Talk With H. E. Bates

By LEWIS NICHOLS

IKE everyone else of that

age now entitled to thought-
ful reflection, H. E. Bates, some-
what back, began to brood
about the Twenties. Contrary
to what may be the local view-
point, the Twenties were not
copyright by the United States
Patent Office alone. but they
also stretched across the Mid-
lands of England. Beging a pro-
fessional novelist, Mr. Bates did
not take out his reflection in
random, reminiscent conversa-
tion, but rather sat down one
morning and begar "Love for
Lydia."”

Two years later, with the re-
flection safely bound between
the covers of his twelfth pub-
lished novel, Mr. Bates paused
briefly in New York, in transit
between Englang and the Baha-
mas. It was his first visit since
1937, or a good many novels
back, a good many of his ten
volumes of short stories.

“‘Lydia’ is about the town I
was born in,” he said. “There
were many just like it, and you
must have had a great many
here. During the

Twenties every
small town there
was trying to im-
itate London.
Every town
played harder,
stayed up later,
danced longer,
just as they were
doing in London.
My own town
happened to be
Rushden, midway
between Oxtord
and Cambridge,
in the middle of
England.

“In the novel
the town is half-
and-half. Part is
as I remember it,

part I created. -

Lydia, herself, is

not anyone in particular. You
saw her in the Twenties, and
you still see the same type—
the decaying aristocracy get-
ng pored with life and want-
ing to get outside of it

“The town has changed now.
I left Rushden in 1930, and dur-
ing the war the whole Ameri-
can Air Force sat down in it
That entire part of the country
became something like a colony
of the United States.”

MR. BATES is a man of
slight build. with greying hair
and high forehead and a taste
for striped light blue shirts and
dark blue suits. About his cur-
rent work and such near-by
work as “Love for Lydia" he is
monosyllabic, but about his chil-
dren and more remote work he
is polysyllabic. Unlike most win-
ter visitors to the Bahamas, his
trip there is for work, not pleas-
ure.

“My old chief during the war
was asked by the Colonial Of-
fice to write a short history of
the Bahamas,” he said. “He
started, gathered a lot of the
material and then died. I was
asked if I would take over. It's
something quite different from
anything T've ever done. I
imagine I'll be down there three
months.”

The “old chief” was Hilary
Aidan St. George Saunders,
novelist, mystery writer (some-
times under the nom de plume
of Francis Beeding), war histo-
rian and Librarian of the House
of Commons. It was he who was
responsible during the war for
having Mr. Bates assigned to
the R. A. F. and sent to Burma,
whence in time came “The Pur-
ple Plain” and the well-known
“The Jacaranda Tree.”
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I WAS the first short story
writer commissioned by the
Government to write about the
R. A. F..” he said. “I did some
stories about bomber crews
first, and then someone decided
the world should know there
was a war going on in Burma,
so I was sent there.

“Naturally, this was the usual
thing — I got there four years
too late. The war was over be-
fore I got many of the stories
back. I did what I was sup-
posed to do, but there was other
material left over, and I put
that in the two novels.”

The second of
these, “The Jaca-
randa Tree,” is
the story of an
Englishman’s at-
tempt to lead a
group of refu-
gees, and a Bur-
mese boy and his
sister, from Bur-

anese. Like “Ly-
dia” this was
based, at least in
part, on fact.

“In Calcutta I
met an English-
man who had tak-
en that route,”
Mr. Bates said.
“He had gone
pretty much to
pieces. By 8

o'clock at night, he had knocked
off a bottle of whisky, and even
at that time and place this was

a little unusual. He couldn’t tell
me much about the trip but he

had taken it. There were differ-
ences between his story and
mine, of course, but I still get a
good many letters asking did
Paterson make India. He did,
because I saw him there.”

When the Bahamas are behind
him, Mr. Bates plans another
novel. It will have the same
general Midland setting as
“Love for Lydia,” but will not
be of the same time.

There are four children in the
Bates household, running down
in age from 21. The two boys
attend the King's School at Can-
terbury, reported by the visiting
member of the P. T. A. as the
cldest in England (603 A. D.),
probably in the world. Christo-
pher Marlowe, Walter Pater,
Somerset Maugham, Hugh Wal-
pole, Carol Reed and Field Mar-
sha] Montgomery all went
there, truly a literary place.
Four Bates children at twelve
novels each, ten books of short
stories, would make quite a fu-
ture library for English letters.

“Only,” said Mr. Bates, “they
all are much more interested in
music."
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ahead of the Jap- .



