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PRIME
DITHERER

By Philip Ziegler

o Proc,perily " Robinson: the Life
of lucyunt Goderich, 1782-1859.
By Wilbur Devereux Jones.
(Macmillan. 50s.) |

Sir Iameg Graham. By J. T. Ward.
(Macmillan. 53s.)

IN any competition for the
title of England's dimmest
Prime Minister Lord

Goderich would start hot fav-

Ourite. His nicknames —
Goody " Goderich, The Blub-

berer, The Grand Duke of
Phussandbussle—show well the

affectionate contempt felt for
him by his contemporaries.

The contempt was justified. As
President of the Board of Trade
he had some sensible ideas, but
failed to carry them through. As
Cbancellqr he had the good luck
to come in with a boom and the
misfortune to go out with a
recession. Neither circumstance
owed anything to his activities.

As Prime Minister in 1827 he
spent two weeks dithering over
the formation of his Government
and four months watching it dis-
integrate; mainly because of his
toral nability to provide ‘the
necessary leadership. In “* Pros-
perity’ Robinson: the Life of
Viscount Goderich, 1782-1859.”
Prof Wilbur Devereux Jones has
two chapters: *“ How a Premier
was Made " and “ How a Govern-
ment Fell.” Sensibly, he puts
nothing in between.

Saw Both Sides

Goderich's greatest weakness
as a politician was to see both
sides of a question and, treating
them like stools, to fall between
them. Prof. Jones does his best
—not to whitewash Goderich,
since no one so colourless could

require such treatment—but at
Jeast to handle his subiject

generously. He argues the
case for his hero with vigour, bu:
with naivety and almost total lack

of humour. The result i1s un-
convincing.

It would be hard to find a man
less like Goderich than Sir James
Graham. Goderich was affable,
soft, despised by almost everyone,
but disliked by few. Graham was
arrogant. selfish. hard-boiled: a
man difficult to despise but
harder still to like. But, though
the more capable. Graham
achieved less. Two short spells at
the Admiralty and a long, produc-
tive tenure of the Home Ofthce
under Peel were the sum of his
official activities.

Glory Rejected

Two factors curbed his ad-
vance. First was his unpopularity.
“ Graham ” wrote Ashley ™. . .
has contrived to render himself
so thoroughly odious that I can-

not find one human being who
will speak a word in his behalf

. . . But even more important
was the queasiness which over-
took him whenever he saw a
chance of leadership.

In 1850 he finally rejected the
opportunity which the death of
Peel created. ** He was,” he said,
“ quite unfit to influence the

opinions and regulate the conduct
of other men.” By this renunc:a-
tion he avoided the disasters of
Goderich but lost also the chance
of glory. The hard-boiled poli-
tician had a soft centre after all.

Though occasionally the narra-
tive in *“Sir James Graham ™ s
choked with detail, J. T. Ward
writes lucidly and well. He is
less partisan than Prof. Jones, but
Graham has still been the luckier
in his biographer.

RECENT
FICTION

- LANN O'BRIEN ™ wrote
*“ At Swim-Two-Birds,"‘ a
marvellous, poetic comic,

daft, intolerable book. It be-

came a cult among. the literary

Irish, certain literate dons gnd

enthusiasts for ecstatic writing.

Despite this, the word got

around that the book was

good.
he author
19g6, and “ The Third Police-
man” was found among his
papers. It was written soon after
“ At Swim-Two-Birds"” and con-
tains themes used differently in
books written later but published
earler. It is a second near-
masterpiece, needing no piety for
the posthumous. 2
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One of the policemen stretches
fight in a mangle the way they
said Einstein did. and another
goes on about some stuff called
omnium which 1s as bothering as
atoms have been. The philo-
sopher De Selby seems to have
maintained that *“ darkness was
the result of am accretion of

Romantics at School. By Morris Marples. (Faber. 30s.)

AD one ?een a contem-
porary of any of the six
Romantics whose school-

days are sketched in a sensible
style by Morris Marples, to
which school would one have
wished to be sent?

The six eminent men concerned
would perhaps all have agreed
that their educational world,
no matter whether of the expen-
sive order or the charitable, was
a highly personal, individual affair,
The chance that took Keats o0
Mr. Clarke’s country school at
Enfield was surely the right one,
though his mother is said to
have wished to place him at
Harrow—had there been money
enough.

The benevolence which found
room for Coleridge at Christ's
Hospital a few hundred steps
from St. Paul's Cathedral, * pent
‘'mid cloisters dim,” gave him a
classical teacher (and driver) who
seems to have known exactly how
to train a de-
cidedly erratic
boy of genius.
But what could
Dr. Boyer have
made of John
Keats, or his prosy writing master
George Reynolds. whose son John
Hamilton Reynolds was to be-
come one ot Keats's closest
friends and entertainers?

And after all, if Shelley had to
be taught in a famous school,
which could it have been except
Eton. with one or two especial
advantages for him—the Walker
lectures on scientific subjects, the
art classes run by the gifted
Evans family, the river and the
boats?

There are indeed some reserva-
tions over the schooldays of the
three Romantics who have now
been mentioned, and these have
been renewed by hundreds of
writers and lecturers since their
death Keats’s little private school,
something like which may still
be remembered by people of my
generation, * led nowhere.” It
even left Keats with no know-
ledge of Greek, though as Byron
noted he did something with the
classical inheritance in spite of
that.

Shelley was bullied at Eton in
spite of his family's distinction
and 4ffluence. Mr. Marples. it 18
good to see, does not take all
the stories as certainties: he 1s
more concerned with the poet’s
educational progress. *“ Through
all the vicissitudes of his private
life Shelley was making his
normal way up the school”; and
then he left Eton in something
like popularity: *“ He made pre-
sents of finely bound books to his
closest friends, and received a
good many in return.

Touch of Comedy

Coleridge in ta ... as 1n writing,
throughout his life portrayed
Dr. Bover as *“ultra-Spartan,”
who haunted his dreams even in
his last years. But is there not a
touch of comedy 1n his anecdotes
of the herce little man, as even
in those from Leigh Hunt and. of
course, from Charles Lamb?
Moreover, Coleridge was prompt
in announcing the greatness of
Boyer even in central questions
of poetry.

Mr. Marples, not altogether
convinced by Coleridge’s attribu-

tion of some brilliant critical
declarations to the master, never-
theless reasons “that this * sug-
gests that not only was Coleridge
a remarkable pupil, but Boyer a
remarkable teacher.” There was
at least one thing more about
Boyer which seems to have made
him very suitable as the teacher
of a young Romantic. He kept
going two *“ write-in” books for
the best English poems and prose
pieces written by the senior boys:
these are now in the British
Museum.

Even a junior boy might hope
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black air "—though pompous and
scoundrelly commentators are
quoted contradicting him.

The book 1s about hell mostly,
and it is bardly surprising that

it should be circular and repel-

tive and sometimes incomprehen-
sible
*

N “The Distant Horns of

Summer” H. E. Bates is back
to his serious form again. A small
boy is left lonely by selfish
parents in the charge of Gilly, a
kind but wvulnerable 16-year-old
girl G:lly is wise enough to

respect his fantasy of friendship
Pimm,

with an imaginary Mr.
common., rustic and matey, but
she gets herself seduced by a
smart alec travelling man know-

]. .geable about old houses, old

roads, Schumann, good cooking,
and young girls.

This charmer tries hal( sucess-
fully to nudge his way into the

boy's dream life and is resented
for that by Gilly.
casually deserts her,
wanders off into
danger, and the girl is seriously
lost in self-contempt and the
casual condemnation of a poor
lot of locals.

The landscape is fixed in trans-
lucent water-colour, and the talk
of the innocents with their com-
panionable ghost and grabbing
visitor is right and sad and funny.

*

Bz W. WARING'S *“ The Wit

* nesses” is a careful fair-
seeming historical novel about the
last years of the Russian Empire
and the preliminary plotting and
early confused achievement of
the revolution. The author is said
to have been a c'..ld in St. Peters-
burg, to have stud..d documents
an interviewed survivors over 20
years and to be using 4
pseudonym.

The revolutionary leaders used
false names in exile and com-
mittee, so we must see Lenin as
“ Himself ” or “¢he Practitioner,”
Trotsky as * Vladek,” and Keren-

the

By
EDMUND BLUNDEN | Southey

When he
boy
temporary

to win a place in these wonderful
collections, as Charles Lamb did
with his earliest extant poem.
Coleridge. not vet doubting his
way was often honoured by
Boyer for wit and feeling and
argument alike 1n verse and In
prose.

The three other Romantics
whose school lives are described
and reconsidered by Mr. Marples
are Wordsworth, Southey and
Byron. Southey nowadays sel-
dom receives much attention, but
Mr. Marples’s opening comment
is: *“ Inferior to the other five
romantics as a poet, Southey had
one dubious distinction they
lacked—he was actually exoelled
from school.”

The schoo! was Westminster.
The offence was, in Southey’s own
words, * an act of authorship.” A
new magazine had been set up
by several of the boys, called
The Flagellant, and (how could it
not have been?) intended to * flay
the vices and follies of mankind."”
When it was
his turn to
writé an issué
chose

the business of

corporal punish
ment. His Headmaster heard that
he was the anonymous writer and
came down heavily on him, though
not with a birch; he discovered
his wvillain, disdained his apology,
and (though without a public
show) expelled him from West-
minster.

[t tells us something of that
age that his rebellion and its
punishment did not prevent him
from becoming Poet Laureate,
even though at Oxford he was
denied admission at Christ Church
(Balliol had no such fears about
the rebel, though Mr. Marples re-
minds us of Southey's ultimate
indifference to his University
period).

Byron, it is not often remem-
bered originally attended Aber-
deen Grammar School, and was
“a good hand at marbles.” At
the age of 13 he was entered at
Harrow, where occasions for
emotional violence came soon
enough. and despite his lameness
he played in the Eton v Harrow
cricket match. Mr Marples
mildly notes that he thought he
scored more runs than the score-
book says.

Harrow a Paradise

He was an idle schoolboy—and
yet he gathered all the knowledge
which so assisted his authorship.
He was a noisy rebel—and yet,
azain he announced poetically
that for him Harrow was "a
home, a world, a paradise.”

Wordsworth in after years was
proud of Hawkshead Grammar
School, and the gods had surely
blessed him when he went to
that mild and studious place in
the region of which he was the
destined master-poet. It 1s char-
mingly described in many aspects
in this book. What would have
happened to Wordsworth's poetry
had he been required to go the
way of Coleridge to Christ's
Hospital, even with its wider op-
portunities—into the old Grey
Friars and the sr’aokv neighbour-
hood of Newgate Gaol? \

Mr. Marples’s book is not one
for those who demand sensational
extravagances about old schools
or illustrious men. Judging by the
list of books Mr. Marples has
consulted, I believe it might have
been enriched a little by the vast
Christ’s Hospital and Dr. Bovyer
literature. One or two small
points may call for attention.
William Cowper twice becomes
Thomas on an early page. The
portrait of Shelley at p.145 is very
noble, and is ascribed to Hoppner,
but is it Shelley? It needs an edi- |
torial note. Such things do not
reduce the imaginative sympathy
and unforced communication
which *“ Romantics at School”

constantly offers.

A Hell of Confused Identity

gky as *R.” We begin with a
beautiful young American girl
marrying a charming traditional
Russian princeling. There is also
an adopted son of an eccentric
countess who has joined the Party
as a student in Switzerland, played
a minor role as conspirator and
was the lover of a mistress of
Lenin on the side.

The ritual around the Tsar, the
squabbling among the revolution-
ary Great, the feeble court gossip
and the tedious democratic
speech-making are made convinc-
ing. Details of dress and portrait
painting, of walks in formal gar-
dens and the importance of the
ice holding in the first rioting are
plainly right. But the people have
neat motives and talk far too
posh.

The hero Max, when trying to
get his stepmother away from a
violent mob, savs, “1 have always
admired your valiance.” The
same Max thinks of his mistress
as " my sole complacence,” whici
is Milton out of all context and
reason. ‘The Witnesses” have
coherent evidence to offer and a
sporting balance of political preju-
dice. More lying could have made
a better novel.

*

'I‘HE complications which come
to a vicar's wife shightly en-
glamoured by her husband’s actor
half-brother are coped with neatly
by Diana Raymond in * Front of
the House.” Trouble with inter-
fering and unfortunate parishion-
ers and the sorrows of a church
bazaar dovetail into the gaudier
pains of the casting, rehearsing
and first night of an admired but
short-lived highbrow play.

*

HE plot of J. I. M. Stewart’s

“ YVanderlyn’s Kingdom” in-
cludes more violence, coincidence,
and natural catastrophe than
would be permissible in a thriller
written by the same author under
his other name, Michael Innes. A
voung don walking the hilltops
meets an Amer:can couple iater-
ested in Thomas Hardy, the
higher education and the encour-
agement of poets and artists.
Bernard Vanderlyvn is then an ad-
viser of the President of the Uni-
ted States on ohysics and war.

Removed from this position, he
sets up 4s a patron of arts and
letters on a volcanic i1sland in the
Mediterranean. The H:gh Table
discussion of patronage hardly
reaches television level, and pass-
ing comment on generalised
“ modern sculpture” is :gnorantiy
aggressive. Relationships between
the characters are Ilimited to
heavily symbolic gestures, elemen-
tary sex, smooth chat and snubs.
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