who hadn’t yet spoken was Alec Murray-
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didn’t. If I hadn’t been offered a job in London and narrowly
avoided the sack from it at the end of my first year you would
never have got to know me. And no doubt there were thousands
of other possible partners whom either of us could have been
quite happy with – though I must admit that none of my actual
old flames would have been likely to tolerate me for long as a
husband.’

‘I can believe that.’
‘How wrong the romantics were in their idea that for every

person there exists somewhere a unique soul-mate.’
‘Yes, and in practice it’s an idea that doesn’t go at all well with

monogamy.’
‘Perhaps under full communism there will be a return to

group marriage. Engels seems almost to favour that.’
‘I suspect it rather appeals to you too.’
‘I confess I do have a sentimental hankering after it, because

it would be so much fairer to everyone, especially to the less
attractive ones. And it might bring back a kind of matriarchy on
a higher level, which would compensate women for their biolog-
ical disadvantages.’

‘You always were a loyal feminist, dear.’
‘But at present monogamy seems best.’
He put his arm gently around her. She said:
‘To be perpetually looking for new sex-partners must be such

a drain on energy when there’s so much else to do.’
‘Some people seem to enjoy it, and it may even increase their

energy. It’s all right for the young.’
‘But for the not-so-young it must often be more of a misery

than an enjoyment – especially for women who have lost their
charms and can’t look around as hopefully as their husbands can.’

‘I couldn’t look around if you lost your charms. I really
couldn’t. I could never enjoy myself if I knew I was making
you miserable. But anyway, how mad it is for married couples
in these vile times to add domestic wretchedness to the horrors
that threaten them from the world outside.’
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field.Alanlookedathim,hopingthatAlecwouldfindasubtler
andmoreeffectivewayofcounteringHollingworth’stacticsthan
ElsieorBertorAlanhimselfhadfound.ButAlecsaidnothing.
Hisfaceappearedalmosttohaveasmileonit,asuperiorsmile.
Hegaveanimpressionoftolerantwisdom,ofexalteddetach-
ment,asthougheverythingthathadhappenedinthisroomhad
beensowellobservedandsofullyunderstoodbyhimthathe
wasnotpreparedtocondemnanyonehere.Hishigh-archedeye-
browsseemedtorisehigheruphisforeheadthanever.Though
Alanhimself,becauseofGatten’spresence,hadbeenunwillingto
arguewithHollingworth,hecouldn’thelpfeelingangeratAlec’s
lackoffight.Hollingworthdidn’tevenglancetowardsAlec.He
musthaveknownhimtobeintellectuallyandasaspeakerthe
mostformidablepotentialopponentintheroom,andwasno
doubtgladthathewouldn’tspeak.Afteraveryshortpause,
Hollingworthfirmlytoldthemall:

‘Havingheardwhatyouhavetosay,I’mconfirmedinwhat
Ithoughtbefore–thelotofyouareintouchwiththeJugoslav
embassyandhavebeencarryingoutitsinstructions.’

Nooneansweredhim.Todenytheaccusation,Alanfelt,
mightgiveitacertainstatus,mightpromoteitfromtherealmof
thefantastictotherealmofthearguable.Theothersprobably
feltashedid.Alecseemedabouttosaysomething,butdidnot.
ThecornersofGatten’smouthshowedthesameslightsmirk–
perhapsmoredistinctlynow–aswhenHollingworthhadmadea
similaraccusationagainsthimalone.Elsielookedascontemptu-
ousaswhenHollingworthhadtoldhershewasquibbling.Bert’s
furrowedforeheadandhisstraightgazeatHollingworthseemed
tostate‘Iseeyounowforwhatyouare!’Hollingworthmadeno
furtherreferencetotheJugoslavembassybutsaidinconclusion,
almostcasually:

‘Ifanyofyou,afterthisevening,continuetoputaboutinthe
Partytheideasyouhavebeenputtingtome,youwillbeexpelled
fromtheParty.’

AllthecombativenessthatAlanhadbeenfeelingthoughnot
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‘Theycan’talwayshelpit.’
‘No,that’strue.Wemustn’tgetconceited.We’vebeenlucky.’
‘Yes,thoughwewereprudenttoo.Wemustn’tbeashamedto

giveourselvescreditforthat.Wedidn’trushintomarriage.We’d
beenhavinglovestogetherfortwoyearsbeforeweriskedgoing
totheRegistryOffice,andeventhenwebothhadveryserious
doubts.’

‘Iwassounstable.Mywholeoutlookwascolouredbymy
middle-classupbringing,andIhadmomentswhenyournot
beingmiddle-classmademefindyouunattractive.Butnowyou
seemuniquelybeautifultome.’

‘That’sanexaggerationintheoppositedirection.’
‘No.IoftenlookatyouduringPartymeetingswhenyou’re

notlookingatmeandIthinkthatyourfaceisthemostbeautiful
onearth.’

‘AndIlookatyou,too,whenyou’renotlooking,andIthink
thesameaboutyou.’

TheyavoidedreturningtothesubjectofthespecialBorough
meeting.Theytalkedforsomewhilelonger–abouttheirlives
beforethewar.Sleepmusthavecomealmostsimultaneouslyto
themandsosuddenlythatwhentheywokeinthemorningthey
couldnotrememberatwhatpointintheirtalktheyhadfallen
asleep.

***

Twenty-fiveminutesbeforeAlanandElsieweretosetout
fromtheirhousefortheBoroughmeeting,hewasstandingin
thebacksitting-roomlisteningtosoundsfromupstairsandtrying
toguesswhatstageElsiemighthavereachedinhersupervision
ofthechildren’spreparationsforbed:hewouldhavelikedto
talkoverwithheronceagain,evenatthislatemoment,the
speechshewasgoingtomake–because,goodthoughhefelt
sureitwouldbe,theymightyetmanagetothinkofsomepoint
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expressing was abruptly quelled by these words. He forgot the
resentment and disgust that Hollingworth’s tactics had caused in
him. He remembered the intention he had had before the meet-
ing – of making amends for the harm his factionalism had done
to the Party and of submitting unreservedly to Party discipline
once again. But it was a need for self-justification as well as
for submission that made him break the silence which continued
after Hollingworth’s quiet threat.

‘What we have been doing,’ he told Hollingworth, ‘has at least
had the result of exposing these anti-communist agents who have
been trying to use us to disrupt the Party.’

Hollingworth gave a histrionically loud, jeeringly ironic lau-
gh, triumphing rather than venomous. Then he stood up, indi-
cating that the meeting was over.

This laugh, which momentarily revived resentment in Alan,
made him realize that to submit unreservedly to the Party wasn’t
going to be easy for him. But the alternative to submission would
be unbearable. He felt he could not live outside the Party. And a
need came to him to make Hollingworth understand the depth of
his love for the Party and the strength of his reluctance to oppose
its line. He went up to the table behind which Hollingworth was
standing, and said to him:

‘I didn’t want to disagree with the Party. That’s the last thing I
could ever have wanted.’ He found himself at a loss for invulner-
able words to tell Hollingworth why this was so. He could not
even begin to explain what the Party had meant for him, how it
had saved him as a young man from self-centred worthlessness
and suicidal despair, how he wanted to live and die for it still. He
eventually succeeded in saying:

‘I did my best to believe that the Party’s post-war policy was
correct, but I wasn’t able to. Oh if only you could convince me
that I and not the policy was wrong.’

The stare that Hollingworth gave him seemed to show at first
astonishment and then a condescending pity, as if to say ‘You
poor simple little fool.’ Or was Alan misinterpreting the stare,

163

which would improve it and which would make it impregnable.
But he would have liked still more to have been able to have a
few conciliating and explanatory words now with one of those
comrades who had seemed bewildered if not antagonized by the
statements Elsie and he had read out at the last Branch meeting.
Sometimes when a Party meeting was to be held locally else-
where than in this house, one or other of the Branch comrades
living near them would call here first in order to accompany them
to it, and just possibly one might call this evening. Alan sat down
on a chair facing the open doorway of the sitting-room, and, with
his back to the curtainless windows that divided the room from
the conservatory and from the October evening darkness of the
garden beyond, he looked out into the hall passage, which was lit
by an unshaded electric bulb, and watched the opaque-seeming
coloured panes of the front door.

The comrade he would most of all have liked to speak to at
this moment was perhaps Alec Murrayfield, who with his wife Iris
had called in here before the last Branch meeting – which had
been held at the house of Ken Pollock, the Borough organizer.
Alec and Iris were comparatively new members of the Branch,
having moved into this district only eight months ago, but what
Alan and Elsie had so far got to know about Alec’s life – he was
the son of a French actress and a rich Anglo-Egyptian cotton mer-
chant, had studied medicine, had become an actor, had given up
acting and taken to archaeology and then to gliding, had been
landed in occupied France from a submarine during the war, was
now working for a degree at the London School of Economics
– suggested that he was an independent-minded comrade who
wouldn’t automatically object to criticisms of the Party’s theoret-
ical line. When Alan had criticized Britain’s Way Forward in con-
versation with him and Iris here before going with them to Ken
Pollock’s house, Alec, and Iris perhaps even more so, had seemed
on the point of being convinced, but by the time the Branch meet-
ing had ended Alec had become suspicious – alarmed perhaps by
the denunciatory tone in which Alan and Elsie had read out their
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andmighttherebeinitasuddenbriefmemoryofanearlier
periodinHollingworth’spoliticallifewhenhehimselfhadtaken
Marxistprinciplesseriously?WhatHollingworthnowsaid,how-
ever,didnothingtoconfirmeitherinterpretation.

‘Haveyouanyindustrialcontacts?’
Alandidn’tatonceunderstand,butthenheguessedthat

thequestionmustbedesignedtodiscoverwhetherhehadbeen
inapositiontospreadhisanti-reformistideasamongindus-
trialworkersandtradeunionists,whoiftheybegantocriticize
theleadership’slinemightbemoredifficulttocopewiththan
middle-classintellectualswere.

‘No,’Alannotquitetruthfullysaid.
Thethoughtcametohimthattherewasnoreasonforhim

tocontinuetostandheretalkingtoHollingworth.Heregret-
tedhavingtalkedtohimatallinthewayhejusthad.Hehad
humiliatedhimselfbyrevealingsoingenuouslywhathefeltto
Hollingworth.Heturnedfromthetable,andimmediatelyAlec
whomusthavebeenstandingclosebehindhimsteppedforward
totakehisplace.Alandidn’twaittohearwhatAlechadtosay
toHollingworth,butwentstraighttowardsElsiewhowaswith
BertAlldissnearthedooroftheroom.Hewasawareashewent
thatGatten,whohadnotyetgotupfromthechairattheendof
thefrontrow,waswatchinghim–notsomuchwithhostilityas
withakindoftemperateinvestigatorycuriosity.ElsieandBert
werenottalking,buthertensenesssuggestedthatitwasonly
Hollingworth’spresencewhichwasrestrainingherfromcoming
outwitheverythingshefeltabouthim,andwhenAlanjoined
herandBertsheatoncemovedtothedoor,notwaitingforAlec
toaccompanythemthoughhewouldbereturningbythesame
busrouteassheandAlanwould.Alec’slackoffighthadevi-
dentlydisappointedherassharplyasithadAlan.BertandAlan
followedheroutoftheroomandquicklyalongthepassage,and
perhapsbecauseofthepossibilitythatthearistocraticwoman
comrademightstillbeaboutnoneofthemspokeuntiltheyhad
comedowntheconcretestairsandacrosstheentrancehalland
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statementsagainstthebook–andhehadlookedatAlanasat
someonehedidn’tknowwellandwhomightconceivablybea
clandestineenemyoftheParty.IfAlancouldhaveafewunex-
citablewordswithAlecbeforethisevening’smeetinghemight
stillbeabletopredisposehimfavourablytowardsElsie’sspeech.
However,Alanwouldhavebeenalmostasgladtoseeanyother
memberoftheBranchwhomightknockatthefrontdoornow–
evenRoseBarlow,thoughhewouldhavetobeveryuntheoretical
intryingtopredisposehertoacceptElsie’sattackonMcNarney’s
theoreticalposition.Hehadneverfeltmorewarmlytowards
rank-and-filecomrades,orneededthemmore,thanatpresent
whenhehadlosthisconfidenceintheleaders.

Anilluminatedshapecameuptothesuddenlytranslucent
colouredpanesfromoutsidethehouse.Alan,hurryingintothe
hallpassagetowardsthefrontdoor,couldseethattheshapewas
ofaman–andnotofMissSimswholiveduptheroadandwith
whomtheyhadarranged,astheycustomarilydidwhenbothof
themweretogoouttogetherintheevening,thatsheshould
comeandsitinthehousesothatthechildrenwouldnotbeleft
alonehere.Thecomradeoutsidethecolouredpanesseemed
shortandslightinbuildandmightbeBertAlldiss.Alan,turning
thedoorlatch,hopedso,becauseBertatthelastBranchmeeting
hadshownlessoppositionthananyothercomradetheretothe
statementsreadoutbyhimandElsieandcouldperhapsbewon
overcompletelynowbeforetheBoroughmeetingbegan.Alan
openedthedoorandwasstartledtoseeafair-hairedshiny-faced
manofaboutforty-five,unknowntohim,whoworeaclerical
collarandwhosaidafterasmilingpause:

‘IwrotetoMrsSebrill.I’mMaldwynPryce.’
Alanremembered.Elsie,assecretaryoftheBranch,hadhad

alettersomedaysbeforefromaSwedenborgianministerwho
wantedtojointhePartyandshehadwrittenbackaskinghimto
callhereonanyoneofseveraleveningswhenshewouldbeat
home.

‘Oh,ofcourse.Comein–comrade.’
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through the doorway that led to the street. Outside the building
they stopped, and Elsie released her fury.

‘This is beyond anything I could have imagined that even the
most unMarxist among the Party leaders would ever have been
capable of,’ she said.

Alan asked Bert what impression Hollingworth had made on
him.

‘He couldn’t answer any of our points,’ Bert said, ‘and he
didn’t try to.’

Bert began to recapitulate the main points that Elsie and he
had made and to recall how Hollingworth had evaded each of
these. There was no note of outrage or of rancour in his voice,
though he did sound sardonic. He was able to see right through
Hollingworth but he regarded Hollingworth’s tactics and attitude
as a political fact which must be coolly and warily reckoned
with. Alan, while listening to Bert with admiration, was increas-
ingly conscious that if they continued standing here outside the
entrance of the building Alec Murrayfield or Gatten or worse still
Hollingworth himself would soon come out upon them. Unfor-
tunately Bert, to get home, would be taking a different bus route
from Alan and Elsie’s, and the stop to which he would walk to
catch his bus was in the opposite direction from the one where
they would catch theirs. However, Alan interrupted him:

‘We must meet again soon to talk more about all this. I wish
Elsie and I could come back with you now, but Miss Sims is
sitting-in for us and will be expecting us.’

‘I’ll be round tomorrow evening at your house,’ Bert said.
The glance he gave towards the entrance doors of the building
seemed to show that he was no keener than Alan to remain talk-
ing here until one or more of the others came out.

As soon as Alan and Elsie had parted from him, and he and
they were walking away in opposite directions along the pave-
ment, Elsie said to Alan:

‘This evening we have reached a dialectical point of change.
Over the past two years we have been recognizing gradually
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The disappointment which Alan wondered if he’d succeeded
in hiding was quickly modified by a return of the eagerness he
had felt, after reading Maldwyn Pryce’s letter, at the prospect of
being able to recruit such an unusual member into the Party.

‘Very glad to see you.’ As soon as Alan had said this he
realized he must get Pryce out of the house again within five
minutes. To have him present while Alan tried to persuade some
Branch member who might yet arrive here at any moment that
an authoritative book written by a Party leader was unLenin-
ist might give Pryce a bad first impression of the Party. Alan,
bringing Pryce into the back sitting-room, added: ‘I’m afraid that
at the time when my wife answered your letter she didn’t know
we would have to go out to a special Borough meeting this
evening —’

Pryce’s wide-open eyes, fringed with short fair lashes, had
a look in them which reminded Alan of something – though he
didn’t immediately know what – and which checked him.

‘That’s quite all right,’ Pryce said with comprehension and
humility. ‘I can easily come along again some other evening.’

Then Alan knew that the look, diffident and at the same time
strangely exalted, reminded him of his own feelings years ago
when, in the vacated shop premises which the Party had used
as committee rooms during a Parliamentary election, he himself
had first made contact with Party members. Perhaps the room
here – with its fleur-de-lis-patterned copper hood over the fire-
place, its large plaster cast of a sea shell above the doorway, its
china-knobbed bell-pull signifying that this semi-detached house
had been built at a period when every lower-middle-class family
expected to have a servant in the kitchen – was for Pryce a holy
place, just as the committee rooms had been for Alan.

‘We shan’t have to start out for twenty minutes yet,’ Alan
said. ‘You must stay until my wife has met you – she’s seeing
the children to bed at the moment.’

And suppose Bert Alldiss or the Murrayfields or all three did
turn up now, why shouldn’t Alan discuss Britain’s Way Forward
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thatthePartyleadershavebecomeopportunistsandreformists,
andthatthey’reunwillingtopracticeself-criticismortoallow
therank-and-filetocriticizethem,butnowduringthepasthour
we’vebeenabletoseethatthey’vealsobecomeout-and-out
politicaltricksters,asbadastheworstofthebourgeoispoliti-
ciansandmuchcruderthanmostofthose.’

HerangerwasinspiritingtoAlan,whosaid:
‘Hollingworth’sbrazendenialthatthePartyhadeverhada

productiondrive–IcanstillhardlybelieveIdidn’tmishearhim.
Andtothinkthatthereallthetimeonthewalloftheroomwas
thatslogan“ProduceorPerish”.’

‘Yes,Irememberedthatattheendofthemeeting.Buteven
ifI’dbeenabletoincludeitamongmyotherproduction-drive
quotationsitwouldn’thavehinderedhimfromaccusingmeof
quibbling.Threelittlewordslikethosewouldn’thavebeenmuch
ofanobstacletosomeonewhocouldpretendtobeconvinced
thatwehavebeenactingunderinstructionsfromtheJugoslav
embassy.’

‘AndtheappallingthingisthatiftherehadbeenPartymem-
bersatthemeetingwhohadn’tknownustheywouldalmostcer-
tainlyhavebelievedweactuallywereintouchwiththeembassy.’

DetestationofHollingworthmadethemwalkoninsilence
forawhile,tillElsiesaid:

‘ThekindofpoliticiansthatHollingworthandMcNarneyand
DunstableandtheothershavebecomeareunfittobeintheParty
atall,letalonetobeitsleaders.’

Butassoonasshe’dsaidthistheobjectionsuggesteditselfto
Alanthatifheandsheweretoregardthemselvesasnolonger
boundtofeelanyloyaltyatalltowardstheelectedleadership
ofthePartytheywouldineffectberenouncingtheirallegiance
tothePartyitself.Hetriedtothinkofsomeexcuseforthecon-
ductoftheleaders,somethingwhichwouldmitigateElsie’stotal
condemnationofthem.

‘Perhapstheysincerelybelievethattheirnewreformistpol-
icyistheonlyonethatcanbringaboutsocialisminBritain,’he
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withtheminfrontofMaldwynPryce?Towanttoconcealfrom
anintendingmemberthefactthattheBranchsecretaryandher
husbanddisapprovedofabookwrittenbyaPartyleaderwas
tobeasdishonestasDigbyKelsallhadbeenwheninsteadof
answeringElsie’scriticismshe’dobjectedtotheirbeingmadeat
all.Andwhyshouldn’tAlaninvitePrycetohearElsiespeakthis
evening?Hedecidedhewouldinvitehim.

‘CouldyoucomealongwithustotheBoroughmeeting?’Alan
asked.

‘Ishouldliketoverymuch,ifyou’requitesurethatasanon-
memberIwouldn’tbeintruding,’Prycesaiddiffidently.

‘Yes,quitesure–afterall,youaregoingtobeamember.’
Someofthecomradesatthemeetingmightnotapprovebut

theyprobablywouldn’tgosofarastosayso,andinanycaselet-
tinganintendingmemberseewhatthePartywasreallylikehad
nowbecomeforAlanaprinciplewhichhewouldbepreparedto
defendagainstanycomradewhoobjectedtoPryce’spresence.

‘You’venotbeenintouchwiththePartybefore?’
‘No.I’vebeenasympathizerforsometimebutIdecidednot

toapplyformembershipuntilmytwoyoungstershadmoreor
lessgrownup,whichtheyhavenow.’

Alanshowedhimselfpuzzled,andMaldwynPryceexplained:
‘Myworkasaministerhasbeenmysolesourceofincome.If

I’madmittedtothePartyIshallleavetheministry.’
Alan’sshockedresponsehadtheinstantaneousnessofacon-

ditionedreflex:
‘Butyoumustn’tdothat!’
MaldwynPrycedidn’tanswer,becauseatthismomentElsie

camequicklydownstairs.Hermovementalongthehallpassage
wassolivelythatitseemedabouttobecomearun.Nodoubtshe
hadheardPryceannouncehimselfatthefrontdoor.Alanintro-
ducedhertohim,andmentionedhavinginvitedhimtocometo
themeeting.

‘Good,’shesaidwithouttheleastuncertainty,andadded:‘We
wereexcitedwhenwegotyourletter.Wedon’thaveaclergyman
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said, ‘and they would like to find Marxist arguments to refute us,
but they can’t, and this makes them see us as all the more of a
menace to the Party, a menace which justifies tactics they would
have had scruples against using in other circumstances.’

‘I suspect they see us less as a menace to the Party than to
themselves and to their power in the Party.’

‘If it were just power they were after wouldn’t they be in some
other organization not quite so small as the present British Com-
munist Party?’

‘I don’t think the power they have now seems all that neg-
ligible to them. Remember, they have “international contacts”.
And the portraits of some of them have been carried on banners
in processions through the cities of various capitalist as well as
communist countries.’

‘That is a frightening thought. And also it almost makes me
doubt whether we mightn’t after all somehow be wrong about
them. They are honoured in other countries by communist lead-
ers whom we trust and admire. Can they really have become
what we think they are? How could it have happened?’

‘It could have happened in the war, after Britain became an
ally of the Soviet Union against Hitler. They suddenly ceased to
be political pariahs and were accepted as useful members of soci-
ety; they sat on committees with capitalists, were able to make
their contribution to the national war effort. And the experience
was very sweet to them. Remember that revealing remark of
McNarney’s just after the war at a Party conference, when he
was answering some comrade of the “good trade unionist” type:
“We have been against for so long, why can’t we at last be for?” ’

‘Yes, I know you’re right, that’s how it must have happened,
and they are what we think they are. But however bad they
may be, by opposing them we have given help to enemies of
communism.’

‘Any harm that Gatten and the seaman have done to the Party,’
Elsie said decisively, ‘is nothing compared with what Holling-
worth and his like have done, and will continue doing if they
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wanting to join the Party every day of the week. And a clergyman
of the New Church at that.’

‘Her parents were both Swedenborgians,’ Alan said.
‘Were they?’ Pryce’s smile showed pleasure. ‘That’s interest-

ing. And it bears out a pet notion of mine that Swedenborgianism
leads on naturally to Marxism.’

This remark, in spite of the suggestion of parsonical playful-
ness which the phrase ‘a pet notion’ gave it, seemed seriously
meant, and Alan might have questioned it if he had been less
concerned by what Pryce had said just previously. Alan told Elsie:

‘Comrade Pryce wants to leave the ministry after he’s joined
the Party.’

‘Oh, what for?’ Elsie was as shocked as Alan had been.
‘Well, if I didn’t leave of my own accord my congregation

would insist on my going.’
‘Do you mean you would tell them you had become a com-

munist?’ Elsie asked.
‘Yes.’ Pryce seemed a little surprised at the question. ‘I shall

announce it from the pulpit.’
Alan, anxious lest Pryce should think him machiavellian, hes-

itated before saying:
‘The Party wouldn’t be in favour of that. You could do far

more effective work for communism if you didn’t leave the min-
istry. We need as many comrades in influential positions as we
can get.’

Pryce did not seem to find Alan’s suggestion ethically repel-
lent. He rejected it on other grounds:

‘I’m afraid I just couldn’t bring myself to go on with my
present work as a minister.’

He sounded so firmly final in saying this that Elsie, though
Alan knew she would argue with Pryce against it later, chose to
evade it for the time being.

‘Having to preach something you no longer believe in must
be unpleasant.’
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aren’topposed.’
‘Butifwegoonopposingthemweshallbeexpelledfromthe

Party.’
Elsiedidn’tanswer.SheandAlanhadarrivedattheirbus

stop.Threeotherpeoplewerealreadywaitingthere,oneof
whom–asmallmanwithaneveningnewspaperstickingout
ofhisduffle-coatpocket–lookedupatthesoundoftheword
‘expelled’.AlanandElsiestoodsilenttillthebuscame,know-
ingthatoncetheywereinsideititsnoisewouldenablethemto
talkprivatelyagain.Butjustbeforethebusappearedtheysaw
AlecMurrayfieldapproachingalongthepavement.Hebegan
torunwhenheheardthebus.Heranlikeanathlete,withan
impressivelyeasystride–perhapshehadatsometimetaken
upamateurathleticsforawhile,justashehadtakenupacting,
archaeology,glidingandevenmedicalstudies,eachforawhile.
Elsie,withoutgreetinghimatall,gotontothebusbeforehe
reachedit,andAlanfollowedherupthestepstothetopdeck.
Alecfollowedthemboth.Elsiewenttositonthewindowsideof
anemptydouble-seathalfwayalongthedeck.Therewasanother
emptydouble-seatimmediatelybehindtheoneshe’dchosen;and
Alan,inordertoavoidtheappearanceofwantingtoexclude
Alecrudelyfromtheircompany,chosetositbehindher.Alec
satdownnexttoher.Aftergivinghimabriefglanceshelooked
outofthewindow,asthoughintendingnottotalkwithhim;but
curiosityaboutwhyhehadbehavedashehadatthemeeting
musthavemadeherchangehermindandsheturnedtowards
himagainandAlanheardheraskhisopinionofHollingworth.
Withasmile,andinageniallyloudvoice,Alecsaid:

‘WhatacharmingchapSammyis.’
‘Charming!’
LikeAlan,shemustforaninstanthavesupposedAlecwas

beingsarcastic–beforesheastoundedlyrealizedhewasbeing
perfectlyserious.Sheturnedcurtlyawayfromhimandstared
outofthewindow.Alan,towhomAlec’sremarkseemedalmost
insaneinitsinappropriateness,triedhardtothinkofanything

168

‘Oh,thatwouldn’tbethetrouble.Idon’tdisbelieveinwhat
I’vebeenpreaching.’Pryceaddedunassertively:‘There’ssome-
thingtobesaidforSwedenborg’sideas,Ifeel,evenfromaMarx-
istpointofview.WhatIdon’tthinkIcoulddowouldbeto
continueputtingupwiththepettinessesandnarrownessesofa
minister’slife.I’vehadmorethantwentyyearsofthat.’

‘You’restillaSwedenborgian?’Elsiewasopenlyamazedfor
amoment.‘Buthowcanyoureconcile—’shebecameawareshe
wasabouttobeguiltyofaPartycliché,andavoidedit–‘but
don’tyoufinddialecticalmaterialismawkwardtoaccept?’

‘No,’hesaideasily,andAlanwasatanyraterelievedofthe
briefsuspicionthathemightnothaveheardofdialecticalmate-
rialism.Pryce,obviouslygladtohavebeengiventheopportunity
ofclarifyinghispositionforthem,wenton:‘Fromthetimewhen
IwasabiologystudentatManchesterUniversityIhavealways
feltthatSwedenborg’sChristianityistheonlykindreallyadapted
toascientificage.’

AtthisAlanverynearlygrinned,becausehehappenedto
rememberhowonceinasecond-handbookshophehadopened
atrandomSwedenborg’sSpiritualDiaryandhadreadthatthe
odourwhichpruneshavewhentheyarecookedsignifiesthe
delightexperiencedbymarriedpeopleinjustlyingnexttoeach
other.Hehadnotboughtthebook,whichinotherpassages
seemedlessinteresting.PrycelookedatAlanandsaid:

‘AsIexpectyouknow,hewasascientistwithaEuropeanrep-
utationbeforehetookuptheology.Andhistheologicalwritings
neveraskustobelieveanythinganti-scientific.Forhimthescrip-
turesareallegorical,notliteral–theyhaveaspiritualmeaning
whichwasknowntotheMostAncientChurchandafterwards
forgotten,butwhichheisabletorevealtousagainthroughthe
studyofwhathecalls“correspondences”.’

Alandidn’ttrytoavoidexchangingglanceswithElsie,andhe
feltconfirmedinhisassumptionthatshetoomustbethinking
‘Whatkindofrecruitisthiswe’regoingtoberesponsiblefor
gettingintotheParty?’Shesaidbluntly:
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about Hollingworth that could justify anyone in feeling that he
had charm. Perhaps he had it in private when he was with per-
sonal friends or with his wife and children. Also he might have
it when he was with other Party leaders, or even – yes, this was
quite probable – with rank-and-file Party members who had a
properly deferential attitude towards the leadership and didn’t
question the correctness of Party policies. ‘Private faces in public
places,’ Alan thought, parodying a poet of the nineteen thirties,
‘are slyer and nastier than public faces in private places.’

During the rest of the time that Alan and Elsie were on the
bus, Alec made several attempts to talk with her but she wouldn’t
answer him, not even monosyllabically. The stop at which she
and Alan had to get off the bus came before the stop at which
Alec had to, and she did just audibly answer his ‘good night,’
as she stood up from her seat to go past him to the gangway.
Alan answered it too, more audibly. As soon as he and Elsie had
stepped on to the pavement, and even before the bus had moved
away from them, she angrily began to express her opinion of
Alec; and she continued until after they had turned the corner
where their home road met the bus route. At first Alan’s feelings
were entirely with her in her attack on how Alec had behaved
both this evening and also during most of the time since the start
of their dispute with the Party. However, it seemed to him as
she continued that she was condemning not only the apparently
sycophantic way in which Alec had submitted to Hollingworth
but even the whole principle of submission to Party discipline –
she was condemning, consciously or not, Alan’s own attitude at
the meeting. And this made him want to try to think of some
defence for Alec. As they were walking under the railway bridge
he said:

‘It’s possible he hasn’t given up the idea of opposing the lead-
ership’s line but means to oppose it by more subtle – and less
vulnerable – methods than ours.’

‘It’s much more likely his motives are what you once said they
are: he needs at any price to avoid the risk of a break with the
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‘Swedenborg isn’t the only Christian who has tried to get
round science by arguing that the Bible doesn’t mean quite what
it says.’

‘No,’ Pryce agreed mildly, ‘but he is consistent. He isn’t one of
those who claim that the gospels are literally true except where
they’re scientifically incredible.’ Pryce looked at Alan again. ‘His
Christianity doesn’t lay itself open to the kind of attack Dryden
makes on Anglicanism in The Hind and the Panther: “To take up
half on trust, and half to try, / Name it not faith, but bungling
bigotry”.’

That Pryce should quote from Dryden was almost as startling
to Alan as his arrival at the front door had been a few minutes
before. How had Pryce come to know those lines? Perhaps he’d
found them in a theological text-book. Alan for some reason
couldn’t suppose him to be a man widely read in English poetry
for its own sake. And yet Pryce did not speak the lines mechani-
cally but with emphasis as though he felt they would be of special
interest to Alan. And he suddenly added:

‘William Blake was a Swedenborgian.’
Did Pryce perhaps guess that Alan had been a poet? Certainly

the references to Blake and Dryden had the effect of disarming
Alan’s scepticism and of making him enter imaginatively with
such sympathy for a moment into Pryce’s Swedenborgian ideas
that he could almost believe them to be politically innocuous.
Elsie however reacted as Alan would probably have done if the
poets hadn’t been mentioned; she asked with scarcely disguised
suspicion:

‘What made you want to join the Party?’
‘I was a supporter of the Labour Party for many years,’ Pryce

said. ‘I never had any illusions about its leaders, but I did believe
that sooner or later the rank and file might be able either to force
them to adopt a socialist policy or to replace them with other
leaders who would. Recently I’ve come to see that the Labour
Party is of its very nature pro-capitalist, no matter who leads it,
and can never be anything else.’
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PartybecauseonlybyworkingforthePartyisheabletojustifyto
himselfthekindof“freelife”–freefromeconomiccompulsion–
thathismoneyallowshimtolive.’

‘IknowIoncesaidthat,’Alanadmitted,‘butIthinkitwas
veryunjust.I’msurehisloyaltytothePartyisdisinterested.’

‘Ifitis,it’sstillverydifferentfromtheloyaltyofaworking-
classcomradelikeBertAlldiss.WhensomeonelikeBertsees
throughtheleadershiphe’snotpreventedfromstandingupto
thembyfearsthathe’llbeaccusedofbehavingwiththedisloyalty
typicalofavacillatingbourgeoisintellectual.’

‘We’venogroundsatallforthinkingthatthisishowAlec
feels.’

‘Thenwhatistheexplanationofhisnauseatingremarkthat
Hollingworthisacharmingchap?’

‘Perhapshedoesn’ttrustusanymore.Perhapshehasplans
forcarryingontheattackwe’vebegunagainsttheleadership’s
linebutdoesn’twanttotakeusintohisconfidence,becauseof
thediscreditwe’vebroughtuponourselvesbyco-operatingwith
Gatten.’

‘That’snonsense.’
‘Itmaybe.Andyet,afteryoulastwenttoseeAlecandIris

attheirhouseyouweresurethattheyalreadyknewwewere
rightandthattheythemselveswouldsoonbeopposingthelead-
ership.’

Elsiedidnotanswerthis.Alanwonderedwhethershemight
beangrywithhimalso.Neitherofthemsaidanythingfurther
duringtheshortremainderoftheirwalkfromtherailwaybridge
tothegateoftheirfrontgarden.Assoonastheywereinside
theirhouseMissSimscametowardsthemalongthehallpas-
sage.Elsiedidnotaskhertheusualquestion‘Allquiet?’but
MissSimssaidasusual‘Thechildrenhavebeenverygood.’Miss
Simssmiled,notintheleastputoutbythedistraitnessshemust
havenoticedinElsieandAlan.Therewasanalmostshaming
meeknessabouther,asofanageingdomesticservantinapre-
warbourgeoishousehold.Alantookdownheroutdoorcoatfrom
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AknockatthefrontdoorpreventedAlanfromgettingPryce
toenlargeontheinterestingphrase‘ofitsverynature’.Nodoubt
forElsietoo,Alanthoughtashewentoutintothepassage,
thisphrasewouldindicatethatPrycehadabetterknowledge
andunderstandingofLeninistideasthantheyhadguessed,
andshewouldquestionhimfurther.Thesolitaryshapethat
showedthroughthecolouredpanesnowwasawoman’s–and
shecouldn’tbeIrisMurrayfield,whowasbroaderandwould
anywayhavehadAlecwithher.AlanopenedthedoortoMiss
Sims.Herthinandgentleface,seemingasalwaystobethrust
forwardalittle–becauseofadisablingcurvatureoftheupper
partofherspinewhichbowedherneckandwasbadenoughto
makeherunfitformostkindsofworkotherthanbaby-sitting–
hadahintofnervousinquiryinitssmileofgreeting,asthough
theagitationanddistraughtnessshemighthavenoticedinAlan
andElsieduringthepastfortnighthadcausedhertofearsome
worsemanifestationfromthemthisevening.Shewasnotmuch
surprisedwhenAlan,bringingherintothebacksitting-room,
introducedhertoaclergyman:otherequallyunusualthingshad
happenedherelately.Alanimmediatelywentontosay,trying
nottosoundatallanxious:

‘Well,perhapsit’stimewethoughtofstartingoutforthe
meetingnow.’

‘Didyouarrivebybicycleoronfoot?’ElsieaskedPryce.
‘Bybike.I’veleftitoutsideagainstthefence.’
‘Ihopeithasn’tbeenstolen,’Alansaidwithaslightlaugh.

‘Ioughttohavegotyoutoputitatthebackofthehousewith
mineandElsie’s.Butassumingit’sallright,thethreeofuswill
beabletoridetogether.’

‘Itwon’thavebeenpinched.I’vepadlockedit.’Prycelaughed
also,butperhapsalittleguiltilyasthoughconsciousofbeing
caughtoutinanexcessiveconcernforhisprivateproperty.

TheysaidgoodbyetoMissSims,andElsieaddedthehope
thatshewouldn’tmindhavingtosit-inherealittlelongerthis
eveningthanusualbutthattheydidn’texpecttobelaterthan
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the coatrack near the front door, and he helped her on with it,
pulling it up carefully over her rounded shoulders.

Elsie, after seeing Miss Sims out from the front door and
saying goodbye, immediately turned and hurried into the front
sitting-room. Alan followed her, not so quickly, and saw her pull
open the lid of the bureau in the corner and fetch out her Party
card from the pigeonhole where she always kept it (unlike Alan
who carried his about with him in his pocket). She held the card
out at the full length of both her arms for a moment, and then
vigorously tore it across. He recognized that besides anger there
was in her a sense of the drama of her action. Nevertheless,
having torn the card into two pieces she did not throw them to
the ground or into the wastepaper basket, though to have flung
them away from her would have been a natural completion to
the rhythm of her movement. Perhaps she was inhibited by the
beginnings of an awareness of the terror she had caused in Alan.
He felt as if he was losing her, as if she was falling into a limitless
void which he too was on the brink of. He said desperately:

‘But how can you bear to live outside the Party?’
‘One thing I shall do now is to go back to teaching.’
‘What good will that be if you’ve abandoned the political

fight?’
‘I shan’t abandon it. I shall carry it on as an individual. I shall

try to have some political influence in the staff room. And I could
become active in the Union.’

She realized how inadequate this sounded, and she added:
‘I would try to start a new and genuinely Marxist-Leninist

Party – but for the fact that the Soviet leadership still seems to
support the policy of the British Party. We can’t go against the
Soviet leadership. That would be futile.’

‘I can’t believe that Stalin approves of the British Party’s line,
but I think conditions aren’t ripe for a new Marxist-Leninist Party
here.’

‘No, perhaps they aren’t,’ she had to agree.
‘I assume that though Stalin must disapprove of the line he
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half-past ten. Outside in the street they rode off in single file,
with Elsie leading. There was not much traffic, far less than there
would have been before the war at this time of the evening, but
the street lights were not good – though at least there wasn’t a
complete power-cut as there had been more than once recently.
The Nonconformist chapel hall which had been hired for the
Borough meeting was a mile and a half away, and their quick-
est route to it was at first winding and then zigzagging, lead-
ing them across two major roads and along working-class side
streets where at intervals boarded-up windows and gaps between
houses were reminders of air-raids. The chapel itself seemed at
first sight very little damaged externally, and so did the hall next
to it. They wheeled their bicycles into the passageway between
the hall and the chapel and left them there – unpadlocked, not
because they thought them safe there but because the prospect
of the meeting made Maldwyn Pryce as well as Alan and Elsie
forgetful. Alan, coming out of the passageway before Elsie or
Pryce, found himself facing two short broad advancing figures,
a man and a woman, the man no taller than the woman: they
were Alec and Iris Murrayfield. The look he got from Iris, though
less decidedly unsmiling than the look he got from Alec, did
not seem to promise openmindedness towards the speech Elsie
would make at the meeting. But perhaps Alan had misinter-
preted their looks – yes, these were directed not so much at him
as at the clerical stranger who was emerging from the passage-
way behind him and whose presence here with him and Elsie
must puzzle the Murrayfields. Alan greeted them, warmly, and
explained that Elsie and he had brought along a new comrade
who was going to join the Party. Their looks, after the briefest
of hesitations, changed, and they came forward keenly to shake
hands with Pryce. But quite soon they turned away and moved
quickly towards the entrance doors of the hall. There were two
entrance doors, so close to each other as to be almost contigu-
ous, and Iris stood momentarily at one of them while Alec stood
at the other, and Alan was reminded of the figures of the rain
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doesn’tdisapprovesufficientlytothinkthatheoughttointerfere.
Andforaslongashedoesn’trepudiatetheBritishPartyIdon’t
feelthatIcan.’

‘Butwe’veseentonighthowutterlyrottenithasbecome.’
‘WemightstillbeabletodomoregoodinthePartythanout

ofit.Ican’tleaveit.’
‘Youknowwhatwillhappenifyoustayinit.Theleadership

won’tjustforgiveandforgetandleaveyouinpeace.They’llsend
someonedowntotheBranchtocondemnourviewsandtoput
thecomradesrightaboutus.Andyou’llhavetorecant.’

‘IthinkIwouldbepreparedtodothat–asasubterfuge.’
‘No,youcouldn’t.Somekindsofsubterfugemightbeallow-

able,buttopretendtoagreewithreformistideasandpolicies
wouldbeabetrayalofMarxism.’

Alancouldn’tavoidrecognizingthatshewasright.Andthe
terrorwhichhadcomeuponhimwhenhehadseenhertear
upherPartycardreturnedtohimmorestrongly.Hefeltthat
hewaslosinghimself,thathewasbecomingpurposelessand
helpless.OutsidethePartytherecouldbenowayforhimtocon-
tinuethepoliticalfight.Anyhopeofcontinuingitinhispoetry
seemedtohimnowtohaveendedwithhisdiscoveryearlierthis
eveningthatthepoemhehadrecentlywantedtowrite,andhad
believedtobesomuchmorepromisingthantheotherpoems
hehadconceivedandrejectedduringthepasttwoyears,was
justasimpossibleastherest.Hewaspurposelessandhewas
adeserterfromthecauseoftheexploitedandtheoppressed.
Atthisthought,arageagainsthimselfaroseinhimwhichwas
strongerthanhisterror;andhebeganpacingabouttheroom,
obliviousofElsie,andsoonhewentstridingoutintothehall
passageandtowardsthedoorofthebacksitting-room.

Ashepushedopenthisdoorhisrageagainsthimselfbecame
rageagainstthepoemwhosefailurehadlefthimhelplessata
timenotonlywhenpoetrywasessentialtohimifhewastocarry
onthepoliticalfightbutwhenhisbeingforcedtoleavetheParty
offeredhimmorefreedomtowritepoetrythanhehadhadfor
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manandthesunshinewomanattheminiaturedoorsofaSwiss
weather-house,butthenhehadtheuncomicthoughtthatthe
Murrayfieldsmightbehurryingbecausetheydidn’twanttogive
animpressioninsidethehallofhavingarrivedincompanywith
theSebrills.

Atleastthirtyofthelocalcomradeswerealreadyhere,seven
minutesbeforethemeetingwasduetobegin,Alannotedwhen
hecameintothehallwithElsieandMaldwynPryce.Apile
ofrubble,asyetunremovedbythewar-damagerepairersand
lyingjustbelowalead-latticedwindowwhichhadapointed
arch,contributedtowardsmakingthesePartymembersseemfor
aninstanttoAlanlikeaChristiancongregationfromNoncon-
formism’searlier,lessrespectableandmoreferventdays.Sev-
eralcomrades,andnotonlyatthebackofthehall,showedan
immediateawarenessofElsie’sarrival.OneofthesewasBill
Whiddett,whowassittingnotfarfromtheentrancewithhisgirl
RoseBarlowandhissisterAnnieandwhosestaresuggestedthat
hehadn’tbecomeanymoresympathetictoElsie’sviewsthanhe’d
beenatthelastBranchmeetingwhenhe’ddefendedtheParty’s
productiondriveasessentialif‘Britain’scrisis’wasevertobe
‘solved’.ButperhapsthestaremightbeaimedatMaldwynPryce
ratherthanatElsie,Alanthought,andhewentupsmilingly
toBillWhiddettandtoldhimthatElsieandhehadbroughta
Swedenborgianministeralongwiththemwhowasgoingtojoin
theParty.BillhoweverhadnotnoticedPryce,andwhenAlan
beckonedPryceovertointroducehimtotheWhiddettsandalso
toRoseBarlow,Billwasundisguisedlystartled–formorethana
momentandinspiteofhavingbeenforewarned–bytheactual
presenceofthisparsonwearingaclericalcollar.Alan,turning
awayfromtheWhiddetts,caughtsightofthefaceofBertAlldiss
ontheothersideofthehall,andwasheartenedwhenBert–
whoappearedtohavebeeninterestedlywatchingtheincidentof
theintroduction–gavehimacheerfulwaveofthehandwhich
seemedtoimplynotonlythatanyonetheSebrillsbroughtwith
themhadhisfullconfidence,butalsothathehadbecomestill
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sixteen years. Impossible and repulsive though this poem was,
however, it still seemed to him to have been less unpromising
than the other poems he had conceived and rejected. It was an
advance on those, was perhaps a little nearer to being possible
than they had been. Did its failure really prove that any further
attempt on his part to write poetry for communism would be
futile? What kind of Marxist-Leninist would he be if he allowed
himself to make such a despairing assumption?

He went into the back sitting-room without switching on the
electric light. The curtains were not drawn across the windows
at the far end, and he came to a stop there, staring out through
the conservatory into the dark garden. In the distance, beyond
the garden fence and beyond the playing-field, street lamps were
shining; and where the brightness from these was unintercepted
by the leaves of elm trees each of them appeared as a small
central dazzle with minutely fine spicules of light radiating from
it. They were like insects on fire. Looking at them, he knew
that he would go on trying to write poetry. He had no sudden
easy hope that he would succeed. He was sure that a far greater
effort than he had ever made before would be required of him. If
necessary he would take a term off from teaching – this would be
financially possible now that Elsie had decided to teach again –
and he would work twelve hours a day until he had produced one
satisfactory poem, however short. He might even take a whole
year off. But the most important thing was that from tomorrow
on he must, in his free time, give himself utterly to solving the
problem of how to write poetry for communism. This would be
his political work. And also in a sense it would be his Party work.
‘Even though I shall no longer be in the Party,’ he thought, ‘as a
poet I shall still be able to serve it.’
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less unfavourably disposed to their theoretical line than he had
been at the Branch meeting. Elsie began to walk up the hall
towards the platform. Faces on either side of her turned to look
at her as she walked. Alan, taking Maldwyn Pryce with him to
sit down at the back of the hall from where there would be a
good view of everyone who spoke this evening, remembered a
meeting before the war at which a Party member named Mike
Bainton had been expelled from the Party. At that meeting, too,
comrades had arrived early – and had waited avidly for Bainton
to arrive. But there were no grounds whatsoever for expecting
expulsion this evening, Alan soon reassured himself. And even
though Elsie might not succeed in fully persuading this Borough
meeting that she and he were right, there was a good chance of
her being able to put over their point of view clearly enough to
make the comrades here thoroughly understand if not agree with
it yet.

He was more nervous for her than she seemed to be for her-
self. Her walk, however, which was less bobbing than usual,
told him of the conscious effort she must be making to control
herself. The comrades watching her go up the steps to the plat-
form and across it to take her seat beside the chairman, Danny
Scrivener, who was already there at the table, would surely think
she was unperturbed. She was no doubt encouraged to find that
the Borough committee had chosen Danny Scrivener to chair the
meeting. He, certainly, should understand the theoretical issue
which she was going to concentrate on this evening. A commu-
nist of the old type, he really knew his Marx and Engels – and his
William Morris too. At times he’d seemed almost old-fashioned
even to Alan and Elsie, as though he belonged to the socialist
generation that had done such things as founding a ‘communist’
colony in wooden shacks at Whiteway in Gloucestershire. But
he was probably under sixty; and, except for the fact that he
kept hens in his back garden and was a craftsman whose hobby
was making and playing violins, he showed little resemblance
to those pre-1917 Utopians. On the other hand, though a mod-
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NofearsoffailureattackedAlanatthebeginningofhisyear’s
leaveofabsencefromteaching,eventhoughinthetwoyears
sincehehadleftthePartyallhisattemptstowritepoetryhad
cometonothing.Duringthefirstthreeweeksofhisfreedom,
whilehewasstayingintheSussexvillagetowhichhetravelled
downwithElsieandthechildrenimmediatelyaftertheendof
thesummertermathisschool,thereweremorningswhenhe
wokesinging–notquitealoud(oneachoccasionElsiewhowas
alreadyawakesaidshehadnotheardhim),butthemovements
ofhislipsandthroatwereasthoughhewassingingandthe
tunewasloudandhappyinhishead.Hisnotknowingany-
thingclearlyyetaboutthefirstpoemhewouldtrytowritenow,
exceptthatitwouldbeapoeminsupportoftheParty,didnot
worryhim,andhefeltnoneedtobeinahurrytoarriveata
definiteanddetailedconceptionofit.Forfivedayshegaveas
littlethoughtashecouldtopoetry;andwhenonthesixthdayhe
wentwithhisnotebookafterbreakfasttosettledownforthree
hoursbyhimself,inaroomwhichtheelderlywomanownerof
thehousethatheandElsieweretemporarilyrentinghadreferred
toinaletterastheparlour,hespentlesstimetryingtoconceive
apoemthantryingtothinkwhythisparloursoinsistentlyand
poignantlyremindedhimoftheseasidehousewheremorethan
twentyyearsbeforehehadgonetolivethepoeticlifeatthe
invitationofhisfriendRichard.Butthelongerhesatgazing
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erncommunist,heseemednottobelongentirelyamongcom-
radeswhohadjoinedthePartyduringorafterthe1939war
andwhohadneverpaidtheirmonthlyduestotheThirdInterna-
tional.WiththisthoughttherecamealsotoAlanthehopethat
DannyScrivenerwouldnotmerelyunderstandElsie’sargument
butmightevensupportit.Thewhollyunhostile,almostwelcom-
inglookonDanny’shigh-cheekbonedface,andthewayhislean
tweed-jacketedtorsoturnedandinclinedcivillytowardsheras
shesatdownbesidehim,increasedthehope.

Threeminutesbeforethemeetingwasduetostartmostof
themembersofallthefourBranchesintheBorough,Alanesti-
mated,werealreadyinthehall.DannyScrivenerbroughtalarge
half-hunterwatchoutofhispocket,lookedatitandthenlaidit
onthetableinfrontofhim.Anaffectionforhimcamesuddenly
aliveinAlan,andnotonlyforhimbutforallthecomradeswho
werehere.Therewasn’toneofthem,nomatterhownewtothe
Partyorforhowshortatimethecomradehadbeenknownto
Alan,whomhedidn’tfeelmoreintimatewiththanwithalmost
anyoneoutsidetheParty.Andhewouldhavefeltmuchthesame
ifhehadneverseenanyofthesecomradesbefore.Wherevera
communistwenthewasathomewhenhewaswithothercom-
munists.Thisthoughtbroughtwithitthememoryofableak
townwhichAlanhadlivedinduringpartofthewarandwhich
hadbeentransformedforhimfromthemomentwhenhehad
metmembersofthePartythere.Herememberedapleasant
youngsoldierwhowasacommunistandwhoseoffertobath
thechildrenoneevening,sothatAlanandElsiecouldgoout
together,Elsiehadgladlyaccepted–justifiablywithouttheleast
misgivingeventhoughtheyhadknownhimforlessthanafort-
night.TheclosefriendlinessandthetrustthatPartymembersfelt
foroneanotherweresomethingAlanhopednevertobeexcluded
from.HehadanimpulsetogouptotheplatformandtoaskElsie
nottoattackMcNarney’sbookafterallthisevening;butthough
shewouldperhapshaveagreednottodoso,assuminghemust
havesomeverygoodreasonforaskingherwhichhehadn’ttime
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around him the less resemblance he found between what he saw
here and the room where he had sat with Richard in that other
house: here above the mantelpiece there was no big gilt-framed
mirror with swans among green reeds painted on its lower cor-
ners or with vases of honesty and cape gooseberries reflected in it
– there was not even a proper mantelshelf, only a narrow ledge
topping the primrose-yellow glazed brickwork and terminating
at either side in two descending steps on each of which a small
china ornament had been placed; here the furnishings were of
the period between the first and second world war and the arm-
chairs were ponderous and were upholstered not in red plush but
in a hard material which, like the carpet, had a jazzy zigzaggy
light and dark green pattern on it; and the smell here was not
of the sea but of the country, sweet yet musty, as though some
small animal – a field mouse it might be, not a rat – had died
under the floorboards. During twelve subsequent mornings in
this parlour he seemed to make no progress towards discovering
definitely what he wanted to write about. However, three days
before he and Elsie and the children returned to London a clear
and strongly attractive idea for a poem presented itself to him
while he was out walking with them in the afternoon.

The children were ahead of Elsie and himself on a chalky
path along the side of the downs, Stephen being keen to lead
this walk which he had planned out very thoroughly from the
Ordnance map on the previous evening. The top of a folded map
showed from one of the pockets of his grey flannel jacket now,
and he was carrying a butterfly net over his shoulder. As Stephen
and Christina, walking quickly up the steepening path, got far
enough ahead to be out of earshot, Alan and Elsie talked fondly
about them; about Stephen’s passion for collecting things, first
of all cardboard milkbottle-tops during the war, then used bus
tickets no matter how dirty, then stamps and butterflies; about
Christina’s early interest in the moon, which she had literally
cried out for once when she had been in her push-chair, saying
‘Christina’s moon – ’ave it’; about the poetic imagery that the
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to explain, and though by withdrawing their objections to the
book they would avert the risk of alienating the Branch mem-
bers from them, eventually the relationship with his rank-and-
file comrades which Alan so much valued couldn’t survive if it
was no longer based on a common acceptance of Marxism. Elsie
and he must take the risk and she must make the speech they
had planned together.

Danny Scrivener looked again at his watch and then stood
up, thin and tall, to say:

‘Comrades here will know that comrade Elsie Sebrill has
stated her unwillingness to sell copies of Britain’s Way Forward.
This Borough meeting has been called so that she can explain
the position she has taken.’

He sat down. His brevity and his quiet tone of voice could
both have been interpreted as indicating neutrality. But all Alan’s
hope now, and anxiety, became centred on Elsie, who stood up
slowly, her fingers leafing over the pages of a small notebook on
the table as she did so. When at last she raised her head and
looked fully at the audience, Alan had the quick fear that she
might forget everything she wanted to say, even though she had
discussed her speech with him in detail on the previous evening
and had made notes for it in her notebook. She might continue
standing there behind the table in her dark green overcoat, her
wide face staring out from beneath its triangle of wild curls, and
be unable to speak a single word. However, when she did begin
he knew from the emphatic and unusual slowness of her voice
that her long pause beforehand had been deliberate too. She
meant to make sure that every word went home to her hearers.

‘Comrade chairman, comrades. There is one major point on
which I want to express my views. I think it is a point of funda-
mental political importance. In Britain’s Way Forward, at the end
of the first paragraph on page one hundred and four, comrade
McNarney makes the following statement.’

She put down her notebook and picked up McNarney’s book-
let, conspicuous in its rather arty-looking brown and green paper
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childrenhadatvarioustimesspontaneouslycomeoutwith,such
asStephen’scomparisonlastyearduringtheirholidayinScot-
landofsheeponadistanthillsidetoant-eggs(justlikehimto
thinkofsomethingentomological),andChristina’scomparison
ofthefoamonthedarkwaterbelowawaterfalltothepattern
onablackandwhitecow.Thechildrenweresolovablypresent
inAlan’smindasheandElsietalkedofthemthatforawhile
heceasedlookingattheminactuality,andhehadamildshock
whenheallatoncenoticedtheywerenolongervisiblealongthe
pathaheadofhim.Thenherealizedthatthepathledupthrough
themiddleofasmallthicketofhazelandhawthorn,andthat
theymustbewalkingthroughthis.AssoonasheandElsiecame
uptothethickethesawthemstandingoutintheopenatthefar
endofit.Theywerewaitingtherebecausetheyhadcomeupon
somethingtheywantedtheirparentstosharethesightofwith
them–alargeabandonedchalkquarry,overgrownwithashtrees
intheforegroundandhavingsomanyshrubsandplantsrooted
onthehighclifflikequarry-faceinthebackgroundthatnotvery
muchofthebarechalkcouldbeseen.Infrontoftheashtrees
andquitenearthepathwasanimpressivelytallandstoutflower-
stemwithyellowflowersonit,whichAlan–whosinceleaving
thePartyhadatlaststartedtolearnthenamesofwildflowersas
hehadlongwantedtodo–knewtobegreatmullein.Christina
couldnameittoowhenheaskedher;shesaidsherememberedit
fromapictureshehadseeninhisflowerbook.Astheyallbegan
tomoveonalongthepath,hehappenedtolookupatthesteep
faceofthequarryagainandwasstartledtosee,onabroadgrass-
coveredledgenotfarfromthetop,amanandawomansitting.
Bothofthemwereratherplump,andtheywereplayingcards.
Thewomanwasdealingthecardsontothegrasswhiletheman
watchedher.Theledgewasrecessedintothequarry-faceand
behinditaten-footwallofchalkwastoppedbythesky.Alanwas
remindedofalawnhehadonceseenhighupwithintheseclud-
ingwallsofacastle.Thetwocard-playerswerequiteunawareof
beingstaredat.Howhadtheygotthere?Presumablythegrass-
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cover,fromthetable.Asshereadout–pausingaftereachofthe
moreimportantwords–thesentencewhichAlanandshehad
selectedasshowingmoreblatantlythananyotherMcNarney’s
abandonmentofLeninism,‘Ihavenohesitationindeclaringthat
theessenceoftheperiodwearenowinisthatofatransition
stagetowardssocialism,’Alanforthefirsttimehadthesuspicion
thatwhatseemedtobeamuddledrepetitivenessinitslanguage
mightbeduelesstoMcNarney’sclumsinessasawriterthanto
hispoliticalwiliness.Perhaps,thoughfullyintendingtoper-
suadetheworkersthatbyworkinghardertheywouldbehelping
toconstructasocialistsocietyunderaLabourgovernment,he
knewquitewellhewasdisagreeingwithLenin’stheoryofthe
State,andhehadwordedthesentenceinsuchawaythathe
couldifchallengeddenyhehadsaidthetransitiontosocialism
wastakingplaceinBritainnow.Hecouldpretendhehadnot
beenreferringjusttoBritainortotheimmediatepresentbut
hadmeantthattheworldasawholehadeversincetheBolshevik
revolutionbeeninanhistoricalperiodoftransition.Evenwhen
Elsiewentontosay‘Andonpageeighty-seven,attheendof
thelastparagraphbutone,comradeMcNarneywritesof“the
Britishroadtosocialismwhichnowopenssogloriouslybefore
thepeopleofthiscountry”,’Alancouldn’tfeelaltogetherassured
thatshehadpinnedMcNarneydown,sincethephrase‘roadto
socialism’wasambiguousandcouldifnecessarybesaidtoimply
thattherewassomewaystilltogobeforetheactualbuildingup
ofsocialismcouldbegin.

ButthenElsie,afterreadingoutanotherofMcNarney’smore
revealingsentences–arealrevisionistgem,‘Wewantourown
workerstohaveconfidenceintheirownland,totakeapride
inbuildingitup’–repeatedherfirsttwoquotationsslowlyand
withayetstrongeremphasisonthewords‘transition’,‘social-
ism’,‘nowopens’,‘thepeopleofthiscountry’andAlanbecame
convincedthatnocomradelisteningtohercouldremaininany
uncertaintyaboutMcNarney’sintentionofmakinghisreaders
believeBritaintobeintransitiontosocialismnow.AndAlan’s
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covered ledge must be much longer than Alan had noticed and
either it must slope up gradually to reach the top of the quarry
or else the top of the quarry must slope downwards to meet the
ledge; but he never discovered how the man and woman could
have got where they were, because ash trees as he continued
walking intercepted his view of them and the ledge. He felt an
intense pleasure, which seemed to arise from the contrast that
they and their card-playing made with their surroundings. At a
whist drive in a parish hall they wouldn’t have been marvellous
at all. For an instant he came near to wondering whether they
might have been some kind of an hallucination, and he stopped
walking and turned round to try to glimpse them through the
foliage of the ash trees. He thought he could see them, dark
against the high chalk, but he was not sure. What he did vividly
see, before walking on again, was the thicket through which he
had come up to reach the quarry. Or, rather, he saw the path
through the thicket. It made a tunnel, not straight though only
slightly sinuous, under the hawthorn and hazel leaves – a culvert
for the upflowing of light from the plain below the down. Why
did the plain, viewed through the framing leaves, seem more
extraordinary even than the card players had seemed? Perhaps
its marvellousness arose from the contrast between it and them,
just as theirs had arisen from the contrast between them and the
quarry. The whole plain, with a small bright river crossing it,
appeared to be very close to him, although in reality it stretched
at least ten miles before terminating in another line of hills. He
felt suddenly that what he was seeing was something much more
than a luminous landscape: it was the poetic life. There was no
nostalgia or utopianism in his vision of it. He was seeing the
poetic life not as it had been when he had tried to live it years
ago, nor as it might be lived by others in the distant future, but
as he could begin to live it in the present, from this moment
onwards. It was a life which though it would be given above all
else to poetic creation, just as the earlier poetic life had been,
instead of to political activity as the Party life had been, would
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conviction was not weakened at all when Elsie, having added
that McNarney habitually used the word ‘our’ in referring to
Britain’s economy, quoted the phrases ‘our basic industries’ and
‘our exports’ with the comment that she wondered why he hadn’t
mentioned ‘our armaments’ or – as another Executive Committee
member, comrade Baxter, had recently done – ‘our foreign invest-
ments’.

‘According to Marxist writings, as every Party member knows,’
she continued, ‘socialist construction cannot begin in any coun-
try until after the workers there have created their own State
machinery, until after they have established their own armed
forces, police, courts of law, civil service, etc.’ She quoted a
sentence from Lenin’s Left-wing Communism, written three years
after the Russian workers had won power. ‘We in Russia are
now taking the first steps in the transition from capitalism to
socialism.’ Alan’s brief uneasiness lest her hearers might suspect
Elsie of sarcasm when she said ‘as every Party member knows’
was soon superseded by an admiration for her ingenious use
of the word ‘created’ to by-pass the question whether the cap-
italist State would first have to be violently overthrown. His
and her choice of Left-wing Communism as the book she should
quote from seemed to him admirable also, because comrades
who might be disposed to think she was leftist wouldn’t expect
her to be able to support her argument from a book in which
Lenin had attacked leftism as ‘an infantile disorder’.

‘Non-Marxists believe the State exists to serve the interests of
all the people under it, but Lenin in State and Revolution takes
the view – as comrades will remember – that every State what-
ever its form, whether autocratic or democratic, is in essence a
class dictatorship, and that the workers before they can begin to
build socialism must impose their own dictatorship to prevent a
capitalist comeback.’

Her ‘as comrades will remember’, spoken with extra empha-
sis, was meant to remind the comrades in her Branch of the
course of six talks Alan had given to them during the summer.
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atlastenablehimtowritethepoemsforthePartythathislifein
thePartyhadinhibitedhimfromwriting.Andthefirstpoemhe
wouldwritewouldglorifythisnewpoeticlifeandwoulddescribe
theincidentsthathadleduptohisdiscoveryofitduringthis
afternoon’swalk.

IntheremainingthreedaysbeforehisreturnhomewithElsie
andthechildrentoLondonhewasabletoplanthispoemoutin
detail.BytheendofthelastmorningoftheirSussexholidayhe
felthewasfullyreadytobegintheactualwritingofthepoem.
Butonhisfirstdaybackhome,whenhecameupstairswithhis
notebookafterbreakfasttositaloneinhisandElsie’sbedroom,
hewassoonawarethathisfeelingofreadinesshadlefthim.
Thoughtheplanhehadworkedoutforthepoemstillseemed
feasibleitnolongerexcitedhimasithaddoneinthatmusty
parlourwhichhadbeensostrangelyreminiscentoftheearlier
poeticlife.Staringnowatthelimed-oakdressing-tablewithits
rectangularverticalmirror,andthroughthewindowsbehindit
atthegablesandchimneycowlsofthehousesacrosstheroad,
hehadthethoughtthathemightstandabetterchanceofwriting
thispoemreallywellifheweretogooutofLondonforatleast
afewmoreweeksandtostaysomewhereinthecountryagain
orbythesea.Butheimmediatelyremindedhimselfthatthe
newpoeticlifemustbealifehewouldbeabletoliveafteras
wellasduringhispresentfreeyear,andthatheoughtnotto
beginitinsurroundingshecouldnotremaininlaterwhenhe
hadtogobacktoworkasateacher.Hissupremeandfinalfight
tobecomeapoetagainmustbefoughtouthereinLondonand
inthisroom.Hemustsethimselfatimelimitforstartingthis
poem:hemustwritetheopeninglinesofitnotlaterthanthe
daywhenhewouldhavebeendue,ifhehadn’tobtainedthis
yearoffteaching,toreturntoschoolfortheautumnterm.

Hishopewasthatbeforethisdayarrivedthepoemwould
regainitsattractivenessforhimsufficientlytoenablehimtostart
itwithouthishavingtoforcehimselftodoso;butduringthe
nextthreeweeks,thoughhewasabletoimprovehisplanforit
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Nowshewentontosummarizeinmoredetail,thoughasbriefly
astheneedtomakeherselfentirelycleartocomradesfromother
Brancheswouldallow,Lenin’sargumentinthefirsttwochapters
ofStateandRevolution.Asshespokeheknewthat,likethe
competentschoolteachershehadbeenbeforeshehadresigned
fromteachingtohavechildrenofherown,shewasconstantly
awareofherhearersasindividualswhowereatdifferentlev-
elsofeducationalattainment,andwastryingtoadaptherpre-
sentationofLenin’stheoryaccordingly.When,afterreferring
to‘thejudiciary’,shesaidsynonymously‘HisMajesty’sjudges’,
hecouldhaveguessedwithoutseeingherglancetowardsRose
BarlowthatitwasforRose’sbenefitshehadaddedthis;and
whenshesaid‘Leninstressestheirreconcilabilityofclassantag-
onismsbecausesomeMensheviksin1917hadbeenarguingthat
theStateexiststoreconcileclasses,whereasitexistsprecisely
becausetheycan’tbereconciled,’Alanknewshewasspeaking
particularlytoIrisMurrayfield,whoworkedforaPartyresearch
bureauandwasanhistorian.

NowElsiewascomingtothelastofthethreepartsintowhich
sheandAlanhadplannedthatherspeechshouldbedivided.
Afterreadingoutforthethirdtime–orperhapsitwasforthe
fourthtimebutevensoitwasn’ttoooften–andwithnoless
emphasisthanbefore,McNarney’sunhesitatingdeclarationon
pageonehundredandfouraboutthetransitiontosocialism,
shesaid,‘Circumstancesaltercases,weknow,andnoMarxist
imaginesthatallofLenin’sviewswillremaincorrectforalleter-
nity.ButwhyshouldwesupposethatLenin’steachingsonthe
Statearenolongervalid?Post-wardevelopmentsprovideexcel-
lentproofoftheirvalidity.Innocountrydowefindsocialist
economicconstructionunlesstheStatemachineisfirmlyinthe
handsofthepeople.WhyshouldBritainbeanexception?’

Shemadealongpause,thenconcluded:‘Idonotbelievethe
roadtosocialismnowopensgloriouslybeforeusasMcNarney
saysitdoes.IbelievethatinBritaintodaywehaveacapital-
istgovernmenthelpingtooperateacapitalistStatemachinein
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in a number of details, it became less rather than more attractive
to him. On the first morning of term, after he’d watched from
the bedroom window while several of his pupils riding bicycles
with drop handlebars had passed along the road on their way to
school, he sat down and by an act of will he began against strong
disinclination to write the poem. By the end of the morning he
had completed five lines of it, and he found them tolerable, and
he was conscious that the zest without which he had been so
reluctant to start writing was reviving in him now that he had
compelled himself to start. On the second day of term he wrote
six lines; and, though on the third day these seemed unsatis-
factory to him and he had to rewrite them, by the end of the
first week he had got twelve tolerable lines down on paper in his
notebook. He reckoned that the length of the poem as a whole
would be between ninety and a hundred lines, which meant that
within eight weeks at the present rate he would have finished it
and then there would still be plenty of time left for him to write
other poems before the end of his free year. However, at the
beginning of the second week he realized that the last seven of
the twelve lines he had so far got down were much less satisfac-
tory than he had thought, and he spent the rest of this week and
the beginning of the next in a difficult attempt to improve them.
One night during the third week he knew that the whole of the
existing opening was wrong and would have to be reconceived.
For the first time since the beginning of his free year a fear came
to him that by the end of the year he might not have succeeded
in writing a poem at all. He asked himself what he would do if
that were to happen, and he found that he did not know. The
only acceptable answer he could think of, after several hours of
sleeplessness, was a quotation from Shakespeare – ‘But screw
your courage to the sticking-place / And we’ll not fail’, though
he couldn’t wholly convince himself that this wasn’t an evasion
of his question. He decided that in order to rewrite the open-
ing successfully what was required from him above all was more
determination and a stronger effort, and that in future he would
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the interests of Big Business, and that this State machine cannot
be made to operate in the interests of the people, although the
government can be forced to grant concessions if popular pres-
sure is strong enough. Britain’s Way Forward can only encourage
hopes which when proved false will leave the workers with no
political party they can turn to.’ She put down the green-and-
brown-covered book on to the table, with a final slight propulsive
movement of her wrist as though she was throwing something
away from her. ‘I think that what I have said should explain
sufficiently why I cannot take any part in selling this book.’

The anxiety Alan had felt before she had started speaking
had never quite gone, he realized, until the moment when it
gave place to a certainty that she had spoken well. He turned
to Maldwyn Pryce at his side, eagerly, wanting to discover how
the speech had impressed him; but Pryce was still looking, with
what seemed a rapt interest, towards the platform where Danny
Scrivener was now standing up to ask for comrades’ views on
the criticisms of Britain’s Way Forward they had just listened
to from comrade Elsie Sebrill – did Danny’s use of the world
‘listened’ instead of ‘heard’ carry with it a partisan implication
that the audience had been exercising patience while she had
been speaking? – and before Alan could say anything to Pryce,
Alec Murrayfield had quickly risen from a seat near the front of
the hall, so quickly that Alan wondered whether he’d prepared,
since the start of this meeting or perhaps much earlier, a speech
which he thought could have its full effect only if it was delivered
immediately after Elsie’s.

Alec’s opening sentences made Alan begin to hope he might
not be going to oppose her. Every comrade, he said, should
recognize how important it was for the health of the Party that
there should be real discussion among members at Branch level
and that no member who felt any doubts at all about the Party’s
policy should ever hesitate to come out with them frankly. With
a hint of humorousness in his voice he spoke of Branch ‘discus-
sions’ which, owing to the total acceptance of current policy by
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workintheeveningsaswellasthemornings.(Intheafternoons
hemustgooutwalkingforexerciseashitherto:hisstruggleto
writewouldbecomestillmoredifficultifhedidn’tkeephimself
ingoodphysicalhealth.)Butduringthefourthweekhehadto
recognizethatthewholeconceptionofthepoem,andnotjust
itsopening,wasatfault.Itscentraltheme,thathecouldserve
thePartybylivingthepoeticlife,wasanostalgiclie.Thispoem,
whichwastohavebeenhisfirstduringhisfreeyear,hadtotally
collapsed.Hehadreachedadeadend.‘Iamontrialformylife,’
hethought.Hemustnotpanic.Therewerestillnearlyeleven
monthstogobeforehewouldhavetoreturntoteaching.The
onlythingtodonowwastoconceiveanewpoemwithanew
theme.

TowardstheendofOctoberhisproblemoffindingaconvinc-
ingthemewascomplicatedincreasinglybytheproblemofhow
tokeepuphismorale.Thereweremorningswhenaftercoming
upstairstothebedroomwithhisnotebookhespentlessofhis
timetilllunchinthinkingaboutpoetrythaninattemptingto
overcomehisapprehensivenessanddespondency.Nevertheless
hedidovercomethemsufficientlytobeable,atthebeginning
ofNovember,todiscoverathemeinwhichhecouldhavesome
confidence.Afterthetotalcollapseofhisfirstpoemhehadfor
severalmorningsconsideredthepossibilityofoncemoretrying,
ashehadtriedfiveyearsago,towriteonethatwoulddirectly
praisethePartylife.Howeverhewassoonforcedtoadmitto
himselfthattherewasnorealfeelinginhimonwhichsucha
poemcouldbebased.Theonlyemotion,evennow,thatseemed
strongandpersistentenoughforpoetrytobemadeoutofit
washisshamefulyearningtoreturntothepoeticlife.Why
shouldn’theusethisemotiontocreateapoemmostofwhich
woulddescribethepoeticlifeofmorethantwentyyearsago
inallitsapparentdesirablenessandwhichwouldendbyshow-
inghowithadledhimintoanear-suicidalmiserythatnothing
excepthisturningtothePartyhadbeenabletorescuehimfrom?
Thistheme,thoughitcametohiminthemiddleofanightof
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allthecomradeswhocontributedtothem,werereallynomore
thansummarizingsofarticlesfromthePartypress.Alec’sface,
withitsarchedalmostsemi-circulareyebrowslikeacomedian’s,
thoughitdidnotactuallysmileshowedaconfidentpleasantness
thatwaswhollydifferentfromthenear-panicithadseemedto
showafterElsieandAlanhadreadouttheirstatementsatthe
Branchmeeting.However,whathesaidnextwaslesspromising.
‘AsforcomradeElsieSebrill’sobjectionstoBritain’sWayForward
Ishouldliketobeginbyplayingthepartofdevil’sadvocate.’This
suggestedthathewasgoingtosupportElsie’sargumentonlyin
ordertoattackitallthemorestronglyafterwards,thoughhe
wasfarfromsoundingcondemnatoryyet.‘Letusadmitthatthis
countrydoesn’tappeartobemakinganygreatheadwaytowards
socialismatpresent.’Hewentontosurveyverycapably,for
twoorthreeminutes,thegovernment’srecordsinceithadbeen
elected,itscontinuationoftheaidthatChurchillhadgivento
thereactionaryforcesinGreece,itssendingofBritishtroopsto
Indonesia,itshostilitytotheSovietUnionanditsdeferenceto
U.S.BigBusiness,itssteadyretreatbeforecapitalismathome.
Thenhistonechanged.‘ButJimmyMcNarney,thoughcomrades
mightnotsupposesofromlisteningtocomradeElsieSebrill,
makesquiteclearagainandagaininBritain’sWayForwardthat
he’sverywellawareofthepro-capitalisttendenciesamongthe
right-wingLabourleaders–asforinstancewhenhesaysthatthe
governmenthas“whittleddowntherealeffectsofnationaliza-
tion”byleavingtheoldcapitalistelementsinkeypositionson
theBoardsandhas“paralyseditsownpolicy”.’

Thesetwoquotationsweresonaivelyrevelatoryofthedepth
ofMcNarney’swilfuldelusionsaboutthetrueintentionsofthe
Labourgovernment,andaboutnationalizationundercapitalism,
thatAlancouldhardlybelieveAlectobeunconsciousoftheir
vulnerability.Perhapshewasveryconsciousofit,andhisbring-
ingthemoutwithsucheffronterywasakindofpre-emptive
defenceagainstanyuseElsiemighthaveintendedtomakeof
themwhenshespokeagainattheendofthemeeting.Now,it
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restlessness and bad dreams, and though it wasn’t altogether
new, still seemed valid to him next day, and he began work at
once on planning a new poem that would embody it. Halfway
through November he decided that his plan for this poem had
reached a stage where it was as satisfactory as he would be able
to make it, and that the time had come for him to get the opening
lines down on paper; but fear of a false start delayed him day
after day until the greater fear of never starting at all drove him
during the last week of November to begin the actual writing.
He soon knew that the lines he was getting down were poetically
lifeless; nevertheless he persuaded himself that the only possible
course for him was to continue writing and not to attempt to
revise anything until he had completed a first draft of the poem
as a whole. But the more lines he added the more frighteningly
flat the poem seemed. The revulsion and dread which he had to
conquer when he sat down to work grew stronger every day. And
besides having difficulty in getting to sleep at nights he began to
wake very early in the mornings, and instantly when he woke he
felt – even before he had time to remember consciously how bad
his poem was – an anxiety like a stab of ice or fire in the centre of
his body, a concentrated physical pain which took some while to
diminish. It resembled what he had felt when his attempt to live
the poetic life years ago had been nearing total failure, though
now it was worse because it was followed by such a quivering of
his whole body that even his jaw trembled and his teeth chattered
audibly enough for Elsie to have heard if she had been awake.
He found he could stop his trembling by thinking of Stalin and
by speaking the name of Stalin, repeatedly but not quite aloud,
much as a religious believer might have called on the name of
God. Yet though this was an effective method of suppressing the
physical symptoms of his anxiety it did not help him in the least
with his writing. During the first week of December he realized
that nothing – and least of all the illusion that by producing such
lifeless trash he would in some way be serving the Party – could
justify his struggling on with this poem. He must completely
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seemed, he felt able to move on with greater assurance to the
attack. ‘Jimmy McNarney, however, unlike comrade Elsie Sebrill,
recognizes that 1947 is different from 1917’ – this struck a cruder
note than Alan would have expected from Alec – ‘and in chapter
six, though he says “a Labour government does not inevitably
mean progress towards socialism”, he also says “the advance of
democratic and Socialist forces throughout the world has opened
out new possibilities of transition to socialism by other paths
than those followed by the Russian Revolution, and in a number
of countries where popular democracies have been established
the people will move towards socialism without the dictatorship
of the proletariat”.’ Alec, who was quoting from memory, had
evidently made himself a great deal better acquainted with the
contents of Britain’s Way Forward than he had appeared to be
when Alan had talked to him before the last Branch meeting. ‘On
page ninety-three Jimmy McNarney shows he fully understands
– though comrade Elsie Sebrill has tried to give the impression
he doesn’t – that “today in Britain the State has been unchanged”
and “is operating in favour of the ruling classes”. But he believes’
– Alec at this point, probably in order to give special emphasis to
what he was about to quote and not because his memory had
for the moment failed him, opened the copy of Britain’s Way
Forward which since the beginning of his speech he had been
holding up in front of him and occasionally gesturing with, and
he read out: ‘that “in the measure to which the Labour movement
is united, in the measure to which it presses forward energeti-
cally for the fulfilment of its programme, for the development
of a general economic plan, for democratization of the Armed
Forces, for increased working-class control of industry, for the
new recruitment of personnel from the Labour movement into
every part of the State machine – to that measure it will reduce
the power of the capitalist class and carry Britain along a new
road to Socialism in which British institutions will be preserved
and strengthened.” ’

Alec closed the book, and repeated significantly, ‘ “In the

73



rewriteitfromthestart,mustbeginanewversionofitwithout
aday’sdelay.HalfwaythroughthesecondweekofDecember
hedidbegin.Thenewopeninglineswerebetterthananything
hehadwrittenpreviouslyduringhisfreeyear;buthismorale
hardlyimprovedatall,andhemadeslowerandslowerprogress,
likesomeonepushingasnowballwhichaccumulatesweightasit
isrolledoverthesnow.Therewerehoursduringhisafternoon
walkswhenhehadasensationeveninthesunlightthathewas
movingintheshadows,asthoughthesunhadbeenpartially
eclipsed.Hebegantohavefearsofmentalderangement.Dur-
ingthemorningsanimagewhichhadnothingtodowiththe
poemhewasworkingoncameoftenintohismind:itwasofa
manrunningupadownward-movingescalatoratthebottomof
whichwasasumpfilledwithsulphuricacid.Therewerehours,
however,whenbytellinghimselfthathisstrugglewasinsupport
ofthePartyandofcommunism,hewasstillabletosurmount
hisdepressionandeventofeelhope.Hefoundrelieftooby
takinganoccasionaldaycompletelyofffromwriting,butwhen
hebeganworkonthepoemagainhisgloomanddreadseemedto
beallthegreaterbecauseofthepause.SoonafterChristmashe
wasinamiserysodeepthathedidnotknowhowhewouldever
beabletoclamberoutofitagain.Andthen,onNewYear’sDay,
hewassuddenlysurethatthispresentpoemalso,thoughtech-
nicallylessunsatisfactorythanhispreviousattemptshadbeen,
wasbasedonathemehecouldnotbelievein.Towriteapoem
condemningthepoeticlifewouldbejustasimpossibleforhim
astowriteoneglorifyingit.Thatnighthedidnotsleepatall.
Nextdaytherewasaqualitativechangeinhisanxiety:itseemed
tohavebecomerootedinhimphysically,causingapersistent
tremorofhishandsandanaccelerationofhispulserate,and
neitherbyself-exhortationnorbycallingonthenameofStalin
washeabletoalleviateit.Herecognizedthathewasill,and
thatuntilhewasbetterhewouldhavetogiveupallthoughtof
tryingtowrite.

Hewenttoseeadoctor,whogavehimaprescriptionfor
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measuretowhichitpressesforwardenergetically.”’Hepaused.
‘ComradeMcNarneydoesnotexpectsocialismtobehandedto
theBritishpeopleonaplate.Heknowsthatsocialistconstruction
willrequireaverygreateffort,evengreaterthantheeffortcalled
forthduringthewaratthetimeoftheevacuationfromDunkirk.
Itwillrequiresustainedenthusiasm.ButcomradeElsieSebrillis
tryingherutmosttodampdownenthusiasm.’

Whycouldn’tAlecfranklyadmitthatheconsideredLeninout
ofdate,Alanthoughtwithanger.Perhapsbecause,likeDigby
KelsallandlikeMcNarneyhimself,whilerejectingLenin’sthe-
oryoftheStatehestillneededthekudosthatcamefrombeing
regardedasaLeninist.

‘Somecomradesmightthinkthatherattitudeisduetoa
genuinedifficultyinunderstandingthetheoreticalbasisofthe
Party’spolicy,butwhatmakesmemorethanalittlesuspiciousof
hermotivesisthatshe–andthisgoesforcomradeAlanSebrill
too–hasattackedthePartyleadership.’

ForthefirsttimeinhisspeechAlechadsaidsomethingwhich
causedAlanmomentarilytofeelafrighteningdoubtwhether
ElsieandhewererighttohavecomeoutagainstMcNarney’s
book.Wasn’tdemocraticcentralismaLeninistprinciple,and
wasn’tloyaltytotheelectedleadershipessentialifthePartywas
tofunctionasaCommunistParty?Leninhadoncecompared
thePartytoamodernarmy;andanarmycouldhardlyachieve
itsobjectivesiftherank-and-filewereconstantlycriticizingthe
HighCommand.ElsieandAlancouldhavetriedtakingtheir
‘difficulties’onceagaintoamemberoftheExecutive,possibly
eventoMcNarneyhimself,andcouldhavewaitedloyallyfor
theExecutivetodecideatlastthatitstheoreticallinehadbeen
wrong.Weren’ttheybytheirpresentbehaviourunderminingthe
Party?ButsupposetheExecutivepersistedinitswronglineto
apointwheredisasterwasimminentfortheParty,surelythe
dutyofarank-and-filecommunistthenwouldbetocomeout
openlyagainsttheExecutive?Alanreachedthisstrengthening
conclusionjustasAlecwasbringinghisspeechtoaclose.‘The
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barbiturates, and these helped him to sleep for at least an hour
or two each night. And in the mornings he occupied himself
by reading Wordsworth’s The Excursion – a poem he had long
been meaning to read in order to find what similarities there
were between Wordsworth’s disillusionment with the French
Revolution and the disillusionment of twentieth-century intel-
lectuals with the Russian Revolution – though the intensity of
his wretchedness often made concentration on the poem very
difficult for him. The prospect of having to live through the
remaining eight and a half months of his free year without trying
to write poetry was often terrifying to him. But he did not
doubt that if he were to force himself to go on trying now he
would soon become mentally as well as nervously ill, whereas
if he could resign himself to not writing there was just a chance
that even before he had to return to school next autumn he
might recover sufficiently to try again without danger. And in
fact, towards the end of January, he began slowly to get better.
The progress of his recovery was not steady – he had moments
of morbid exaltation, usually and inexplicably when during his
afternoon walks he was passing along some particularly ugly
London street, and he had moments of melancholia almost as
deep as any he had had previously – but by the second week
in February he felt well enough again to risk going up to the
bedroom with his notebook one morning after breakfast. His
intention was not to try to conceive a new poem but to begin
an investigation into why for so many years all his attempts
to write poetry had failed, though behind this intention there
was a half-hope that if he could discover the true causes of his
failure he might even now succeed in writing a poem before the
end of his free year. During eight mornings he covered thirty-
five pages of his notebook with a discussion of the causes; and
then, as this occupation seemed to bring no deterioration in his
nervous condition, at the end of the third week of February he
allowed himself to try once more to conceive a poem. Within
three days his illness returned and it was far more severe than
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Borough will have to take a very serious view of the disruptive
line that the Sebrills have been trying to put over in the Party.’

Alan was protected from feeling the full menace of these
words by the sudden malicious thought that perhaps Alec knew
Elsie to be in the right about Britain’s Way Forward – he had
seemed to accept most of the criticisms Alan had made of the
book in conversation with him and Iris just before the last Branch
meeting – but that supporting the Party, however wrong the
Party’s policies became, might be necessary to him as a salve for
a bad conscience about his inherited money. This uncomradely
supposition, for which Alan had no real grounds, almost com-
pensated him for his disappointment about Alec’s speech, and
occupied his mind sufficiently to make him fail to take in at first
the significance of the fact that the next comrade who stood up
to speak was Ken Pollock.

As Borough Organizer, Ken Pollock was more influential
in the Party than any other comrade here, not excluding the
Borough secretary, comrade Alice Newton, who hadn’t his drive
or political ability; and his choosing to be the second speaker,
instead of waiting to weigh in with an authoritative summing-up
after everyone else had spoken, suggested that if he was going
to come out in opposition to Elsie – as he had done at the Branch
meeting – he wasn’t going to make an all-important thing of it.
He stood up very straight, very stocky, his stance and posture
seeming to present an immobilized and statuesque version of the
brusqueness that was customary to him, and Alan remembered
how whenever Ken came to a meeting at Alan and Elsie’s house
he had the habit of striding into the hall as though the house
didn’t belong to them, a habit which Alan found flattering rather
than irritating since it could imply an assumption on Ken’s part
that whatever was theirs was dedicated to the Party. He wore
steel-rimmed glasses with noticeably thick lenses and the flesh of
his cheeks below the rims was reddened as though he had been
rubbing it with his knuckles. The side of his face was as straight
as a cliff, with stiff slightly curly hair jutting out at the top of it
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ithadyetbeen.Hewasafraidtogooutofdoors,andhewas
afraidtobealoneinthehouse.Elsiegotleaveofabsencefrom
herschoolsothatshecouldbewithhim.Formorethanaweek
hespentseveralhourseachdaytalkingwithherabouthowhe
felt.Heknewwhatastrainthiswasimposingonher,buthe
couldnotkeephismiserytohimself.Hebegantohavefears
thathewasdevelopingcancerandthattwoofhiscolleaguesat
schoolwereintelligenceagentswhowereschemingtoprevent
himfromeverreturningtohisjobthere;and,thoughhewas
alwaysabletorecognizethatthesefearsweregroundlessand
werenothingmorethandisguisesputonbyhisrealterrorabout
whatwasgoingtohappentohimnowafterthetotalcollapseof
hisstruggletowrite,hecouldnotignorethem,andshehelped
himtodefeatthem.Andthenthenewscame,atthebeginning
ofMarch,thatStalinhaddied.Alanwasabletoaskhimself
whythis,insteadofdrivinghimintoawretchednessstilldeeper
thanhewasalreadyin,causedhimhardlyanyadditionalgrief
atall.Hethoughtthereasonforhisnear-indifferencemightbe
thatrecentlyhehadbeguntowonderwhetherStalin’snever
havingcomeoutinsupportoftheAustraliancriticismofthe
BritishPartyhadbeenduenot,ashehadhithertosupposed,to
anintentiononStalin’spartofrefrainingfrominterferencein
theaffairsofCommunistPartiesoutsidetheSovietUnionbut
toStalin’sbeingperhapsinagreementwiththelinetakenby
theBritishParty.AnotherreasonmightbethatAlanwastoo
morbidlyandself-centredlymiserableforanyexternaleventto
makehimfeeleitherworseorbetter.However,hewassoon
tofindthathecouldfeelworse.Attheendofthefirstweek
ofMarchtherealizationcametohim,intheoutersculleryof
hishouseafterdark,thattheonlywayforhimtobecomeand
remainwellagainwouldbetorenounceallthoughtoftryingto
writepoetrynotjustduringtherestofhisfreeyearbutduring
therestofhislife.Hehadbeenonhiswaythroughtheouter
scullerytowardsthesidepassageinordertogooutforawalk.
Whenhedecidedthathemustgiveuphopeofeverbeingapoet
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likewind-contortedhawthornatthetopofacliff.Hisfirstwords
madeclearhewasgoingtoopposeElsie,evenifnotwithhisfull
strength.Hesaidhehadlistenedverycarefullyforanymention
inherspeechofwhatpracticalpolicysheadvocated,butthere
hadbeennomentionofthat.WasshesuggestingthattheParty
shouldgooutandtalktotheworkersaboutthedictatorship
oftheproletariat?Whatsortofreceptiondidshesupposethis
wouldget?ShehadsaidtheeffectofBritain’sWayForwardmust
betoencourageillusionsamongtheworkers.Werethefourteen
thousandhomelessfamiliesinthisBoroughanillusion?Orthe
presentshortagesinindustry?Wasitanillusionthatwemust
producefoodtolive?WhatcomradeMcNarney’sbookaimedat
encouragingwasaction,notillusionsandnotabstractdiscussion
ofMarxisttheoryeither,actiontoforcetheLabourgovernment
tofulfiltheprogrammeonwhichithadbeenelected.TheParty
mustgivethegovernmentcriticalbutconstructivesupport.‘We
mustn’tgetourselvesbrandedasdestructivecriticssittingback
andwatching.Wecan’taffordtolettheLabourgovernmentfail.’

EvidentlyKenPollockhadnointentionofansweringElsie’s
theoreticalargument,whichheseemedhonestlytofindirrele-
vantjustbecauseitwastheoretical.Heendedbyimputingtoher
anattitudeofdoctrinairesuperiority,ofwantingtooptoutofthe
actualpoliticalstruggleforfearofsoilingherhands.‘Shehashad
agreatdealtosayaboutLenin’–therewasanimpatienceinthe
wayhespoketheword‘Lenin’–‘andIwouldliketoremindher
ofaliteraryquotationwhichLeninhimselfwasfondof:“Greyis
theory,butgreenistheeverlastingtreeoflife.”Ourmaintrouble
nowisthatwehaven’tyetsucceededsufficientlyingettingthe
Party’spolicyoutamongthepeople.Letusgiveourenergiesto
this,nottotheoreticalquibbling.’

ThequotationstartledAlanintorememberingthatKenPol-
lock,whoearnedhislivinginthedispatchdepartmentofapub-
lishingfirm,notonlyknewsomethingaboutbooksbuthada
genuineinterestinliterature.Alan,thoughrelievedthatKen
Pollockhadn’tattackedElsie’sspeechmoreheavily,wasatthe
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again he came to a stop in his movement towards the passage.
A terrible dread rose in him that he might not be able to bear
continuing to live after abandoning the struggle to write. He felt
strengthless: it seemed that only the rigidity of his bones kept
him standing there and that if he were to try to move at all his
joints would fold up and he would fall vertically to the concrete
floor. And he recognized that compared with this anguish his
remorse at having left the Party had been nothing. The loss he
must learn to endure now was of an occupation which had long
ago become part of his own nature, in a way that Party political
activities never had and never could have become. He wasn’t
able to lessen the anguish, or to move from where he stood, until
he told himself that he had a duty to Elsie and the children, and
that he must live for them, and that his having driven himself
into a nervous breakdown for the sake of poetry had been a
disgraceful folly. After this moment his cure really began.

By the end of April his worst symptoms – his hypochondriacal
fears, persecutory imaginings about his colleagues, bodily shud-
derings as if he were a ship which was being struck by storm
waves – had disappeared, though a slight tremor of his hands
remained. He had succeeded in resigning himself to the prospect
of living neither the poetic life nor the Party life but the ordinary
life, the schoolmaster’s life. This didn’t mean he had decided
he would be unable to do anything at all in future to help the
political struggle against capitalism, but he saw himself as being
able to help only as a layman and never again as a Party member,
only in a small unorganized way and as a more or less isolated
individual. And he would continue to be faithful to poetry at
least to the extent that he would not cease being a reader of it,
especially during the four and a half months that were still to
go before his free year ended. Nevertheless his acceptance of
the ordinary life was not complete enough to free him from a
persistent sadness, a feeling as of bereavement, which did not
lessen as time went on. One evening early in May he had the
thought that he might be able to overcome this feeling if he were

185

same time depressed that the first two speakers had been against
her, and his depression wasn’t immediately alleviated even when
Bert Alldiss, who earlier on had waved to him so encouragingly
from the other side of the hall, got up to speak next.

‘There is a bit here near the end of the book I want to read
out,’ Bert began. He thumbed through the pages, not at all deftly,
till he found the passage he wanted, then after folding the book
right back so that its covers touched he held it under his arm
while he fetched out his glasses from his pocket and carefully put
them on. Reading, as well as writing, was always a bit of a busi-
ness for Bert and required preparation and concentration: the
propaganda work that he did orally and ebulliently among his
fellow-workers at the electrical factory where he was employed
and among the tenants on the housing estate where he lived
came to him much more easily. ‘On page one-two-one comrade
McNarney says’ – Bert’s following Elsie’s example in being precise
about the whereabouts of the quotation was a promising sign –
‘ “I know good trade unionists who argue: ‘That’s all very well,
Jimmy, but what good is it having a production drive if we have
a wrong foreign policy which is going to land us in the soup, no
matter how much we produce?’ ” ’ This passage was one which
Alan had pointed out to Bert after the Branch meeting but which
hadn’t seemed to make much of an impression on him at the
time. Bert’s quoting it now showed he must have given fur-
ther thought to it, and Alan became hopeful that he might have
changed his mind about the book as a whole. ‘These good trade
unionists have got a point there, I think,’ Bert continued, making
Alan still more hopeful. ‘Comrade McNarney answers them by
saying “I would like to remind these comrades that just the same
arguments were used when the Communist Party launched its
great wartime drive for increased production and the opening of
the Second Front.” But isn’t the situation a bit different now? At
that time British capitalism – for its own purposes, of course –
was an ally of the Soviet Union against the Nazis and was send-
ing arms and supplies under convoy to Archangel. Now – since
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towritesomethingaboutit,providedhewroteforhimselfonly
andnotwiththeideaofpublication.Soonafterfinishingtea
withElsieandthechildrenhetookhisnotebookupstairsand
wenttositaloneinStephen’sroom,havingfirstaskedStephen’s
permission.HepreferrednottositinhisandElsie’sbedroom
becauseofthenoisethereatthistimefromtheeveningrush-
hourtrafficpassinginfrontofthehouse;andbecause,insteadof
beingabletoseetheappleblossomattheendofthegarden
ashecouldfromherewheneverhechosetolookoutofthe
window,hewouldhavebeenfacedtherewiththegablesand
chimneycowlsofthehousesacrosstheroadthathehadstared
atforalltoomanyhoursduringthemonthsofmorningshehad
recentlyspenttryingtowritepoetry.Openinghisnotebookhe
wasconsciousofthedangerthatinproposingtoridhimselfof
melancholicfeelingsbywritingaboutthemhemightreallybe
aimingtore-enterpoeticcreativitybythebackdoor,andthatthe
consequencesmightbeasdisastrousforhimasifheweretotry
towritepoetryagain.Fortenminuteshesatwithhisnotebook
openonhisknees,afraidtobeginwriting;andwhenhedidhe
wroteveryslowly,alertforanywarningnervoussigns,butthere
werenone,andattheendofthreequartersofanhourhewas
surehehaddonehimselfnoharmandhebelievedhewasbetter
thanbeforehehadbegun.However,hethoughthemightbe
wisernottogoonwritingforanylongerthanthreequartersof
anhourthisfirsttime.Hedecidedhewouldstopandgooutfor
awalk.Thetrafficwouldbepastitsworstbynow.

HefoundElsieinthekitchenwhenhecamedownfromSte-
phen’sroom.Thelookshegavehimwasalittleanxious:she
evidentlyhopedhisreappearingdownstairswithhisnotebook
sosoondidn’tindicatethathe’dbeenforcedtostopwritinginit
byatemporaryrecurrenceoftheneuroticdespairwhichhehad
latelyseemedtohavealmostcompletelyrecoveredfrom.She
wasreassuredbyhisrelaxedtonewhenhesaidtoher,‘Ithought
itmightbeagoodideaformetogooutforabit.’Shesmiledto
showshetrustedhisjudgementofwhatwouldbegoodforhim.
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ChurchillwithoutanydisapprovalfromtheLabourgovernment
madethatspeechatFultonin1946attackingtheSovietUnion–
Britishcapitalismhasshownitwantstobreakthealliance,with
theaidoftheright-wingLabourleaders,andIwonderwhether
thisisthetimetodemandascomradeMcNarneydoesthatthe
governmentshouldtakeemergencypowersandintroducedirec-
tionoflabourlikeduringthewar.Andwhenhesaysonpage
sixty-eightthatifwecouldexportthirtytofortymilliontonsof
coal,aswedidbeforethewar,wewouldbegintoseetheend
ofourpresentdifficultiesandfaceabrightandhappyfuture,I
wonderwhattheoldstyleMarxistswouldhavethoughtofthis
ideaofsocialismthroughexports.’

Hepaused,thenbroughtoutfromaninnerpocketofhis
jacketaflatoblongmetalobject,somewhatresemblingachild’s
paintbox,whichheheldupforeveryonetosee.‘Talkingofthe
Party’sproductiondrive,hereisoneoftheproductsofacertain
factorynotahundredmilesfromwhereIwork–ahearing-aid,
retailpricetenguineas.’Themovementoftheheavycreasesin
theskinofhisforeheadwhilehespoke–creasesthatwouldhave
givenhimalookoftirednessifseenwhollyinrepose,asAlanhad
neverseenthem–animatedhisface,althoughitwasunsmiling.
‘Iwon’taskyoutoguessthecostofproducingthis,butIwill
saythatsomeone,nottheworkersontheshop-floornortheold
peoplewho’vebeenkeptwaitingfordeaf-aidsduringthewar,
isn’tdoingatallbadlyoutofit.YoucanimagineI’mnotexactly
handedanybouquetsbymymateswhenItryinaccordancewith
Partypolicytopersuadethemthattheyoughttoproducetotheir
utmost.’However,Bert,justasAlanwasbeginningtoexpect
hewouldgoontosayhesupportedElsie,endedhisspeechby
seemingtoretracthisobjectionstoBritain’sWayForward.‘But
thesedeaf-aidsareneeded,andcoalandtextilesandsteeland
buildingmaterialsareneededstillmore.Unlesswestepuppro-
ductionthewholenationwillbeinthesoup,workersaswellas
bosses.Ican’tseehowElsiecangetroundthat.’Hisreferring
toherasElsieandnotascomradeElsieSebrillwasfriendly,and
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Smiling back at her he remembered with love how much she had
helped him and how much she had endured from him during the
worst period of his illness when the only relief he had found had
been in expressing to her again and again the misery he had felt.
Now he put his arms round her and kissed her. As they released
each other they both became aware that while they had been
embracing he had still been holding his notebook clutched in his
right hand. They laughed, and he said, ‘After that revelation of
my absentmindedness I’d better go out at once.’

He went into the front sitting-room to put his notebook away
inside the bureau where he ordinarily kept it, and then he left
the house by the front door. As soon as he was outside he felt
a heightening of the sense of well-being which writing in his
notebook had already brought to him. The traffic was no longer
continuous, and in the springtime evening he did not find it
offensive. Though most of the cars were closed saloons, one or
two open tourers with their hoods down passed him during the
time he took to walk his first hundred yards along the pavement;
these open cars seemed to bring a gaiety with them, as from the
early days of motoring. And the prunus trees which stood at
intervals along the outer side of the pavement between him and
the road had small whitish flowers among their coppery leaves.
He had never previously, this year or any other year, noticed
these flowers properly. Coming to a stop to look more closely
at them on one of the trees he felt how much more exciting they
were than the larger and profuser blossoms on the apple trees at
the end of the garden. At the same instant, so powerfully that
he had no chance to put up any resistance, the longing to write
poetry revived in him; and he knew, with the keenest happiness
and without the least fear, that very soon he would try once again
to write it, and he was extraordinarily sure that this time at last
he would succeed.

He did not immediately, as he walked on, know what any
of the poems he would write would be about, but a vivid and
precise idea came to him of the poetic form they would have.
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indicated that though he couldn’t agree with her he didn’t think
she had done anything outrageous or uncommunist in attack-
ing McNarney’s book. As he sat down, an admiration for him
was strengthened in Alan, and a conviction that his good sense
and honesty would never allow him to accept trickery from any
Party leader, if only he could be brought to recognize that it was
trickery. But the recognition might take time, since he was less
strong on theory than on practice, and since the leadership’s line
– just because it was opportunist – appeared plausible enough in
Britain’s immediate economic situation.

Alan was lulled by his warm feeling for Bert into a tempo-
rary unawareness of how unpromising the opening words of the
next speaker, Bill Whiddett, were. ‘The Sebrills are barking up
a very wrong tree,’ Bill said. Alan took this statement in almost
the same spirit as he had taken the alarmed amazement Bill had
shown in being introduced to Maldwyn Pryce: it was one of those
involuntarily comic lapses which made Bill likeable. But for such
lapses, Bill – with his perky cocksureness and with his fondness
for showing-off the knowledge of economics which, though he
had left school at fifteen, he had very creditably acquired in the
main by his own private reading – might at times have seemed
conceited and even priggish. He began to seem so now as he
went on, in lecturing tones, to accuse the Sebrills of adopting an
attitude which had nothing in common with ‘creative Marxism’.
This phrase, which made sense only if it was taken to imply a dis-
tinction between creative and ordinary Marxism, angered Alan,
who would have liked to retort that, judging by Britain’s Way For-
ward, ‘creative Marxism’ had nothing in common with Marxism.
But what Bill Whiddett came out with next was still worse. ‘Elsie
Sebrill has said that the advance to socialism cannot begin until
after the workers have established their own State. For some
reason she has not told us, this evening, how she thinks they
ought to set about establishing it. But those of us who heard
the statement she read out to the Branch last week haven’t for-
gotten that then she was advocating – and so was Alan Sebrill –
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Itwouldbesimilartotheformhehadusedforoneortwoof
thepoemshehadwrittensoonafterjoiningthePartybutwhich
hehadnotusedagainbecausehehadcometobelievethatit
didn’taccordwiththerequirementsofsocialistrealism.Itwas
aformwhichhisincreasinguneasinessaboutwritinginverse
hadforalongtimebeenunheededlyindicatingthatheshould
returnto.Itwouldnotbeversebutprose-poetry,anditwouldgo
muchfurtherthanthoseearlierpoemsinemployingrhythmical
devicesthatwouldbringittothevergeofversewithoutever
disruptingitasprose.Theremightevenbeoccasionalrhymesin
it,vowelorconsonantalrhymesoracombinationofboth,though
he’dhavetoavoidlettingthemestablishanykindofregular
pattern,justashe’dhavetoavoidlettingtherhythmsbecome
regularenoughtogiveanimpressionofconcealedmetricalverse.
Andhemustn’tmakethemistakeofsupposingthatprose-poetry
couldbeasconcentratedinitseffectasgoodversecouldbe:his
prose-poemsmusthavethelengthofshortstoriesratherthan
ofsonnets.Yetwhateverdisadvantagesprose-poetrymighthave
incomparisonwithverse,hewasenthusiasticallyconfidentnow
thatthisformwouldenablehimtobreakoutfromthepoetic
sterilityofhislastfifteenyears.Anobjectiondidmomentarily
troublehim:inchoosingtheformforhispoemsbeforeknowing
whattheywouldbeaboutwasn’theguiltyofthesamebourgeois
aestheticismaswhen,walkingalongthissamepavementone
autumnafternoonthreeyearsago,hehaddecidedthathisaim
mustnolongerbetousepoetrytomakepoliticalstatementsbut
tousehispoliticalexperiencesandfeelingstomakepoetry?He
quicklyansweredthisobjection:hishavingthoughtoftheform
beforethecontentneedn’tpreventhimfromchoosingwhatever
contenthewantedforit.Butwhatexactlywouldthefirstpoem
hewouldwriteinthenewpoeticformbeabout?Heknewthere
wasonesubjecthemustatallcostsavoid,asubjectwhichthe
springtimeeveningandtheprunustreesandthecarswiththeir
hoodsdownwerealreadybeginningtotempthimwith.The
poemmustabsolutelynotmakeanyreferencetothepoeticlife.
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theimmediaterevolutionarysmashingupofthecapitalistState
machine.’Alan,stungbytheobviousdeliberatenessofthisfalse-
hood,wasonthepointofstandinguptoobjectthatneitherElsie
norhehadsaidanythingaboutan‘immediate’revolution,and
thatonthecontraryhehademphasizedtheimpossibilityofa
revolutionnoworinthenearfuture;however,notwantingto
seemtothechairmantobecommittingabreachoforder,hehes-
itatedtointerruptBillWhiddett,whoverysoonmadeafaruglier
accusation.HesaidthattheSebrillswereindistinguishablefrom
Trotskyites.Thisominouswordmighthavebeenmoredaunting
toAlanifhehadn’tbeenprotectedagainstitbytheindignation
hefeltatWhiddett’sdishonestyorstupidityinapplyingittohim
andElsie.HestoodupassoonasWhiddett’sspeech,therestof
whichhewasnotcalmenoughtolistentoproperly,cametoan
end.

‘ComradeChairman,onereasonwhycomradeElsieSebrill
hasn’tmentionedrevolution,’Alansaid,‘isthatshedoesnot
thinkthereisanyimmediatepossibilityofbringingitaboutin
Britain.’WhatAlanmosturgentlyneededwastorefuteBill
Whiddett’schargeofTrotskyism,buthedidn’twantthemeeting
tosensehowmuchthishaddisturbedhim,sohedecidedtodeal
withhisandElsie’sviewsonrevolutionfirst.‘Anotherreason
isthatshewantedtoconcentrateattentionnotonthequestion
whethertheworkerswillhavetofaceandovercomeviolence
fromthebourgeoisStatebeforetheycanbuildupasocialist
society–sheknowswellenoughthatincertaincircumstances
apeacefultaking-overofpowermightbepossible–butonlyon
thequestionwhetherthetransitiontosocialismcanbegin,as
comradeMcNarneyassumesitcan,beforethebourgeoisState
hasbeenreplacedbyaworkers’State.’

AlannoticedwhilehewasspeakingthatLesGatten,whowas
sittinginthefrontrowattheothersideofthehallnexttothe
gangway,hadturnedonhischairandwasintentlylookingback
athim.Thelookwasenigmatic,mightbeeitherdisapproving
orapproving.LesGattenhadbeenoutofLondonatthetime
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Instantly after he had given himself this warning, and when
he was still not much farther than three hundred yards from his
house, a subject for a poem came into his mind which there
seemed no reason for him to reject. He would write about his
recent illness. That would certainly have no less emotional force
as a subject than the poetic life would have had. The poem
would start by describing the alarmed waker in the dark bedroom
to whom the rumbling of the railway bridge at the end of the
road betrays the time of night, even though he forbids himself to
look at the luminous dial of his watch; because if the trains are
passing over the bridge at long intervals he knows that he has
woken very early and that he must lie in bed for hours with his
heart thumping and with fear flowing through him, whereas if
the trains are more frequent he knows that the morning is near
and that he will be able to face a day of anxiety unweakened
by a night of sleeplessness – though there is a possibility that the
greater frequency of the trains may mean that he has woken very
early indeed, perhaps only half an hour after falling asleep, when
the traffic of the previous day is still on the move, and then he
knows he has before him a whole night of frightened wakefulness
and that during the next day his fear will be beyond his control
and he will not dare to go out of the house or be alone. Alan,
continuing to develop this poem in his mind, ceased to notice
the prunus trees and the decreasing traffic, but arriving at the
T-junction where his home road joined a major road he stopped
for a moment before deciding not to turn back yet, and when
after this brief interruption he thought of the poem again he had
a misgiving about it. It would not be, in any sense, a poem for
the Party.

But how could he expect, and how could he ever have expect-
ed, to write poetry for a Party that he had increasingly been
losing faith in year by year at least since the end of the war?
The only thing which had enabled him to retain any faith in it at
all after what had happened at the meeting with Hollingworth
had been that the Soviet leadership didn’t oppose it; however,
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of the last Branch meeting, and Elsie and Alan did not yet know
how he would react to their rejection of Britain’s Way Forward;
but as long ago as that evening in the summer when Alan had
given his first talk to the Branch on State and Revolution Les
had shown himself aware that the Party’s post-war line disagreed
with Lenin’s theory of the State, and they were optimistic about
him. He gave the impression now that he was smiling slightly,
though his lips were straight and his eyes unmoving and the
smile seemed to have no physical location in any of his features.
Alan, going on to deal with the dangerous accusation which had
been the main cause of his getting up to speak, felt and resisted
an influence to look exclusively at Les Gatten.

‘As for the suggestion that we are Trotskyites’ – Alan tried
to sound as though the suggestion had not given him the least
uneasiness – ‘I need only point out that all Trotskyites without
exception are opposed to Stalin and to the Soviet government,
whereas we support Stalin and the Soviet government.’

Les Gatten was still looking steadily at Alan. Big-built, sitting
low on his chair almost as if it was an armchair, his face roundly
childlike beneath fair hair which even though closely cut showed
signs of a natural waviness, Les resembled a physically preco-
cious but very well-behaved boy keeping his inexpressive eyes
attentively on his teacher – the sort of boy, nevertheless, whose
extreme respectfulness might be a blind and who might suddenly
commit some act of indiscipline outvying anything that the more
obviously unruly members of the class had thought of attempt-
ing. But what grounds had Alan for feeling like this about Les
Gatten? None, except that when Les had come to see Alan and
Elsie at their house one evening just before the summer holidays
and they had had a very friendly discussion alone with him about
their objections to the Party’s theoretical line, he had called Alan
Mr Sebrill – not even Comrade Sebrill, though that too would
have seemed over-formal – on saying goodbye. However, as Elsie
tried to persuade Alan at the time, this was less likely to have
been due to hostility than to the fact that ‘young as you still look,
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sinceStalin’sdeathnewshadcomefromtheSovietUnionwhich
underminedforAlantheauthorityoftheSovietParty.Therecent
officialSovietstatementthatthegroupofKremlindoctorswho
beforeStalin’sdeathhadconfessedtoaplottomurdervarious
Sovietleaderswereinfactcompletelyinnocent,andthattheir
confessionshadbeenobtainedfromthembyillegalmethods,
suggestedtoAlanthequestionwhether(unlessthedoctorsreally
wereguiltyandhadnowbeenexoneratedbecausethepresent
Sovietleadersdidn’tregardaplottomurderStalinasacrime)
someoftheconfessionsmadeatSoviettrialsbeforethewar
mighthavebeenextortedfromtheaccusedbysimilarmethods;
andiftheSovietleadershiphadbeencapableofsuchutterlyun-
socialistpracticesinthepastwhatcertaintywastherethatits
pasttolerance–whichitstillcontinuedinthepresent–ofthe
BritishParty’slinewasbasedonsocialistprinciples?Alanneed
notbeafraidthatthepoemhewasnowplanningwasatfault
fornotbeinginsupportoftheParty.Onthecontrary,thetime
hadcomewhenhemustrecognizethatwhataboveeverything
elsehadpreventedhimforsolongfromwritingpoetryhadbeen
thedutyhehadfelttowriteforsuchaParty.Thetruthwas,he
thoughtwithjoy,thathisbreakwiththisrevisionistorganization
wastheessentialpre-conditionforhisbeingabletowriteagain.
However,hisjoywassoonqualifiedbytherealizationthathis
proposedpoembesidesgivingnosupporttothePartywouldgive
nonetothepoliticalstruggleagainstcapitalismeither.Neverthe-
lessitwouldn’topposethepoliticalstruggle,heassuredhimself
withrevivingconfidence,wouldn’tbereactionary.Anditwould
beavictoryafteryearsofpoeticsterility.Andotherpoemswould
followitwhichwouldbeforthestruggle–buttheessentialthing
wastogetdowntowritingthispoemassoonaspossible,not
torisksettingupananxietyinhimselfbysearchingforanew
subjectnow.

Hestoppedabruptlyonthepavement,andturned,andbegan
towalkbackhome.Hiswalkingwasnotfaster,wasperhaps
alittleslower,thanbefore.Hebecamewhollyconcernedwith
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youmayhaveacquiredacertain,let’ssay,dignityintheeyesof
yetyoungercomrades’.

AlannowstoppedgazingbackatGattenand,immediately
forgettinghim,wenton:

‘ThepresentperiodinBritainisnotoneofrevolution,norisit
oneofsocialistconstruction;itisaperiodofcontinuingstruggle
againstcapitalism.Atleast,thatiswhatitshouldbe,andcanbe
ifthePartyremainstruetoMarxandtoLenin.Wearelivingnot
inanewandprogressiveBritain,notinapeople’sBritain,notin
“our”Britain,butinamonopoly-capitalists’Britain,animperial-
ists’Britain,areactionaryandpro-fascistBritainwhichisdoing
itsdamnedesttodestroyeverydecentprogressivemovementall
overtheworld.Wearelivinginapro-fascistBritain,andunless
wewakeupfullytothisfactprettysoonwemayfindourselves
livinginapre-fascistBritain.’

Alansuspectedthathewasusingwordswhichmightcause
evenasympatheticlistenertothinkhewasoverstatinghiscase,
buthewasnotsurewhatwordshewasusing.Hisapprehensive-
nessaboutthepoliticalfuturewassostrongthathecouldn’tcon-
centrateonhismannerofexpressinghimself,thoughhevividly
knewwhatheneededtocommunicatetohiscomradeshere.
Hisvoicesoundedremotetohimashewentontotrytocon-
vincethemthatthecapitalistpowerswereonceagaingroup-
ingagainsttheSovietUnion,muchmoreunitedlythanbefore
thewar;andthattheworldfarfrombeing‘OneWorld’asthe
Partyleadership,adoptingaphraseusedbytheAmericanLib-
eralWendellWilkie,werestillproclaimingittobe,hadalready
startedheadingtowardswhatwouldbeitsmostappallingdisas-
teryet,unlesstheworkingclassintervenedintime–butinstead
ofrousingtheworkerstothedangerallthePartydidwasto
lullthembycomplacentlyparrotingaphrasecoinedduringa
quitedifferentsituationwhentheU.S.andtheU.S.S.R.werein
allianceagainstNazism.Alan’sfeelingssodominatedhimby
nowthathenotonlyceasedhearingthewordshewasusingbut
begantofindthatevenhissightofthehallandofhiscomrades
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planning his poem. By the time he had arrived home, and had
fetched his notebook from the bureau in the front sitting-room,
and had gone upstairs to Stephen’s room once more, the plan
had become sufficiently detailed for him to feel he could begin
to think about the wording of the opening sentence of the poem.

* * *

Ten days later, on a Sunday morning an hour and a quarter
after breakfast, he finished the poem. He was in Stephen’s room
again, and after finishing the poem he sat looking for a minute or
two out of the window at the small high cumulus clouds against a
strongly blue sky, postponing the necessity of reading through as
a whole what he had written and of judging its value. When he
did bring himself to read it through he was much happier about
it than he had expected: it was verbally and rhythmically alive,
which his unfinished poems during the past fifteen years had
mostly not been (had perhaps been afraid to be – as though he’d
felt that any vitality of style in them would have been a departure
from socialist realism). Admittedly the content of this present
poem was politically neutral, not only in the sense that it gave
no direct political message but also in the sense that, by ignoring
the causes of the pathological misery and fear which it faithfully
described, it failed even to be indirectly political. However, now
that he’d found a poetic form that was exciting to him in itself
he would be able to go on to write other poems which besides
being stylistically alive would be political in content, some of
them directly so, though perhaps many of them indirectly. There
was no danger that in future his occupying his free time with
writing would bring on a neurosis. His recent recovery, which
had begun from the moment when he’d finally stopped trying to
write for the Party, had been furthered by his writing this poem
about his illness and would be completed when he went on to
write poems that were indirectly or directly in support of the
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in it was becoming unsteady. The horror of the international
prospect came increasingly upon him, ousting his immediate sur-
roundings from the forefront of his consciousness, dissolving the
walls of the hall, placing him in the blackness of an outer world
where the crimes committed against humanity at Auschwitz and
at Hiroshima had been repeated on a huger scale. As he ended
his speech and sat down he vaguely knew that Maldwyn Pryce
had turned towards him and was about to say something, had
perhaps actually said something, but Alan was too disturbed to
pay attention to Pryce, who soon turned away to look towards
the platform again. And Alan paid little attention, either, to what
was said by the comrades who spoke to the meeting from now
on: he heard them only for so long as he remained in any doubt
about their attitude to Elsie; and one by one, some more down-
rightly than others, they came out against her.

The comrade who was least downright and who kept Alan
in doubt for longest was Pete Naylor. Alan had always felt a
special liking for him. A comrade keen on poetry, unhappy in his
job as a quantity surveyor, unassertive and habitually amiable,
his voice as now having a gentle burr in it – which Alan had
once described to Elsie as a ‘butter-burr’ and which reminded
them that he was the son of a Northumberland farmer – Pete
was obviously distressed at the general disapproval the Sebrills
were bringing down upon themselves, and he tried to mitigate it
by suggesting that their disagreement with Britain’s Way Forward
might turn out to be mainly about words; however, he eventu-
ally showed whose side he was on when he said that socialism
in Britain would have to be achieved by parliamentary means –
though he gave no reason for assuming so except the implied one
that any other means would be unthinkably unpleasant. Immedi-
ately after he had sat down, Annie Whiddett, as if outraged by his
mildness, stood up to make the most vehement and unqualified
attack that anyone had made on Elsie yet. Her big handsome
face heavy with indignation, she spoke much more impressively
even if less knowledgeably and less showily than her brother Bill.
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struggleagainstcapitalism.Thesoonerhewroteapoliticalpoem
thebetter.Hecouldbegintotrytoconceiveonethismorning.
Hestillhadanhourandahalfbeforelunch.

Therewasaknockonthefrontdoor.HeheardElsiegoto
openthedoorandthenheheardaman’svoice–slow,deep
andamiable–whichhesoonrecognizedasPeteNaylor’s.Pete,
whowasLiteratureSecretaryfortheBranch,stillcallednowand
againatAlanandElsie’shouse,usuallyonaSundaymorning,
bringingwithhimpamphletsandotheritemsofPartyliterature
someofwhichtheysometimesboughtfromhim.Oflatehehad
beencominglessoften–hislastvisitmusthavebeenmorethan
amonthago.Alantoldhimselfnottogivewaytoawishto
godownstairsandtalkwithPete:aninterruption,eveniffor
nomorethanfiveortenminutes,mightputanendtothepos-
sibilityofconceivinganewpoemthismorning.Nevertheless,
asthesoundofconversationbetweenPeteandElsiecontinued
steadilyfromdownstairs,AlanthoughtofPeteandnotofpoetry.
AmongalltheBranchmemberswithwhomtheyhadoncebeen
socloselyfriendly,Petewastheonlyonewhostillcametosee
them.Theothers,thoughnonehadbecomehostiletothem–
exceptpossiblytheWhiddetts–weregenuinelytoobusywith
Partyactivitiestobeabletosparethetimeforanon-political
friendlyvisit.Petehimself,itwastrue,wasostensiblydoing
PartyworkwhenhebroughtliteraturetoAlanandElsie,but
heknewquitewellthattheywereinterestedinreadingitonly
forthepurposeoffindingfurtherfaultwiththeParty’spolicies,
andtherecouldbenodoubtthathismainmotiveforcontinuing
tovisitthemwastheunpoliticallikinghefeltforthem.Alan
realized,ashesatlookingattheskywithouteventryingtothink
ofpoetry,howmuchhereciprocallylikedPete.Heknewthat
thisfeelingwaspartlyduetotheircommoninterestinpoetry
andalsoperhapstothesimilarityoftheirattitudestowardsthe
worktheydidforaliving–Petewhileaimingtobeefficientathis
jobasaquantitysurveyorpractisedatechniqueofdissociating
himselffromitinwardly–butwhatmostofallattractedAlan
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ShehadthepowerfulsincerityofanunwaveringPartyloyal-
istwhosawtheworldinblackandredandtowhompolitical
problemsappearedassimpleastoanaveragewomanTory–a
sinceritywhichcarriedallthegreaterweightbecause,though
shehadtolookafterawar-disabledhusbandbesidesgoingout
toworkeveryday,shewasuntiringlyactivefortheParty.Only
oneotherspeechdisheartenedAlanmorethanhers–SybilPol-
lock’s,whichwasthelastbeforeDannyScrivener,thechairman,
askedifElsiewantedtoreplytoanypointsthatcomradeshad
made.Sybilspokewithaquietseveritytowhichherfinely-
featuredface,inspiteofthesuggestionofvoluptuousnesscon-
veyedbyaslightplumpnessofthefleshbeneathherchin,gave
anaddedchilliness.Shehadtheprofileofafourteenth-century
Florentinearistocrat,frighteninglybeautiful,howdifferentfrom
herproletarian-lookinghusbandKen’s,thoughhewasthesonof
asolicitorwhileshewasthedaughterofanL.C.C.ambulance
driver.SheendedherspeechbysayingthatElsieSebrillshould
immediatelyresignfromtheBranchsecretaryship,andbyrepeat-
ingAlecMurrayfield’ssuggestion–thoughwithanemotionless
firmnesswhichmadeherseemfarmoreintimidatingthanAlec
hadeverseemed–thatnotonlytheBoroughbuttheDistricttoo
wouldhavetoconsiderwhetherfurtheractiontodealwiththe
Sebrillsmightnotbenecessary.

Elsie’sfinalspeechwasshort.Shesaidtherewasonepoint
shewouldliketoreplyto.ComradeKenPollockhadfoundfault
withherfornotmentioningwhatpracticalpolicyshewasin
favourof,butherreasonfornotmentioningithadbeenthat
inherviewMcNarney’smainerrorwastheoreticalratherthan
practical,andshehadwantedtoconcentrateonthismainerror.
However,shewouldstatebrieflynowtheshort-termpolicyshe
thoughtthePartyshouldputforward:cutthearmedforces;no
conscriptioneitherbylaworbyhunger;tradewithRussiaand
theNewDemocracies;slashprofits–cutprices;soaktherich.
Therewasnothinginhertoneofvoicetosuggestthattheatti-
tudeofthemeetinghaddiscouragedher,butAlanthoughthe
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to him was that Alan saw in their relationship a survival of the
unique kind of friendship which existed among Party members
and which he had been more unwilling to lose than almost any-
thing else when he had left the Party. Now, at the thought of
how many friends he and Elsie no longer had, he decided that in
spite of the risk of losing a poem which he might otherwise have
conceived before the end of the morning, he must go downstairs
and see Pete immediately.

Pete was standing near the front door and sideways to it,
talking with Elsie, and in the hall passage the children – who
also liked Pete – were interestedly listening to him. From the
top of the stairs Alan noticed that as usual he was wearing quite
different clothes from those he had appeared in when he had
last come here. At one time the interest he took in clothes – not
only his own but other people’s too, as he’d shown once again
a few weeks ago when he’d remarked that he admired the new
shoes he saw Elsie was wearing – had seemed to Alan to be not
quite proper for a Party member, but at present Alan’s attitude
to clothes, like his attitude to poetic form, was less puritanical
than it had been. From halfway down the stairs Alan called out
to Pete in a tone of greeting:

‘And what have you brought for us today?’
‘Just one or two of the usual,’ Pete answered, smiling warmly;

and from a brown canvas shopping bag that he had with him he
fetched out first several copies of World News and Views – small
and printed on thin paper – and next, almost with a flourish, one
copy of the large, handsome, and remarkably low-priced maga-
zine Soviet Literature. Alan took them and paid for them, saying,
‘Come in and sit down.’ Pete seemed very willing, though to
judge by the amount of literature remaining in his shopping bag
he still had to call at a number of other houses this morning. Elsie
said, ‘I hope you’ll forgive my retiring into the kitchen. I’m in the
middle of making a cake. Now that I’ve gone back to teaching I
have to put my weekends to good domestic use.’

The children went off into the back sitting-room, while Alan
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could see in her face a dazedness, an almost incredulous amaze-
ment at the inability of the comrades here to begin to understand
the simple theoretical point which she had so clearly and so
repetitively made this evening about the transition to socialism.
She did not try to answer any of the speakers other than Ken
Pollock. She said she agreed with Sybil Pollock’s demand that she
should resign from the Branch secretaryship, and she finished by
adding that she would give full and loyal support to her succes-
sor. It was good tactics for her to have added this, Alan felt, and
would help to mollify certain comrades who might be inclined
to question her right even to remain within the Party – though
how she could give support to a new Branch secretary whose
main immediate task would be pushing the sales of Britain’s Way
Forward wasn’t obvious to him.

There was still the possibility that the Chairman, who now
stood up, would not join in with the others against her. The fact
– rather unexpected at a Party meeting specially called to hear an
explanation from a comrade who had expressed strong disagree-
ment with the leadership – that Danny Scrivener had invited her
to reply to the attacks made on her speech was promising; and,
at worst, Danny in his summing-up could not totally reject an
explanation which he as a knowledgeable Marxist must know to
be based on elementary Marxist principles. But Danny did not
sum up; leaning forward for a moment with his knuckles on the
table in front of him and with his long thin arms rigid beneath
their brown tweed sleeves, he declared the meeting closed. A bit-
terness arose in Alan, such as the silence of two other comrades
who ought to have supported Elsie – Iris Murrayfield, the histo-
rian, and Les Gatten – would not have been sufficient to make
him feel. Iris had the excuse that to come out openly in opposi-
tion to her husband Alec, who had already spoken against Elsie,
would have been embarrassing, and Les might have the excuse
that though he had been aware months ago of the irreconcilabil-
ity of the leadership’s line with Lenin’s theory of the State he still
wasn’t entirely sure that the leadership was wrong; but Danny
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ledPeteintothefrontsitting-roomandaskedastheybothsat
down,‘HowarealltheBranchcomradesgettingon?’Healways
askedthiswhenPetecame,buttodayawistfulnessmayhave
madeitselfheardinthequestion.Petelookedathim,thensaid
withquietenthusiasm:

‘Oh,they’reallflourishing.’
‘BertAlldiss–what’shedoingnow?’
‘There’sastrikeonathisfactory.Iexpectyou’vereadabout

it.He’stakingaveryactivepartinthat.’
ThoughPete’stoneentirelyavoidedreproachingAlanfor

inactivity,AlandidnotaskhimanythingmoreaboutBert.
‘AndtheMurrayfields?’
‘IrisisstillBranchtreasurerandAlecisgoingaheadwiththe

specialpoliticalworkhe’sbeendoingamonguniversitygradu-
ates,’Petesaid.Alandetectedthathewasembarrassedabout
theMurrayfields,particularlyaboutAlec.Thismightindicate
thatAlechadbeenwithdrawingmoreandmorefromordinary
Partyactivities,outofdisillusionmentwiththeleadership,and
thathispoliticalworkamonggraduateshadbeentheexcusehe
hadgivenfornon-attendanceattheBranch.Alanwasverymuch
temptedtoquestionPetefurtheraboutAlec,butherefrainedfor
fearofbeingunabletodisguisethesatisfactionhewouldfeel
ifPetehadtoadmitthatAlecwasnolongercomingtoParty
meetings.Alanaskedinstead:

‘HaveyouheardanythingnewaboutMaldwynPryce?’
‘No.He’sstillverybusyintheeveningswiththisYouthClub

jobhe’sgotinSouthLondon.’Pete,thoughseemingtoimply
thatMaldwynwasnolongerveryactivepolitically,showedno
embarrassment,possiblybecausehefeltthatMaldwyn’shaving
todoapaidjobintheeveningswasamoredefensiblereason
thanAlec’sforgivingupordinaryPartyactivities.Peteadded:‘I
mustgoalongandseehimagainsoon,whenIgetafreeevening.’

Alanhadthewishtoaskifanythinghadbeenheardofwhat
GattenwasdoingnowinBirmingham;butdistasteatthethought
ofGattenquicklyovercamehiscuriosityandhedidn’tmention
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Scrivener,whomusthavefullyunderstoodandrecognizedthe
LeninistcorrectnessofElsie’sargument,couldonlyhavebeen
deterredfromsupportingherbyacowardlyreluctancetooppose
thePartyleadersnomatterhowunLeninisttheymightbecome.
However,Alanwouldforcehimtodeclarehimself.Now,imme-
diately,beforeScrivenercouldleavethehall.

AbouttogetupandwalktowardstheplatformAlanremem-
beredMaldwynPryceathissideandtoldhim:‘Ijustwantto
haveaquickwordwiththeChairman.’Comradeswerealready
movingoutfromtherowsofchairsintothegangwayasAlan
madehiswaytowardsthefrontofthehall.Thoughtheydid
notostentatiouslyaverttheireyesfromhim,theydidnotlookat
him.Thechillrealizationcametohimthatnownotonlywashe
atoddswiththePartyleadershipbuthadbecomeestrangedfrom
therank-and-filetoo.Withinafewyardsfromtheplatformhe
foundhimselffacingIrisMurrayfieldwho,however,didlookat
him,thoughexpressionlessly.Heblurtedouttoher:‘Youdidn’t
speakthisevening.ButsurelyyouatleastdidknowwhatElsie
wasgettingat.’Withameeknessofvoicewhichwashabitualto
herbutwhichwasill-suitedtoherwordsnow,sheanswered:‘I
thoughtshewassplittinghairs.Itwasanexerciseinscholasti-
cism.AndsheseemedtohaveforgottenthatMarxismisabove
allamethod–notabodyofunalterabledoctrine.’Alanhada
suddenvividunderstandingthatforherthequestionwhether
Lenin’sanalysisoftheeconomicandpoliticalforcesatworkin
themodernworldstillcorrespondedtorealityornotwasirrele-
vant,andthatshethoughthiswritings–andnodoubtMarx’s
writingstoo–shouldbevaluednotfortheconclusionsthey
embodiedbutforthe‘scientific’mannerinwhichtheconclusions
hadbeenreached.Hewouldprobablyhaveexpressedtoher
hiscontemptforthismisconceptionofMarxism,butbeforehe
couldsayanythingmoreDannyScrivenersteppeddownfrom
theplatformandapproachedthem.Alandidn’thavetoaskhim
whathehadthoughtofElsie’sspeech,becauseassoonasDanny
cameuptothemhesaidtoAlan–andhegavetheimpressionof
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him. Instead, remembering something he wanted to talk to Pete
about even more than about any of the Branch comrades, Alan
abruptly said:

‘Since you were last here I’ve started writing poetry again.’
‘That’s wonderful news.’ Pete was really glad, was not just

being amiable. And he was glad not only for Alan but – as he
made evident by what he said next – for the socialist movement
too. ‘I always believed you would do it. “One doesn’t help social-
ism by neglecting to use one’s best talents.” Can you remember
saying that?’

‘I’m not sure.’
‘It was in an article of yours I read during the war when I was

on board ship going to India.’
In spite of Pete’s gladness, and of the admiration which his

memorizing of that sentence from the article seemed to show,
Alan was for a moment hurt by the phrase ‘neglecting to use
one’s best talents’ with its reminder of the years he had wasted,
and he could not hold himself back from saying now:

‘The fact is that after I joined the Party in the ’thirties I found
poetry more difficult to write each year.’

He immediately regretted he’d said it. The last thing he want-
ed this morning was to begin a combative political argument of
the kind he had got into during more than one of Pete’s previ-
ous visits. Pete, as though equally eager to avoid an argument,
appeared at first to be going to make no comment on what Alan
had said, but then he very mildly objected:

‘I think you once told me that before you joined the Party you
hadn’t been able to write for some time, and that joining was
what made you able to start again.’

‘It helped me to start, but not to go on,’ Alan had to explain.
‘It gave me something to write about, but it increasingly hindered
me from writing.’

Pete put the best construction he could on this. ‘You mean
that your political work allowed you too little leisure?’ he asked
sympathetically.
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having come up to them especially in order to say it – ‘I do feel
rather concerned about Elsie. I’m afraid if she goes on like this
she will be running the risk of a mental breakdown.’

Danny’s solicitude seemed absolutely genuine. Alan was too
astounded to protest against what he’d said. Danny, who knew
more about Marxism than any other comrade here and who
ought not to have had a moment’s difficulty in grasping the main
point Elsie had repeatedly made, had apparently found even less
sense in her speech than the others had. Alan stared at him,
and as he stared became aware that Ken Pollock had come up
from behind Danny to stand at the side of Iris Murrayfield. Ken’s
face was solemn. Through his thick glasses his magnified brown-
green eyes began to watch Alan with a cold calmness which,
like the tone of Sybil Pollock’s voice when she had suggested in
her speech that not only the Borough but the District too would
have to consider whether further action to deal with the Sebrills
might not be necessary, seemed to arise from a total confidence
in the unhurrying processes of Party discipline. Ken had no need
to become excited. But agitation got the better of Alan, who
uncontrollably said to him: ‘So this is the Party I have given
sixteen years of my life to. It’s no longer Marxist – it’s reformist.
This is the Party I have sacrificed my career to.’

What had lured him to use such a word? He had by implica-
tion accused himself, falsely, of careerism, had presented himself
in just the light that the Party leaders would want the rank-and-
file to see him in. Ken Pollock, however, surprisingly did not take
advantage of his self-condemnation, but said:

‘I could say that I have sacrificed my career to the Party too.
There’s nothing unusual about that.’

Alan suddenly knew what he had really meant when he had
used the damaging word. He had wanted to say that he had
sacrificed poetry to the Party; but he had preferred to be thought
a careerist rather than expose his tenderest ambition to the pos-
sible ridicule of Ken Pollock.

He abruptly turned and walked away from Ken and Iris and
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‘Partlythat,thoughtobefairImustadmitthattheDistrict
Committeeraisednoobjectionsinthe’thirtieswhenIletthem
knowIwouldliketohavethreeeveningsineachweekofffor
writing.’Alanwishedhecouldchangethesubject,butunless
hefinishedthissentencehewasinthemiddleofhewouldbe
invitingPetetoaskhimtoexplainhimselffurther,soheadded:
‘Andpartlyalso,asfascismadvancedandwarseemedmoreand
moreinevitable,Iwashinderedbybecominglessandlessableto
believethatpoetrymattered.’AtthispointAlanrealizedthathis
desiretoavoidbeingprovocativehadledhimintodoinghimself
aninjustice,andhewenton:‘Buteventhewaritselfmightn’t
havestoppedmeiftheParty’sownattitudetopoetryhadbeen
different.’

Petewassurprised:
‘SurelythePartyhasalwaysrecognizedtheimportanceof

poets–muchmorethanotherpartieshave.’Withasmilehe
added:‘Andwhatotherpoliticalleaderquotespoetryasoften
asourJimmyMcNarneydoes?’Pete’suseoftheword‘our’sug-
gestedhehadforgottenforamomentthatAlanhadlefttheParty.

‘Yes,’Alansaid,smilingalso,‘eventhoughMcNarneyalways
quotesthesamepoetsandthesamepassages–Shelley,Byron,
Morris,“Riselikelionsafterslumber”,“Yet,Freedom,yetthy
bannertornbutflying/Streamslikeathunder-stormagainst
thewind,”and“Whatisthis,thesoundandrumour?...’Tisthe
peoplemarchingon.”’

‘Butthosearegoodpoems,’Peteprotestedunindignantly,
thoughhewasnolongersmiling.

‘Yes,ofcoursetheyare,’Alanwillinglyagreed.Neverthe-
lesshecouldn’trefrainfromgoingontosay,‘ButIsuspectthat
McNarney,andmanyotherPartymemberstoo,wouldbeinclined
toregardanypoemasgoodifitexpressedsentimentswhichthey
couldfullyapproveof,andanypoemasbadifitdidn’t.’

‘Idon’tthinkyou’rebeingquitefairthere,Alan.’Petespoke
withfriendlyreasonableness.‘Youmustadmitthatduringthe
PopularFrontperiodinthe’thirtiesthePartygaveencourage-
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Danny.HewassurprisedtoseeElsiestandingaheadofhim,
nearthebackofthehall.ShewasarguingwithBillWhiddett,
notatallheatedlyitseemed.AsAlancameuptothemheheard
enoughofwhatshewassayingtoguessthatshewastryingto
makeBilladmithowunjustifiedhehadbeeninaccusingherof
Trotskyism.Alanwastoodespondenttowanttotakepartinthe
argument,oreventostandandlistentoit.Hemovedonpast
them.Shedidn’tneedhissupportanyway,asBillwasalready
showingsignsofbeingmuchlesshostiletowardsherthanwhen
hehadspokentothemeeting.Alan,comingtoastopnearthe
lastrowofchairs,allatoncefoundhimselffacingMaldwynPryce
whomhehadcompletelyforgottensinceleavinghiminorder
tospeaktoDannyScrivener.Prycehadputonhistrouser-clips
readyforcyclingandseemedtobeonthepointofwalkingout
ofthehall.HegaveAlanalookofunderstanding,andsaid:

‘TheBritishworking-classmovementneverhasbeenvery
strongontheory.’

Thisgeneralization,socalmlyandsosympatheticallyspoken,
wasconsolingtoAlan.Maldwyn,alreadyturningtobegintogo
towardsthedoorsatthebackofthehall,addedalittlehesitantly:

‘IsupposethenewSecretarywillnotifymeofthenextBranch
meeting.’

Alanfeltcompunctionathavingalmostentirelyignored
Maldwyneversincetheyhadarrivedinthehall.

‘Oh,ofcoursewe’llmakesureyou’renotified,’Alansaid.‘And
Ihopeyou’llcometoseeusatourhouseagain,often.’

‘Ihopeso.’
Maldwynsincerelymeantit.Histurningaway,withabrief

‘cheerio’,toleavethehallnowdidnotindicatethathewished
toseparatehimselfquicklyfromtwoPartymemberswhomhe’d
discoveredtobeatoddswiththeParty,butwasdue,Alanfelt
sure,toaconsiderateawarenessthatAlanandElsiemustwant
totalkwitheachotheraloneassoonaspossibleaboutwhathad
happenedatthemeetingthisevening.

WhenElsiefinishedarguingwithBillWhiddett,whichshe
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ment to a number of writers whose work was by no means wholly
socialist in tendency.’

Alan resisted a temptation to say, ‘And sometimes the Party
proclaimed a writer to be great not because it admired his actual
writings but simply because he had made a politically progressive
speech at a public meeting.’

Pete continued: ‘I think the Party has the same literary prin-
ciples as Marx and Engels – who for instance valued Balzac very
highly because of his realistic descriptions of bourgeois society,
even though he was politically a royalist.’

‘All right, I’ll admit that the Party does recognize merit in writ-
ings which aren’t communist, provided they can be regarded as
progressive in some way, but the point I really meant to make
was that their literary quality matters much less to the Party than
their political quality.’

Alan was beginning to feel he didn’t care if he did get into
a discussion with Pete, so long as it was mainly about literature
and so long as it remained friendly.

‘I wouldn’t agree that the Party isn’t interested in literary
quality, if that’s what you’re suggesting,’ Pete said with gentle
decisiveness. ‘Writers in the Soviet Union are constantly being
urged to improve their craftsmanship.’

Alan, repressing an impulse to exclaim ‘It certainly needs
improving,’ said with a careful avoidance of any direct reference
to the Soviet Union:

‘The question is whether real poetry can ever be produced
when the poet’s first aim is to make a political statement rather
than to create a poem.’

‘A poet whose first aim is to create a poem could soon arrive
at something very like art for art’s sake, don’t you think?’ Pete
had no difficulty in keeping his tone mild.

‘He could, if the poem were his only aim,’ Alan said. ‘How-
ever, I’m assuming he’s a communist for whom the political strug-
gle is the most important thing in the world, and who wants his
poems to serve it, but who realizes that the political message in
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soon did, and came to join Alan, he said to her:
‘Not one of them really knew what your speech was about.’
‘No, not one of them. I still can’t get used to what happened.

I was flabbergasted. Only Bert Alldiss seemed to come anywhere
near understanding us.’

‘Danny Scrivener has just said to me he’s afraid if you go on
like this you’ll have a mental breakdown. He meant it kindly, not
spitefully. How can he, of all people, have forgotten what Marx
and Lenin wrote about the transition to socialism?’

‘Perhaps we are mad,’ Elsie said, ‘or at any rate, just a bit
simple. And perhaps all the others are merely showing common-
sense and reasonableness.’

They came to the nearest of the two darkly-varnished sham-
medieval arched doors that led out of the hall. It had for an
instant an insane, hallucinatory look, as though it couldn’t really
belong to a hall in which communists had held a meeting.

‘We’re not mad,’ Alan said, as she opened the door and he
followed her outside into the darker open air. ‘It’s we who are
being reasonable, and Marxist.’

‘I know we are.’
They went down the passage between the hall and the chapel

to get their bicycles. Elsie didn’t ask where Maldwyn Pryce was
and had evidently forgotten all about him. She added:

‘What I don’t know is how I can carry out my offer to give full
and loyal support to my successor as Branch Secretary.’

‘You obviously can’t, without withdrawing your refusal to sell
Britain’s Way Forward. I’m afraid the whole prospect of our
going on with day-to-day Party work gives me a feeling of utter
revulsion. But we must go on. There are still some activities
we can take part in which won’t be tainted with McNarneyism
– the housing campaign, for instance, and we can recruit new
members for the British-Soviet Friendship Society.’

‘Yes, but also we mustn’t give up trying to persuade comrades
in the Branch that the Party needs to be brought back to Lenin-
ism. We should regard this as our most important Party activity

89



them–unlesstheyaretobetripeandofnohelptothestruggle
–mustserveandbesecondarytothepoetry.’

Petelookedunconvinced,hadaslightsmilewhichsuggested
hethoughtAlanwasbeingoversubtle.Alanbecamealittlemore
assertive:

‘AndofcourseIbelievethataMarxist-LeninistPartymustaim
atinfluencingpoetstowritepoemsinsupportofthestrugglefor
socialism–providedthePartyneverforgetsthatgoodpoetry
cannotbeobtainedbycompulsion.’Pete,perhapssuspectingan
impliedaccusationhereagainsttheSovietParty,seemedabout
tomakeanobjection,butAlanquicklycontinued:‘Ibelievethat
poetryisnecessarytothestruggle,andalsothatsupportingthe
struggleisnecessarytothepoetifheistoproducethebestpoetry
heiscapableof.’

Pete,obviouslyquitesurethatwhatAlanwassayingatthis
pointwaswrong,objectednow:

‘Idon’tseehowapoet’sbeingpoliticallyprogressivecan
improvethepoeticqualityofhiswriting.’

Pete’stonewaswhollyunaggressive,butAlanwassharply
irritatedbythiscommentwhichseemedastupidechoofthe
bourgeoisnotion,increasinglyinvoguesincethenaughty’nine-
ties,thatartcanhavenothingtodowithmorality.Alansaid,
‘Thegreatpoemsoftheworldaregreatnotsolelybecauseofthe
technicalskillwithwhichtheyhavebeenwritten–eventhough
skillisthefirstessentialinpoetry–butalsobecauseofthedepth
andsubtletyandscopeoftheemotionaltruthstheytellusabout
theworld.’

‘WhenIsaid“poeticquality”Imeantwhatyou’recalling
“technicalskill”.OfcourseIwouldagreethatapoemmustbe
judgedonethicalandpoliticalgroundsaswellasonaesthetic
grounds.’ButPete’sfaceclearlyshowedtherewassomethinghe
stilldidnotagreewithinwhatAlanhadsaid.Beforehecould
wordhisdisagreement,however,Alancontinued:

‘Whatyouseemtobesayingisthattheemotionalcontentof
apoemcanbecondemnedorpraisedonmoralgroundsbutthat
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ofall.’
Theywerewheelingtheirbicyclesoutfromthepassage.They

glancedtowardstheentrancedoorsofthehall,expectingtosee
othercomradesleaving,buttheysawnoone.Someofthecom-
radeswouldhaveleftalready,butmanymuststillbeinthehall,
talking,holdinganinformalmeetingaftertheformalmeeting,
andAlancouldguesswhattheymustbetalkingabout.Hisguess
didnotworryhimforlong.AsheandElsiebroughttheirbicy-
clesoutontotheroadhethoughtofhowmuchmoreleisure
hewouldhaveintheeveningsfromnowon.Hefeltarelief
whichonlybrieflyhadsomethingofguiltinit,andhequickly
justifieditbyassuringhimselfthathisbecomingfreerinfuture
fromordinarypoliticalactivitieswouldenablehimtogivemore
timetotheworkhewasbynaturebestfittedtodofortheParty
–thewritingofpoetry.Andrememberingthepoemhehadcon-
ceivedlastnight,whichwouldreaffirmthedesirablenessofthe
lifeinandforthePartybydwellingmainlyonthefuturevictory
ofcommunismthatonlythePartycouldbringabout,herealized
thatitsthemehadbeenmadeevenmoreappropriatebywhat
hadhappenedatthemeetingthisevening.

Elsiewasridingaheadofhimandtheyhadalreadygonefifty
yardsalongtheroadwhenhenoticedthattherearlampofher
bicyclehadnotbeenswitchedon.Hecalledouttotellher.She
foundshehadnotswitchedonherfrontlampeither.Onlyafter
shehaddismountedfromherbicycleandhadswitchedonboth
lampswasheawarethathetoohadbeenridingwithoutlights.
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it in no way affects the quality of the poem as a poem.’ Alan gave
Pete no time to deny or admit this. ‘Whereas I think that the
content of a poem is just as much a part of the poem as the form
is.’ Alan knew his voice was beginning to sound vigorous and
he tried to make it gentler. ‘I think that a poem praising Hitler’s
treatment of the Jews, for instance, would not only be morally
and politically evil but – no matter how skilfully it might be writ-
ten – it would be poetically bad also. And’ – here the vigour got
the better of Alan’s effort to control it – ‘the more skilfully such a
poem was written the worse, the more meretricious, it would be
poetically.’

Agreement alternated with disagreement in Pete’s look as he
listened, but he seemed unsure which to come out with first, and
Alan was able to go on:

‘Poetry is not just something the poet adds as a sort of dec-
oration to a political or moral statement that he wants to make.
Poetry deals with life directly and in its own specific way; it has
its own language and laws and its own kind of truth which is not
the same as political or moral truth.’

‘I should have thought there was only one kind of truth,’ Pete
said, unsardonically.

‘Oh, what kind?’
Alan couldn’t prevent the tone of his question from being a

little truculent.
‘Well, if you want me to qualify it,’ Pete said, ‘I’ll call it scien-

tific truth – using “scientific” in the broadest sense.’
‘Don’t you think that our emotional attitudes to the world, as

well as our scientific theorizings, can be true or false?’
‘Yes, but only in the sense that they can be either genuinely

felt or deceitfully simulated.’
Pete came out with this so readily that Alan was taken aback

for a moment, before saying:
‘They can also be true or false in the sense of corresponding

or not corresponding to external reality.’ All at once Pete, sitting
calmly in the armchair opposite to Alan, appeared to him to be
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On the last morning of the summer holidays it became clear to
Alan that the poem he had first thought of nearly a year ago
now during the night before the Borough meeting, but had been
unable to write satisfactorily in spite of all his attempts since
then, could never be any good, and that he must try to think
of a new one. He had just finished helping Elsie wash up the
breakfast things and had come upstairs to sit alone here in their
bedroom where he would have quiet for writing. He did not
feel despondent. An optimism which had been created in him by
happenings outside his poetry helped him to be confident that
his next poem would not be a failure. At the beginning of August
the Party periodical World News and Views had published – and
no doubt the time of publication had been chosen just because
many comrades would be on holiday then and wouldn’t get their
usual Party literature – a letter sent four months before by the
Political Committee of the Communist Party of Australia criticiz-
ing the British Executive on the grounds that its whole line was
a revision of Marxism-Leninism. Alan had duplicated this letter
(though not the lengthy and trickily evasive reply to it from the
Executive which World News and Views had also printed) and he
and Elsie had distributed a copy of it to every member of the
Branch, with the result that two members – Bert Alldiss and Les
Gatten – were already saying that the Sebrills had been right all
along in their objections to the Party’s recent policy. And Elsie
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whollydifferent,evenphysically,fromtheamiableandgood-
lookingpersonhereallywas,andtobetheuglyembodiment
ofallthoseideasinthePartywhichwereharmfultoartistic
creativity.Alanhardlytriedtokeepanangryimpatienceout
ofhisvoiceasheadded:‘WhyisitthatsomanyPartymembers
adoptthefashionablehabitofusingtheword“scientific”tomean
“true”andtheword“emotional”tomean“false”?Idon’tknow
wheretheideaoriginatesfromthatemotionscan’tcorrespondto
anythingintheobjectiveworld,butitcertainlyisn’ttobefound
inLenin,whosaidthattheyreflectreality.’

‘Wheredidhesaythat?’Peteseemedtotrytoavoidsounding
asifhedoubtedAlan’sword.

‘InhisMaterialismandEmpirio-Criticism.’
‘Didhemention“emotionaltruth”?’
‘NotthatIremember,’Alanhadtoadmit.‘Butifemotions

reflectrealitytheycansurelyreflectitwithagreaterorless
degreeoftruth–orofdistortion.’AwarenessthatPeteremained
ascalmlyunconvincedasevermadeAlanevenlesscalmthan
before.Hecouldnotsuppressanoteoffanaticisminhisvoiceas
hewenton:‘Theconceptofemotionaltruthseemstomeofthe
utmostimportance.Ifwerejectitwe’vegotnoanswertothose
modernbourgeoiscriticswhosaythatpoetry–andartingeneral
–oughtnotevertoberegardedasbeingaboutanythingatall.’

‘Iseewhatyoumean.’ItwasevidentthatPetewouldhave
likednottodisagreewithAlan,wouldhavelikedtoavoidpro-
vokinghim.Yetinspiteofhimselfhehadtoadd:‘ButIcan’t
helpthinkingthatthis“emotionaltruth”ofyourssavoursjusta
littleofmysticismormetaphysics.Doesn’titsuggestanaffinity
withwhatreligiousbelieversspeakofas“spiritualtruth”?’

‘Notintheleast,’Alansaidsharply.‘Spiritualtruthso-called
doesnotcorrespondtoobjectivereality,butemotionaltruthis
justasmuchabouttherealworldasscientifictruthis,onlyina
differentway.’

‘Justasmuch?’Pete’sslightsmileseemedtosaythatthough
hefoundAlansclaimpreposteroushedidnotwanttopressthe
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hadwrittentotheAustraliansandhadreceivedfromthema
weekagoaparcelcontainingtwelvecopiesoftheSeptember
issueoftheAustralianCommunistReviewinwhichwereprinted
notonlytheletterfromthePoliticalCommitteeandtheBritish
Executive’sreplytoitbutalsoanoverwhelminglyconvincing
replytothatreply.Duringthepastsixdaysheandshehad
beenbusytakingroundcopiesofthisCommunistReviewtocom-
radeswhotheythoughtwouldbemostlikelytomakegooduse
ofthem.Buthemustnotlettheexcitementofbeingfreedat
lastfrompoliticalisolationpreventhimfromcontinuingtotry
towritepoetry.Onlyifhesucceededinwritingitwouldhebe
givingwhathefelttobethebestofhimselftotheParty.Hemust
stopstaringoutofthewindowatthegablesandchimneycowls
ofthehousesacrossthestreet,asthoughthisbedroomwerea
detentioncellfromwhichhelongedtoescapeintotheexternal
worldofpoliticalaction.Hemuststarttryingtothinkofanew
poemimmediately.Oratleasthemuststartnotlaterthanten
minutesfromnow.Andduringthoseminuteshewoulddowell
tomakesureheunderstoodexactlywhathadbeenwrongwith
thepoemhewasabandoning,becauseotherwisetherecouldbe
adangerthatitsfaultsmightberepeatedinthenewone.His
intendingittoconveyapoliticalmessagehadcertainlynotbeen
wrong.Whatothermotivecouldhejustifiablyhaveforwanting
towriteapoem?If,inthisageofAuschwitzandHiroshimaand
ofthestillgreaterhorrorsimperialismwaspreparingtoinflict
ontheworld,hewantedtowritepoetryforitsownsake,or
forhisownsake,orinthecontemptibleandridiculoushopeof
makinghimselffamous,orforanypurposeexcepttosupportthe
struggleagainstimperialism–thenhewaslittlebetterthanthose
bandsmenwhowhennewbatchesofvictimswerebroughttothe
Naziexterminationcampswelcomedthemwithclassicalmusic
inordertolulltheirfearsandtokeepthemdocile.Andsince
theParty,inspiteofhavinglapsedtemporarilyfromMarxism-
Leninism,wastheonlyorganizationwhichcouldeventuallylead
thestrugglethroughtosuccess,hispoemhadnotbeenwrong
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argument any further. However he couldn’t quite bring himself
to leave the last word with Alan, who after all had been criti-
cizing the Party even if only for its attitude to poetry. ‘Can you
give an example from an actual poem’ – something rather like
slyness came into his voice – ‘of what you would regard as an
emotionally true statement?’

For more than an instant Alan could not think of an example,
and the one that did at last randomly enter his mind seemed a
little ridiculous to him.

‘ “Cowards die many times before their deaths,” ’ he said. ‘Sci-
entifically that’s false.’

‘It certainly is,’ Pete firmly agreed. Then he may have sus-
pected Alan of laying a trap for him. ‘Or at least, it’s false if you
take it literally. Of course, it could be paraphrased as “Cowards
experience in imagination many times before their actual deaths
all the horrors of dying.” That would be a perfectly rational state-
ment.’

‘Yes but it would have lost its point,’ Alan said eagerly; ‘it
would have lost the emotional force that Shakespeare’s use of
the word “die” gives it. It would no longer be poetically true.’

‘ “Poetically true”,’ Pete said with a not quite genuinely inno-
cent puzzlement, ‘do you mean the same thing by that as by
“emotionally true”?’

‘Poetic truth – and artistic truth in general – is emotional truth
communicated in a specially skilled way.’ Alan’s right arm made a
movement of exasperation and he brought his hand down almost
with a slap on the copy of Soviet Literature which he’d bought
from Pete this morning and which he’d laid on the arm of the
chair when he’d sat down here. He wasn’t able to stop himself
from adding: ‘And artistic truth is just what has been missing
from most of the stories and poems and reproductions of paint-
ings I’ve come across in past numbers of this magazine.’

Alan soon realized that for the first time this morning he had
said something now which came near to making Pete feel seri-
ously antagonistic towards him.
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to aim at celebrating the life in and for the Party as the finest
life. But he had a suspicion that there was something inadequate
about the vision of worldwide future victory which the poem
would have offered as an encouragement against the frustrations
to be met with in the Party life at present.

He could not at first give precision to this suspicion. He stood
up from the armchair in which he had been sitting, and he put
down on the end of the bed the notebook he had been holding,
and he began to move about the room in the hope of acceler-
ating his thinking. He came close to the window beyond the
dressing-table and he stopped moving for a while. Gulls were
in the London sky above the chimney cowls; scavengers. They
reminded him of a phrase describing them which had pleased
him poetically when he had found it recently in a natural his-
tory book: ‘ecological homologues of the medieval kites’. They
reminded him also of the fortnight at the seaside he had had with
Elsie and the children this August. Glimpsing in his mind now
the village where they had stayed – a village whose cottage post-
office with pierced barge boards and whose small pebbly bay had
made it strangely resemble the one where almost seventeen years
before he had gone to live the poetic life at his friend Richard’s
invitation – he suddenly knew what would have been wrong with
the vision of victory in the poem he was abandoning. It would
have been a negative vision, would have shown the absence of
war and of imperialism but not the life that could be lived after
the victory. However, before he turned away from the window
to pick up his notebook from the bed and to go back to his chair,
he remembered that there was something much worse about his
poem than its vision of the future. Every beginning of it he had
made in his notebook – and during the months since the Borough
meeting he had made at least a dozen different beginnings – had
been totally lifeless as poetry. The words he had written down
had had no colour except as pale blue ink marks on the paper,
had been virtually invisible, had been toneless, had been words
that had long ago shouted themselves dumb in the newspapers.
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‘TheaimofSovietwritersistodepictlife,’Petesaidgravely;
‘anddepictinglifeistheproperfunctionofallartthatdeserves
thename.’

Alan,muchashewouldhavelikedtotrytoplacatePete,
couldn’tletthislastassertiongounquestioned.

‘Ifthat’sso,howdoesartdifferfrom–forinstance–sociol-
ogy?’

‘Artdoesn’tnecessarilydescribeactuallyexistingindividuals
orplaces.Itcreatestypeswhicharegeneralizationsbasedon
actuality,andwhichatthesametimeareuniqueinthemselves.’

‘Sociologyalsocangeneralizeaboutactualities,’Alansaid
temperately.

Petestaredathim,thenasked:
‘Areyouopposedtorealisminart?’
Pete’stonewasalmostasifhewasasking‘Areyouopposed

tocommunism?’
‘No,I’minfavourofit,’Alansaid.‘Butthepointisthatno

matterhowrealisticaworkofartmaybeitsmainpurposeis
toevokefeelings,anditsdepictingoflifeisonlyameansto
thisend.’InspiteoftheriskofdeepeningPete’santagonism
Alanwentonwithexcitement:‘Thecommunicationofemotional
truthistheoneessentialthingwhichallgoodimaginativeliter-
ature,fromHomertoLewisCarroll,hasincommon;andthe
weaknessofsomuchofthewritingthatispublishedinthis’–
AlanbrieflyliftedupthecopyofSovietLiteraturefromthechair-
armbesidehim–‘isthatitsprimeaimseemstobetoputovera
politicalmessage.Itmaycommunicatepoliticaltruth,butartis-
ticallyitistoooftenfalse.’

‘Doyouthink,’Peteaskedinacontrolledvoice,‘thatrecent
writinginthenon-socialistcountriesisonthewholemoretrue
artistically?’

‘NoIdon’t,’Alanwasquicktosay.‘AndIfarpreferthesort
ofartisticuntruthonefindsineventhemostartisticallylifeless
socialist-realistattemptatdepictinglifetothesortonefindsin
eventhemostartisticallyskilfulworkofsomebourgeoiswriters
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Hisnextpoem,whichheoughtn’tanylongertodelaystarting
tothinkofnow,mustaimatconveyingitspoliticalmessagein
non-political,oratanyratenon-newspaper,words.

Sittinginthearmchairagainheopenedhisnotebook.Per-
hapshewouldbehelpedtoconcentrateonthinkingofanew
poemifhewrotedownanyideas,howeverunpromising,that
cameintohisheadaboutit.Hewasturningoverthepagesof
thenotebookwhenhecaughtsightofanuncompletedpoemin
whichboththewordsandthethemewerenon-political.Itwas
oneofsevenoreightfragmentsofvaryinglengthsthat,during
eveningsofthesummerterm,hehadwrittenasanexerciseand
inthehopeofrevivinghispoeticinventiveness.Hehadnot
botheredabouttheircontent,hadwrittenthemquicklyandwith
aslittleforethoughtaspossible,hadaimedmainlyatmaking
themlessunlikepoetrythanthemanycancelledbeginningsof
hispoliticalpoemhadbeen.Probablyhehadhalf-hopedthey
mightprovidesomecluethatwouldleadhimtodiscoverhow
apoliticalpoemcouldbemadetocomealiveaspoetry.They
hadnotprovidedaclue.Neverthelesshewouldn’tbewasting
histimeifherereadthemnow,heassuredhimself,becausethey
toocouldremindhimofcertainfaultshemustatallcostsavoid
inhisnextpoem.

Whatcausedthefirstofthesefragments,whichhehadpro-
ducedduringthefreeeveningofaworkingMondayinLondon
afteraSundayintheKentishcountrysidearoundTrottiscliffe,to
besorepulsive?Perhaps,almostasmuchasanythingelse,its
diffidenceaboutbeinginverse,adiffidencemadeevidentboth
byitsflatlyprosaicrhythmandbyhishavingwrittenitdown
intheformnotofversebutofprose,withverticaldashesto
indicatetheendsoflines.

Buriedintirednessasinalongbarrow|whosemoundsur-
roundedbyfallenragstones|hassufferedtheattritionoffour
thousandyears|thelocalvicarcameandcollectedmybones|
forshowinastonecoffinundertheporch|ofthevillagechurch.
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– I mean those whose secondary aim is to persuade us that the
vileness of capitalist society is part of an unchangeable “human
condition”, as they call it.’

Pete was evidently not appeased. He said, ‘I think that most of
the work published in Soviet Literature is of a very high standard
indeed.’

‘I ought to make clear,’ Alan said, in a further attempt to be
conciliatory, ‘that I’m criticizing Soviet writing only as it is in the
immediate present. Some first rate work was done in the years
soon after the Revolution, and I don’t doubt there will eventually
be Soviet poems and novels which will be greater than any the
bourgeois world has been capable of.’

‘I think they’re already greater,’ Pete said with a quiet firmness
which did not conceal that he was deeply aroused. But Alan
couldn’t bring himself to retreat any further:

‘Perhaps the word “great” shouldn’t be used of bourgeois or
Soviet writing at present. Compared with the bourgeois classics
they both, in their opposite ways, seem unimpressive.’

‘There’s a very real sense in which Soviet literature today can
be said to be greater than classical bourgeois literature,’ Pete
asserted tenaciously.

‘What! You think that in the Soviet Union now there are bet-
ter writers than Tolstoy?’

‘I mean Soviet writing as a whole is on a higher level than
bourgeois writing was in the time of Tolstoy – or at any other
time.’

The fantastic opinion was given unexcitably, with the stub-
bornest certainty. Alan was amazed temporarily into dumbness.
Pete went on:

‘Soviet writing is superior to bourgeois writing because it is
the product of a more advanced stage of social and economic
development.’

‘You might as well say that the literature of modern Greece is
for the same reason superior to the Greek classics.’
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No, there were unpleasanter faults in this than diffidence –
its copycat modish lack of punctuation and its decadent slovenly
syntax, for instance. But its content was even more objection-
able than its style and revealed a quite sinister inclination on his
part towards adopting the attitude of those once pro-communist
intellectuals who, although they had never become active accom-
plices of imperialism, had allowed their disillusioning experience
of politics to lead them into a philosophic despair or into the
acceptance of some kind of religion not excluding pre-Christian
magic or even Anglicanism.

The next of these exercises was as obviously uneasy as the
first about being in verse, though it showed its uneasiness not by
trying to resemble prose but by using a verse rhythm that was
assertively doggerel-like. This exercise self-contradictorily began
by asking why he couldn’t write, and then – after two lines which
appealed for help to ‘mania’ as ‘the only unequivocal liberator’
and after another two which were surrealistically unintelligible –
went on to indulge without disguise in the sheerest reactionary
pessimism.

Who in the world can I wish to address
Except the dead and men in the mass
And both are as far out of my reach
As a day of summer on childhood’s beach.

No wonder that when writing these lines he had become
aware at this point how blatantly uncommunist they were and in
the quatrain that followed them he had changed the first person
to the second in order to suggest that the sentiments expressed
were not his own but were those of some bourgeois tempter.

Why be intelligible if there’s no one cares
Better go smug and rest on your oars
Smile with despair like Lermontov’s hero
And live for your meals and your comfortable Norah
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Peteeitherdidn’ttakeinthisobjectionorhefoundittoo
frivoloustorefute.

‘Sovietwritingexpressestheexperiencesandaspirationsofa
highertypeofhumanbeingthanhasexistedintheworldbefore.
Andsinceitdealsinastraightforwardstylewiththingswhich
interestordinaryworkingpeopleitisreadandlovedbymillions,
asbourgeoiswritingneverwas.’

Alandidnottrytostophimselffromsaying,withacrude
grin,‘Soyouthinkthequalityofabookistobejudgedbythe
numberofitsreaders?Thatseemsratheraquantity-surveyor’s
wayoflookingatliterature.’

Thenheconvertedthegrinintoaninnocuous-sounding
laugh,lessinordertotakeawaythestingofhisremarkthan
topreventPetefromresentingit.ButPetewastoosureofbeing
intherighttobeoffended.HegrinnedbackatAlan,notasif
admittingthatAlanhadscoredapointbutasifacknowledg-
ingthatajokehadbeenmade–ajokewhichbroughtserious
discussiontoanendforthepresent.

‘It’stimeIsetoutonmyroundsagain,’Petesaid,takinghis
canvasbagbyitshandlesandgettingupfromthearmchair.‘But
I’djustliketosaygoodbyetoElsiefirst.’

Alan’sfeelingofhavinghadthebetteroftheirargumentwas
suddenlyremovedashewatchedPetegooutoftheroomand
turnthecornerintothepassagetowardsthekitchen.Couldsuch
anunshakeableconfidenceasPete’sbetotallymistaken?Perhaps
afterallhewasrightinthinkingSovietliteraturesuperiorto
bourgeoisliterature.Artisticallyitmightbeinferior,butatthis
periodofhistorywhenimperialismwasthreateningtheworld
withgenocidesurelythesortofwritingwhichexpressedbelief
insocialandscientificprogresswaspreferablenotonlytothe
recentbourgeoissortwhichshowedmanasahelplesswormbut
eventothegreatesttragicmasterpiecesofthepast?Andwasn’t
Sovietwriting,withallitsfaults,infinitelysuperiorartistically
aswellaspoliticallytothosepoemsofAlan’swhosequalityhe’d
caredsoexcessivelyaboutthatthey’dnevercomeintoexistence
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SohehadevenstoopedtoimplyingherethatElsie–‘Norah’
beingthepseudonymforherwhichhadbeendictatedtohimby
hisneedofawordthatwouldgivebothaconsonantalrhyme
with‘hero’andavowelrhymewith‘oars’–wasanapolitical
philistinewhowouldbequitecontenttolivealifeofmere
domesticityforhissake.However,inthefinalquatrainofthis
exercisehedidconsiderthepossibilitythathemightafterallbe
abletowriteapro-communistpoem–

CouldIuseametrelikethis
IfIwerewritingoftheluresandlies
Oftheterribledwarfsinthehighplaces
Whoarebeckoningusontothelastcrisis?

–thoughthetrivializingdoggerelrhymeattheendsuggesteda
negativeanswertothequestion.Butneitherthisexercisenorthe
oneaboutthelongbarrownearTrottiscliffewasaspernicious
astheonehebegantoreadnext.Thefirsttwoexerciseshad
beenonlyhalfseriousinthefeelingstheyexpressed,hadbeen
tryingonattitudeslikeclotheswhichhedidn’treallyintendto
buy:therehadbeenakindofsicklyplayfulnessinthatline
aboutthecollectingofhisbonesbythelocalvicar,andalsoin
theflippantrhymingof‘crisis’with‘places’.Whereaseveryword
ofthethirdexercisegavethedisgracefulimpressionofbeingin
deadlyearnest.No,noteveryword,perhaps:verbally,because
ofcertainliteraryechoesandpoeticclichés,itdidnotseemso
sincere.Buttherecouldbenodoubtthattheemotionbehind
thewordswasonlytoogenuine.

All’slost,andsodeeply,soirrecoverably|thatI’mnotevensure
whatitisthatislost.|SometimesahintofitwhenI’mwalking
onaSunday|inthecountrywillglintfromahedgeasIgopast,
|enoughtoassuremethattherehasbeenjoyonce|butnotto
resurrectitexceptintheabstract|aghostoffeeling,autumnal
clematisinthesun’s|warmthlesslight.
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on paper? The incipient self-disgust that this thought caused in
Alan was prevented from developing by the re-appearance from
the kitchen of Pete, who paused to call out goodbye to the chil-
dren in the back sitting-room and then came on towards the front
door. Alan told him:

‘I’ve realized you were right about Soviet literature. I was just
being captious.’

Alan said this because for the moment he genuinely felt it and
also because he was afraid that, by having allowed himself once
again to draw Pete into discussing an issue they were likely to dis-
agree fundamentally about, he’d taken a step nearer to estrang-
ing the one Party member with whom he had up to now been
able to remain on terms of something like Party comradeship.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that. At the 19th Party Congress Soviet
writers themselves were very critical of some aspects of Soviet
writing.’

The smile on Pete’s large face seemed to show there had been
no risk at all of his being estranged by anything Alan had said to
him this morning. He would come here again on other Sunday
mornings with Party literature, Alan was sure, and the friendship
he felt for Alan could survive greater ideological strains than it
had been subjected to yet.

As Alan shut the front door after watching Pete walk down
the path to the front gate, the persuasive effect on him of Pete’s
total certainty about the greatness of Soviet writing was already
beginning to wear off. And by the time he came back into the
sitting-room he felt wholly disinclined even to glance cursorily
through the copy of Soviet Literature which he saw again on the
arm of the chair. He knew he had not been wrong when he had
said to Pete that the writing published in this magazine was too
often artistically false. And now he realized that he would not
have been wrong either if he had said also that often it did not
even depict life truly, that it was false sociologically and politi-
cally as well as artistically. And next time that Pete came here
Alan would not be able to refrain from telling him so. Pete per-
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Nor could there be the least doubt that this fragment, like
the poem he’d conceived and rejected more than a year ago in
the garden on the evening of his first talk to the Branch about
State and Revolution, had been inspired by a longing for the life
he had tried to live before coming into the Party – the poetic life,
as he and Richard had called it, which had eventually brought
him, though not Richard, to the verge of madness and suicide.
The possibility that this longing might find its way into his next
poem was something he must be alert against; all the more so
because several times during his recent fortnight at the seaside
he had been snared by nostalgic remembrances of the years when
he had aimed at living for poetry. However, the most important
thing now wasn’t to think what he must keep out of his next
poem but to get some idea of what he could put into it.

The telephone rang from downstairs. Elsie was out shopping,
but Stephen would answer it and would perhaps take a mes-
sage. No. The door of the back sitting-room was soon opened
and Stephen called out: ‘It’s for you, Dad.’ As Alan went from
the bedroom towards the stairs the expectation that someone
wanted to talk to him about his and Elsie’s campaign against the
leadership’s line aroused an excitement in him which put poetry
completely out of his mind. Coming into the back sitting-room he
asked who was on the phone, and Stephen said: ‘He didn’t say.’
And the voice which Alan heard after picking up the receiver
was at first unrecognizable. Its tone was formal. ‘Is that Mr Alan
Sebrill?’ – ‘Yes.’ – ‘Is that Mr Alan Sebrill?’ it repeated. ‘Yes.’
About to ask who was speaking, Alan became suddenly certain
the voice was Les Gatten’s. Why didn’t Les address him just as
Alan? Perhaps because he had something to say which he wanted
to be sure of not saying to the wrong person. ‘Oh good, it’s you,
Les. You sounded quite unlike yourself for a moment.’ After Alan
had said this the voice relaxed a little as it went on:

‘About this Australian Communist Review with the two letters
in it attacking the Executive of the British Communist Party –
how many copies of it have you given out so far to Party mem-
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hapswouldnotbeirreconcilablyantagonizedbythis,butAlan’s
ownfeelingstowardsPetewouldbechangedbytheobstinately
confidentassertionswhichPetewouldcertainlyonceagaincome
outwithindefenceofSovietwriting.Alan’shopethatwithPete
hewouldbeabletokeepalivethekindofcomradeshipwhich
waspossiblebetweenPartymembershadbeenadelusion.Alan
togetherwithElsiemustbecomeresignedtobeingwithoutcom-
radesnow.

Whatwouldbetheworth,Alanthoughtashewasonhis
wayupstairsagaintoStephen’sroom,ofacomradeshipwhich
requiredhimconstantlytosuppresshisrealfeelingsaboutthe
Party?IfheweretobesilentwhenPete,followingtheleader-
ship’sline,saidthingstohimthatwerecontrarytoMarxism-
Leninism,hewouldbeanaccompliceoftheleadershipand
wouldbehelpingthemtobetraythestruggleagainstcapitalism.
ComradeshipbetweenhimandPetecouldberestoredonlywhen
abroadnewpoliticalmovementoftheLefteventuallyarosein
whichtheycouldworktogether.Meanwhile,forsolongasPete
continuedcomingtothehouseAlanshouldnotgiveuptrying
towinhimoverbyargument,thoughAlanwouldhavetoargue
morepatientlythanhe’dmanagedtoyet.Hemustdowhat
hecouldtodefendMarxismagainstthePartyleaders–andhe
woulddefenditnotonlyintalkingwithPetebutalsointhe
poemshewouldwrite.Thisthoughtexhilaratedhimashecame
intoStephen’sroomagain.

Hepickeduphisnotebookfromwherehehadleftitonthe
floorbesidethearmchairhere,andsittingdownlowinthechair
–ahabitofhis–hestaredoutofthebroadhighwindowatthe
altocumuluscloudletswhichcoveredmorethanathirdofthe
visibleexpanseofthesky.Thenhelookedathiswrist-watch
andsawthathehadlessthanthreequartersofanhourleft
beforelunch.Perhaps,insoshortatime,insteadofmakinga
concentratedefforttoconceiveapoem,hewoulddobetterto
lethisthoughtshavefreeplay:hemightbelesslikelytosucceed
inconceivingapoembythismethod,butalsohemightn’tfeel
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bers?’
‘Seven.’
‘Whohaveyougiventhemto?’
AlanwasslightlysurprisedthatLes,aftertakingprecautions

toensurethathewasnotspeakingtothewrongperson,should
ask–overaphonelinethatmightpossiblybetapped–thesenot
verydiscreetquestions.NeverthelessAlananswered:

‘Well,besidesthethreecopiesyou—’
BeforeAlancouldaddtheword‘took’,Lesinterruptedhim:
‘DidyougiveanytotheMurrayfields?’
‘Onlyonecopy,becauseElsieandIareabitdoubtfulhow

favourablythey’llreact.’
‘YougaveonecopytotheMurrayfields.WhataboutComrade

BertAlldiss?’
‘Wegavehimtwo.AndwegaveMaldwynPryceone.’
AlanwaitedforLestosaysomethingwhichwouldexplain

whyhewasaskingthesequestions,butLessaid:‘CanIcome
andseeyouthisevening?’

‘Yes,do.’
‘I’vegotsomeinterestingnewsforyou.’
Alanrestrainedhimselffromaskingwhatthenewswas.
Heremembered,assoonasLeshadrungoff,thatElsiehad

arrangedtogoandseetheMurrayfieldsthiseveningandthat
thearrangementcouldn’tbechangedbecausebothAlecandIris
werefixedupwithmeetingsfortherestofthisweek.Elsie
wouldn’twanttomissLes;buthervisittotheMurrayfieldsmust
notbepostponed,becausetheyhadbeguntovacillateinthe
oppositiontheyhadatfirstshowntotheAustralianlineandif
theywerepressednowtheymightbewonoverentirely.He
couldn’tringLesbackandaskhimtocometomorrowevening
instead,sinceLeswasnotonthephoneathomeandhadpresum-
ablyrungupfromapubliccallbox.AsAlanwasthinkingthishe
wasmovingtowardsthedoorofthesitting-room,andonlywhen
hehadtakenastepintothehallpassagedidherealizethathe
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so disappointed if he didn’t. The sound of the voices of Stephen
and Christina came up to him from the garden. Below the
altocumulus cloudlets and to the left of them was an elliptical
blue clearness with marginal islets of whiteness in it, and to the
right the cloudlets were progressively closer together and slightly
larger, at first like silkworms’ cocoons and then like a limestone
pavement cracked in varying directions. Other likenesses were
quickly suggested to him: roches moutonnées, megaliths as at
Avebury or Carnac, a dinosaur’s spinal column with vertebrae
dwindling in size towards the tail tip, cowrie shells, the spotted
breast of a thrush, white maggots infesting a blue wound, a
semicircle of massed cherub heads as in a baroque painting, a
Venus’ flower-basket sponge, the reticulations on the cap of a
stinkhorn fungus after its mucus has been sucked away by flies.
He began to remember clouds he had noticed at other times
than now: small bright curls of highest cirrus which had once
suddenly brought a theme on the oboe into his mind from Gluck’s
music for the arrival of Orpheus in the Elysian fields; multiple
parallel sequences of separated cumulus shapes varying in size
from hedgehog to hippopotamus and chasing one another across
the sky on a windy summer’s day; lenticular clouds remaining
stationary in the airflow over a hill summit and making him
think of how a permanent water-ripple can form over a stone
in a brook, and of how the horizontal undulations of an adder’s
body in movement maintain their positions unchanged until its
whole length has been drawn through them, and of how when
the leader of a single-file of flying flamingoes dips in his flight
the others successively imitate him only when they reach just
the same point relative to the ground as he has reached before
dipping. Next Alan remembered shapes that had appeared
among large congested-looking cumulus clouds whose edges
(except where the cloud-tops had reached a height at which they
expanded into anvils and became fuzzy with ice crystals) had
been very sharply defined: heads of cockatoo and basilisk and of
Dr Syntax with his wig; turbulent monks in heavy hoods; stout-
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was going out of the room without saying a single word to Ste-
phen. He quickly turned back and went over to the table at which
Stephen was sitting with an open exercise book in front of him
drawing a map of an imaginary country. The names of the towns
were neatly written in, and there were many railways, harbours
and mountains. Alan asked questions about various details on
the map and Stephen gave him an account of the products and
then of the recent history of the country. Alan stayed listening
for longer than he might have done if he hadn’t felt sorry that
his preoccupation with Les had almost made him ignore Ste-
phen. He didn’t listen as attentively as he wanted to, however,
both because he couldn’t stop remembering his telephone con-
versation with Les and because he was becoming increasingly
conscious that he should be upstairs again thinking of his next
poem. At last he told Stephen: ‘I ought to get back to my work
now.’ Then he added, ‘Where is Christina?’

‘Playing next door with Sandra,’ Stephen said.
As Alan came out into the passage he knew he was going to

have difficulty in getting his thoughts back to poetry, and almost
as soon as he was in the bedroom again he decided that too much
of the morning had already gone by for him to hope to make any
progress with a new poem before lunch-time, and that he would
gain nothing by trying uselessly to stop thinking about politics.

* * *

At half-past seven, soon after Elsie had gone off to see the
Murrayfields, Alan was in the back sitting-room with the chil-
dren when he heard a not very loud knock on the front door,
and he said to them: ‘That’s Les Gatten. I expect he’ll be here
quite a while so I’d better say goodnight to you now. You’ll take
yourselves off to bed when it’s time, won’t you?’ They said they
would, and Alan went to the front door. Though the sun must
have set, there was still enough daylight outside the house to
outline Gatten’s shape darkly against the coloured panes. He
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limbedarquebusiersandround-cheekedFlemishpeasantwomen
andsidewhiskeredearlynineteenth-centuryaristocrats;facesof
politicianswhichremainedrecognizablesometimesformore
thanaminuteuntiltheirslowlyalteringoutlinestransformed
themintofacesofotherpoliticiansorofanimals;ruinedbuild-
ings,torpedoedships,crashedaircraft,smashedmotorvehicles;
acock-headedlaugherandabeardedweeper;athin-nosed
faceonitsdeathpillow;thebeakofavulture;thebeakofa
dolphin;avastplaincoveredwithcomplicatedstatuaryrepre-
sentinginnumerablepastdisasters;atoweringarmlessgiant,his
headviewedfrombehindinforeshortenedsemi-profile,looking
awayintoimmensedistances,grimlythoughnothopelessly,as
ifhecouldseenotonlythedisastersyettocomebutalsoan
eventualworldwidepeace.AndAlanwasconfidentthatmost
oftheresemblanceshewasrememberinghadnotbeenmerely
subjectiveinventionsofhis:onseveraloccasionsvariouspeople
towhomhehadpointedoutoneorotherofthemhadbeen
abletoseejustwhathehadseen.Butherealizedthat,however
objectivetheseresemblancesmightusuallyhavebeen,thetimes
whenhehadnoticedthemhadbeentimeswhenhisimagination
hadbeenpoeticallyalive–asitwasnow.

Hiseyesonceagainfocusedthepresentskybeyondthebroad
highwindow,andatthesamemomentherememberedhow
eightmonthsagoduringhiswalkwithElsieandthechildren
onthedownstheconvictionhadcometohimashehadlooked
backtowardstheplainthatanewpoeticlifewasanimmediate
possibilityforhim.Theconvictionreturnedtohimnow,even
morestrongly.Butthistimehedidnotseethenewpoeticlife
asalifewhichwouldatlastenablehimtowritepoemsforthe
Party.Herecognizedthathisseeingitlikethathadbeenthesole
reasonforhisfailuretobegintoliveitthen.Hesawitasfreeing
himwhollyfromtheParty.Hesawitstillasalifeinwhichhis
chiefvoluntaryactivitywouldbepoeticcreation,butthepoems
hewouldcreate–andtheywouldbeprimarilypoemsandonly
secondarilypoliticalstatements–wouldbeagainstcapitalism
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lookedeventaller,andhisshouldersseemedbroader,beforethan
afterAlanopenedthedoortohim.

‘Hullo,Les.’
‘Goodevening.’
ThoughLessmiled,andthoughhedidn’tcallAlan‘Mr

Sebrill’,therewasanoddsuggestionofdeferenceandeven
perhapsofnervousnessinhistone,asthoughhewasavery
youngmanarrivingtobeinterviewedforajob.Hisfacelooked
extraordinarilyyoung,soft-skinnedandrosybeneathgoldenhair
whichifithadn’tbeensocloselycutmight–tojudgebyawavi-
nesssurvivinginithereandthere–havebeenascurlyaslittle
LordFauntleroy’s.Alanbroughthimintothefrontsitting-room
whereheremainedstandingwithhisbacktothebookcaseuntil
Alan,afterswitchingonthelight,invitedhimtositdowninan
armchair.Alancouldn’thelpfeelingabriefdisappointmentthat,
inspiteoftheirbeingunitednowbytheircommonoppositionto
theleadership’sline,Lescouldstillsometimesseemunabletobe
oneasycomradelytermswithhim.However,assoonasLeshad
satdown,Alansaideagerly:

‘Whatisthisinterestingnewsyou’vegotforme?’
‘Youremembermyaskingwhetheryouthoughtitwouldbea

goodideaifIsentacopyofthatAustralianCommunistReviewto
afriendwhoisaPartymemberandwholivesinManchester?’

‘Yes,Iremember.Didyousendit?’
‘Idid,onthemorningafterI’dtalkedtoyouabouthim,and

byreturnofpostIgotaletterfromhimsayinghefullyagrees
withtheAustraliansandisgoingtogettheircriticismsofthe
BritishleadershipdiscussedathisnextBranchmeeting.’

‘That’sverygood.’
‘AndIalsosenttheAustralianCommunistReviewtoaParty

memberIknowinBirmingham.Ididn’tmentionhimwhenIlast
talkedtoyoubecauseatthattimeIhadn’tyetthoughtofhimasa
possiblesympathizer.’Leswasapologetic.Alangavehimalook
ofthewarmestencouragement.‘Iheardfromhimthismorning,’
Lesadded,‘andhe’snotonlywillingtobeactiveonourbehalfin
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and not for a Party that no longer seriously opposed capital-
ism. He knew that being without a Party, and having to rely
solely on his own judgement and on Elsie’s, he would run the
risk of sometimes writing poems which might not serve the anti-
capitalist struggle as well as they ought to. The poet needed the
help of a Party, just as the struggle needed the help of poetry. But
when a Party ceased to be Marxist-Leninist and abandoned the
struggle and deserted the cause of the oppressed and exploited
peoples of the world and betrayed the children of the world, then
the poet must repudiate it, no matter how isolated he might as a
result become for a while. There would eventually be a change:
either the Party would cleanse itself, or else a new and genuinely
Marxist-Leninist Party would be formed. And the poems that
Alan was going to write would be the best contribution he could
make towards expediting this change. He knew what the first of
these poems would be about. It would reproduce his thoughts
and feelings during the past few minutes since he had sat down
in the armchair here. It would begin with his seeing the clouds.
It would glorify the new poetic life.

He got up quickly from the armchair and went striding over
to the window. Below on the lawn in front of the apple trees the
children were playing French cricket with a tennis racquet and a
blue plastic ball. They too would be in the poem. But he wasn’t
for the moment able to develop its details any further. The sense
of being a creator, of having found himself again, displaced the
poem itself temporarily from his consciousness. He had not felt
anything at all like this ten days ago when he had conceived the
poem he had just finished about his recent illness. He had not
felt like this since his earliest days in the Party, and perhaps not
since he had tried to live the poetic life before then. For a long
while he had strayed from poetry, but he had not betrayed it in
the end. ‘I have come home again,’ he thought.

As he continued standing at the window, Elsie came out into
the garden from the kitchen and went up to the children, proba-
bly to tell them to get themselves ready for lunch. Soon, although
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his local Branch but he offers to cyclostyle at his own expense as
many copies of the two Australian letters as we want.’

‘That’s marvellous. You’ve certainly done some useful work
in the five days since we last saw each other.’

Les seemed gratified by this praise and he sounded wholly at
ease for a moment as he went on:

‘I’m specially pleased that my Birmingham contact will be
getting busy there, because —’ he became hesitant, as though
afraid that what he was going to say next might offend Alan –
‘but I’d better explain why I haven’t told you anything about this
before. To be quite frank I knew nothing about it myself till a day
or two ago. The fact is that the insurance firm I’m working for
wants to transfer me from London to Birmingham.’

Alan felt very surprised, though the feeling was not so strong
as to prevent him from noting distastefully the phrase ‘to be quite
frank’ – a phrase which in his experience was most often used by
people who intended to be the opposite of frank.

‘Do you mean you’ll be going to live in Birmingham?’
‘It would amount to that. Though of course I could refuse.

And I could try to get another job, if necessary.’
Les gave the impression of hoping for advice from Alan who,

however, refrained from offering it, although he would have
liked to tell Les to stay in London.

‘I would keep in touch with you from Birmingham,’ Les went
on, ‘so that we could co-ordinate the two prongs of our attack, as
it were.’ He seemed to smile slightly. ‘And I shall still be here to
support you and Elsie when you’re called up before the District.’

‘Do you think we shall be?’
‘I rather expect we shall all be, all of us who’ve had anything

to do with distributing the Australian material. Quite soon –
within two or three weeks from now, I would say.’

‘I doubt it. A year ago after Elsie criticized Britain’s Way
Forward at the special Borough meeting, we were expecting the
leadership to take disciplinary action against us but all that hap-
pened was that Digby Kelsall was sent down to give a series of
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hemadenomovement,allthreeofthemcaughtsightofhim
almostsimultaneously.Theywavedtohim;andhesawthatthey
weregladtoberemindedofhimintheroomupthereworking
oncemoreathiswriting.
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lecturestotheBranchonCreativeMarxism.’
‘Therewasagoodreasonwhytheleadershipdidn’tact

againstyouatthattime,’Lessaidmildly,asifreluctantto
disagreeatallwithAlan.‘Thegroundwasmoreorlesscut
awayfromundertheirfeetbytheNinePartydeclaration.’

‘Yes,wasn’tthatwonderful.Anditcameonlythreedaysafter
theBoroughmeeting.’

‘Isuspectthatittookthemquitebysurprise.’Les’stone
venturedtobealmostastriumphantasAlan’shadjustbeen.
‘TheymayhaveknownthataconferenceofCommunistParties
towhichtheyhadn’tbeeninvitedwasmeetingsomewherein
Polandbuttheycan’thaveexpectedittodeclarethattheworld
hadbecomedividedintotwoopposedcamps,socialistandimpe-
rialist,withBritainintheimperialistcamp.’

‘ThatputastopprettyquicklytoallMcNarney’stalkabout
Britain’sbeingagreatprogressivecountryontheroadtosocial-
ism.ButthefunniestthingwasthewayMaxDunstable,whojust
beforethepublicationoftheNinePartydeclarationhadwritten
aneditorialinsistingthattheworldwasOneWorld,begantotry
toslideinconspicuouslyroundtoanoppositepointofviewby
writinginhisnexteditorialthattheworldwasOneWorldbut
therewerenowtwocampsinit.’

Lessmiledatthis,thensaidunsmilingly:‘ButMcNarney
didn’tchangehisviewsquitesoquicklyasMaxDunstable.It’s
trueheadmittedinhisreporttotheE.C.,twomonthsafterthe
NinePartyconference,thattheBritishPartyhadmademistakes
–thoughhedidn’tclearlyspecifywhatthesewere–andalso
thatincreasedproductionwouldnotbenefittheBritishpeople
butwouldonlyhelptosubordinateBritaintoWallStreet;and
yetinthissamereporthecontradictorilyaddedthattheParty’s
productiondrivehadbeenabsolutelycorrectandwassomething
tobeproudofandthatthedriveforincreasedcoalproduction
wasstillcorrect.’

AlanwasimpressedbyLes’srememberingthesedetails.
‘Bythetimeofthe20thPartyCongressherelastApril,’Les
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went on, ‘McNarney was no longer defending the production
drive, not even in coal-mining, but he was still – and is still –
calling for a new Labour government based on the forces of the
Left within the Labour movement.’

‘Yes, as the Australians point out, he has forgotten Lenin’s
warning that Social Democrats whether of the Right or of the
Left who accept ministerial office under capitalism are “Labour
lieutenants of capital”. I’m afraid Elsie and I didn’t clearly recog-
nize that McNarney’s continuing to call for a Labour government
of the Left showed him to be just as much a revisionist as ever.
We thought he and the E.C. as a whole were gradually coming
round to a Marxist-Leninist position. That’s why we more or less
stopped criticizing the Party line during the past few months.’

‘But you mustn’t forget the letter you sent as a contribution to
the pre-Congress discussion in World News and Views last Febru-
ary,’ Les said with quiet admiration. ‘No wonder it wasn’t printed.
It was far too good and quite unanswerable.’

‘We were rather proud of it,’ Alan admitted, pleased, and
remembering that Les hadn’t been so enthusiastic about the letter
when he’d been shown it at the time. ‘Especially of that quota-
tion from Lenin’s Left-wing Communism which we included at the
start of it: “to admit a mistake openly, to discuss its reasons, to
study attentively the means of correcting it – these are the signs
of a serious party”.’

‘And then there was that devastating quotation you gave from
an article that Comrade Fred Hurley wrote before the Nine Party
declaration: “the workers must bear cuts to solve the crisis”.’

Alan laughed exultingly, and said: ‘Yes, that letter of ours
must quite have got under the skin of the editorial board. Our
only mistake was to slack off afterwards and stop our criticisms;
but we’ll do our best to make up for that from now on.’

‘The E.C. is going to find itself in a difficult situation, I think,’
Les said, echoing Alan’s exultation.

‘They’ll be furious, but what can they do to us? After all they
did publish the first Australian letter in World News and Views, so
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theycanhardlycondemnusforcirculatingit.Myguessisthey
maytrymoreorlesstoignoreus,astheydidintheendafterour
attackonBritain’sWayForward.’

‘Idon’tthinkthey’llignoreyou,’Lessaidslowly.‘Asamatter
offactI’vehadsomeprettyreliableinformationthattheywon’t.’

Lesstopped,asthoughheneededtobeassured,beforecon-
tinuing,thatAlanwantedtohearmoreaboutthisinformation.

‘Whotoldyou?’Alanasked.
‘Well,recentlyI’vegottoknowacomradewhoworksat

Headquartersandhearsagooddealofwhatisbeingsaidthere.
HisnameisWhite.Hewouldliketomeetyou.’

‘Ishouldliketomeethim.’Alan’simpatiencetoknowexactly
whatWhitehadtoldLesdidn’tpreventthethoughtcomingto
himthatLes,sointelligentandwithallthesewell-placedcon-
tactsheevidentlyhad,wasgoingtobeaveryusefulallyindeed.

‘ItwasfromhimIheardthattheDistrictintendtocallusup
beforethemverysoon,’Lessaid.‘Furiousisn’tthewordforthe
E.C.’sfeelingstowardsus.Whitesaysthatiftheywereinpower
inthiscountrytheywouldundoubtedlyhaveusshot.’

‘Icanwellbelieveit.’Alanmanagedtogrin.
‘Thenamethey’reusingforwhatwe’vebeenuptois“inter-

nationalfactionalism”.’
ForsomereasonthisphrasewasmoredisturbingtoAlanthan

thenewsoftheDistrictCommittee’sintentiontosummonhim
beforethemverysoon.Inordertocombathisuneasinesshesaid
jeeringly:

‘Whatabeauty.’
Lesshowednosignofunderstandinghismeaning,soAlan

added:
‘WhatagemofPartyjargon.’
Ashesaidthishewasabletogeneratewithinhimselfsuch

anindignationagainstPartyjargoningeneralthatthewords
‘internationalfactionalism’lostalltheirpowertomakehimfeel
apprehensive.
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‘Of course, it’s no worse than plenty of other samples you
could pick out from any speech or article by almost any lead-
ing Party member nowadays,’ Alan went on. Les still made no
comment, and Alan tried to think of some actual sentence of
McNarney’s or Max Dunstable’s which he could quote in order to
make himself clearer to Les, but though recently in a notebook
of his he had started a written collection of such sentences, he
couldn’t immediately think of any. ‘The kind of thing I object to
is the pretentious use of abstract nouns that add nothing at all
to the sense of a sentence – I mean nouns like “situation” and
“aspects” and “basis” and “issue” and “position” and, of course,
“perspectives” – “perspectives” is a special favourite of theirs, and
is used as a long-winded substitute for “prospects”.’

‘I came across a sentence of Max Dunstable’s the other day
which I think you’ll appreciate,’ Les suddenly said. He quoted:
‘ “It is essential to face the issue squarely as positive and negative
features of the total situation in which we live.” ’

Evidently Les had not only understood from the start what
Alan meant by Party jargon but was well up in the study of it.
The discovery that they shared a concern about the use of words
made Alan feel closer to Les than before, and helped to stimulate
his memory.

‘That reminds me of a sentence of Frank Baxter’s I read
recently,’ Alan said. ‘ “Here is the crucial point which has not
yet become the central issue in the discussions about the future
position of the labour movement.” ’

‘Then what about this from McNarney – “The Congress was
never given a real analysis of the actual economic situation, par-
ticularly in relation to the perspective of increased shortages.” ’

‘Or this, also from McNarney,’ Alan said, keen to do still better
than Les. ‘ “The situation is being accentuated and I have no
hesitation in saying that a crisis position is being reached.” ’

‘Or’ – Les easily kept up with him – ‘ “There are two other
aspects arising from the position of an imminent American
slump.” That’s McNarney’s too.’

105



‘Andthere’sanothertypeofjargon–ifjargonisquitethe
rightnameforit–whichMcNarneyisspeciallyfondof:Imean
out-of-datefiguresofspeech.’

‘Suchas“plainasapikestaff”,’Lessuggested.
‘Yes,that’soneofthem.And“spikingtheTories’guns”.And

“itwouldn’tmatteratinker’scuss.”’
‘And“thewigswouldbeonthegreenwithavengeance”.’
Alanlaughed.‘Yes,heactuallyusesthatinBritain’sWayFor-

ward.Also“thebloatedfinanciersofWallStreetandtheirilkare
alreadygloatingoveroursituation”.’

‘And“theTorieswillgloatliketheghoulstheyareoverthe
difficultiesofthenation.”’

‘ButMcNarney’smostcharacteristicabsurdityishisuseof
proverbialoridiomaticsayingswhichhedoesn’tgetquiteright.
Ratherinthemannerof—’Alanwasgoingtosay‘intheman-
nerofBillWhiddett’sremarkattheBoroughmeetingthatElsie
was“barkingupaverywrongtree”’,buthewascheckedbythe
feelingthattopokefunatarank-and-filePartymemberwould
makeabadimpressiononLes,sohehadquicklytothinkofan
illustrationfromMcNarney’sownwritings.

‘Oneexamplethatoccurstomeis“TheDailyWorkerwill
nevertrimitssailstofitaprevailingwind”.’

Lesimmediatelycappedthiswith:
‘“Thegovernment’sforeignpolicyisbeingchallengedfrom

increasinglywidequarters.”’
Alanlaughedloudly,andasked:
‘Wereyouremindedofthatonebythe“prevailingwind”?’
‘It’squiteauthentic.’Lesgrinnedmodestly.
‘I’vethoughtofanother,butitwillcomeasananticlimax

afteryours.“TheU.S.S.R.istoaconsiderabledegreealonein
condemningthecoldwar.”’ThenAlanrememberedabetter
one.‘ButperhapsthisfromBritain’sWayForwardisprettygood:
“Theywillusethestomachsofhungrymenandwomenasbar-
gainingcounters.”’

Leseasilymatchedthiswith:
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