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PART ONE

PREDICAMENT

In vain do individuals hope for immortality,
o any patent from oblivion, in preservations
below the Moon.

SR THOMAS BROWNE.
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X INTRODUCTION

house than College. My criticism is not of Eton but of a system
which tends to keep boys at school too late. I believe they should
go at the age of twelve and leave at seventeen and go down from
the university a year eatlier, and I think that prepatatory schools
should be mostly for day-boys. And masters should all come up
regularly before a psychiatrist. But parents who can send their
children to Eton should at all costs do so; it may be their one
chance of survival, and if they don't survive, their one moment
of happiness. For, ten years after the threats of dictators and ru-
mours of wars which toll through the opening and closing para-
graphs of Enemies of Promise, the koell is heard again and when
this reprint appears my subject may seem as trivial and superficial
as in that terrible Munich week. But we must go on doing what
we like doing best as if it were the illusions of humanism which
are rea] and the realities of nihilism that prove a nightmare. “I/
faut tenter de vivre”—we must try to live and that for many of
us means we must try to write, and very difficult it is, as I found
out during that Mediterranean summer especially in those mo-
ments when one leaves off telling others how to:

As Helluo, late dictator of the feast

The nose of Haut-gout and the tip of taste
Critiqu'd your wine, and analysed your meat,
Yet on plain pudding deigned at home to eat.
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INTRODUCTION X

found) of the human spirit. I would have preferred to re-write
the whole book in order to bring it into line with a revolution
in taste rather than be compelled only to revarnish it and send it
forth into a stagnant world and a moribund society. But there
is one change. In the autobiography I wrote of the premature
death of one of my schoolmates as a momentous and distressing
event, but in a year or so after its appearance death was to take a
heavy toll of my generation and now I find the later chapters
inexpressibly sad for me through the deaths of Denis Dannreu-
ther my kind and loyal mentor, the gentle Peter Loxley, and
the one whose friendship was the mainstay of my existence during
the seven years after leaving Eton, Robert Longden killed—the
only casualty—by a bomb splinter in a raid on the great school of
which he was headmaster. To these I would now like to dedicate
the last portion. Several others mentioned in these papers were to
follow and this presence of death now lends a remoteness to the
chronicles of what I see to be a far more weird and privileged
and threatened and vanishing society than I ever realised—a
doomed seminary of humanism singled out for especial displays
of carnage in the chaotic liquidation of the West.

Sometimes I meet people who think the autobiography is meant
to be an attack on Eton and as I understand that it was thrown out,
with bell, book and candle on its appearance there, I expect the au-
thor would meet with the same fate. Of course it is not meant to be
anything of the kind, it is an effort to tell the truth. The truth, I
should have thought, emerges fairly clearly. It is possible to have
a very bad time indeed in one’s first year or so in a large public
school if one’s companions are bullies and there are bloody-minded
people at the top. This would be avoided at a secondary school or
an advanced school like Dartington. On the other hand my last
two years at Eton, as I have tried to convey, were among the most
interesting and rewarding of my whole life and I do not believe
they could have been so at any other public school or in any other
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do not further the growth of those literary speculations on which
the first part is based. Even the title “A Georgian Boyhood” and
the chapter headings are meant to shed an ironical emphasis on the
Pater-Ruskin-Mackenzie autobiographical pastiche that was the
fashion of the day.

One more point: the enquiry into the nature of contemporary
prose style and the recommendation towards a certain solution in
Parts I and II is meant to be illustrated by the style which
emerges in Part III. The autobiography is intended to be com-
posed in a language which combines the rapidity of the colloquial
with an elasticity permitting incursions into the Mandarin of prose
poetry. It should be felt evolving as it goes along. Were the first
and second halves of the book to be separated there would result
a very indifferent and incomplete work of criticism and a very
evasive and partial autobiography; the poisons in the laurel would
be segregated from its delights. I hope that my readers of to-day
will be more perceptive.

What is much more disturbing is that I should have found it
necessary to make so few alterations. On every page I have re-
touched the writing itself (it was Edmund Wilson who remarked
that it was not a very well-written book and put me on to this)
and I have cut out one or two rather dull passages and restored
in their place one or two from the original manuscript. But I have
not altered or inserted a single opinion. I have retained all the
engagingly simple left-wing militancy since it breathes the air of
the period, but I have found it quite unnecessary to modify any
of my literary judgments. In other words I am unwilling to rec-
ognise any tevolution in the reputation of modern authors over
the last ten years. Yeats, Joyce, Virginia Woolf, alas, are dead. The
Sitwells have grown enormously in stature, Aldous Huxley has
made 2 brilliant recovery, Auden and Orwell added new triumphs
—but with these modifications the literary values remain un-
altered. Unless it is I who have been stationary, time would seem
to have stood still—or rather literary time—for the effect of wars
and catastrophes is to slow up the movement (so much more pro-
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