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. GREAT ENJOYER

" By RICHARD CHURCH

E. BATES, the novelist, and one of the
most distinguished living masters of the art
. of the short story, was born in North-
apptonshire in 1905, After leaving Kettering
Gammar School he began to earn his living on a
leal newspaper. Apart from a short spell as a
derk in a warehouse, to which I will refer later, he
has lived entirely by his pen.
That 1s a remarkable achievement, in this modern
world. There are not many authors who can
watrive to write books that are both fine works of
at and carners of bread and butter. Usually, a
fmter has to augment his labours as a novelist, or
pet, or biographer, by spells of journalism, or
wiking for a publisher as adviser. Bates has
teen one of those few whose books have maintained
tiem and their families. But in none of his novels
s he dwindled into mere pot-boiling. He has
Wnien what he wanted to write, what he had to
imie, without compromise.
‘He'is not an artist to compromise. A severe
Glc might even say that he is obstinate, self-
Wixntrated in his work ; liable to be quite
when confronted by adverse criticism.
And there has. been plenty of that, because he is a
wessful writer.  Popularity is anathema to the
usier Critics. Fecundity, too, is another thing
b they suspect and recoil from. Bates enjoys
. Enjoys ; that is the keyword. Bates is a
¥t enjoyer ; and that also is offensive to the
1ous Noses of certain literary monitors.

AT the age of twenty, still in the provinces,
2 Bates was discovered by Edward Garnett, the
24t and formidable publisher’s reader who had
gg? the reputation of many of the outstanding
dwalsh writers of the 'nineties and the first two
ngt? of the present century. He and his wife
helg g the translator of tHe Russian novelists,
e llhhozlr court, with their son David playing before
% thrope, Later, this David was to become an
'—Dor and publisher of repute.
"Edm,ugh(y’ Conrad, Galsworthy, Robert Frost,
Gam,g.mmas ; all were brought to eminence by
"ﬂ'ore h§ adVOCaCY- Bates was his last discovery,
b"s death. " He was a powerful man. In a
At 2raphical study of him, written in grateful

1on, Bates says :

‘ r . - -
t“hi“rwas Capable of penetrating the creative mind
C a

arest insight and having penetrated it was
%0 of recognizing, shaping, fostering and
fruition its hidden potentialities. That is
A€ criticism that is also creative ; the criti-
fings the bud (o flower.

Wy D4R caused B He had begun : . :
"ite i first novz:etlcs;‘lozeﬂ%::gr.&'.s'!ers, when he H. E. Bates. *‘He inhabits a converted tithe-barn which he has filled with French Impressionist pictures.” -
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was eighteen, during office hours at the
warchouse. He describes the process :

" My procedure had been to arrive at
cight-thirty in the morning, get through
the entire day’s work by nine-thirty, and
then begin writing. I was sustained in this
subversive routine by a frenzied enthusi-
asm of my own and by the motherly
attentions of a certain endearing Mrs.
Fountain, who owned the house next door.
Mrs. Fountain had pear trees in the garden
and plums on the wall, and 1 have an idea
that she thought the young man in the
warchouse, with his long lean face and
look of dyspeptic dreaminess, was in some
danger of being overworked. . To that
end she .was always popping in. She
popped in with cups of tea and pieces of
bread and cheese at mid-morning ; with
teca and toast or tea and cakes in the

~ afternoon ; and with pears or plums as their
season -came. She was inexhaustible in
her fussy, motherly, gossipy kindliness,

* and she probably saved me from an early

- death through burning the candle at both
ends.

During this initial tutelage, or minis-
tration, a letter came addressed to
“Miss Bates” from the publishing
house of Jondthan Cape. The young
author had sent his first novel tq try its
Juck there. That was the beginning of
a career. We have not yet seen the end,
for Bates is still under fifty, still in full
spate, and still developing fresh facets
of his creative vitality. =
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. oT mﬁch more need bc said about

_his life, for in fact the lives of most
writers are uneventful. Most of their
time is spent between sleeping and
-writing. Their work gets between them
~and. the adventure of personal experi-

ence. They have to live by proxy. That °

-

is why they are sometimes disappointing
.10 meet, and why their wives (or hus-
bands), friends and relations find them
. somewhat intangible and unsatisfactory

as companions and sharers of the ups
and downs of life.

. S0 afle_r recording that H. E. Bates
" . has remained an incorrigible country-
man, and has settled, surrounded by a
remarkably happy family, not in his
native county but in the heart of the -
- Kentish Weald, where he inhabits a
converted tithe-barn which he has filled
w.nlh French Impressionist pictures and
pieces of furniture and objets d’art, all
chosen with flawless good taste (his
sense of craft, of good handiwork,
‘amounts {0 genius) ; after this - brief
physical reference I will (urn to his

’* J.“n‘l“.&
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work. The work is the man, lhoug]ljrl
must not forget the gardencr. (Ijs
garden is like his prosc: well p_lal:mc(i
clean, nurtured, anc}fz lln effect, rich an
astonishingly beautiiul. ) ,
After the first interview with G-amet(;
at the publisher’s office Bates dgllvclr‘q
himself up to a rigorous monNItors ip
that became a gruelling discipline. It
abased his pride, the ;.)ridc. of the gelf-
taught beginner working In isolation.
From that isolation Bates went to his
university ; and that universily. Wwas
Edward Garnett, Chapters were taken
to pieces, soaked in acid comment, and
the surviving shreds re-woven. Short
stories were analysed. Bates says :

During all this time Garnett was doing
for mec that incomparable, rare and
wonderful kind of service that Flaubert
did for Maupassant. The youth from the
country, happiest in the country, Qesp131ng
literary coteries and ldpo!qg]cs and
schools, essentially an mtmh.vc and
sensuous and not a thinking writer, was
being carefully shaped, guided an.d 'nurﬁcd
by the man of experience and sophistication
from whom not all the cynicism and in-
gratitude of the literary world had taken
the humanity and cnthusiasm of new

discovery.

HUS Bates learned the craft of

writing, developing from an enthu-
siastic novice into a quiet, pursuivant
professional author. Since those days of
apprenticeship he has published over
forty books ; collections of short stories
(a form in which he is an outstanding
master in our language), novels, and
books about the countryside. All are
obtainable to-day in the Evensford
uniform edition of his works, published
by Cape and Michael Joseph.

This dedicated life was interrupted
during the war by national service of a
distinctive kind. = Bates joined the
R.A.F. and was directed to write short
stories that should both celebrate and
perpetuate the job done by our flying
men. The tales he wrote under the name
of **Flying Officer X sold several
millions of copies in two volumes.

. This work took him out to India and
Burma, an experience recollected in two
later novels, The Purple Plain and The
Jacaranda Tree. It was a violent up-
heaval in the level life of a contem-
plative man given somewhat to re-
clusiveness. The violence has served to
bring out an element of sensuality
(Maupassant-like) in his nature, acting
as a catalytic agent to purge him of a
fascination for the “red in tooth and
claw ” aspect of Nature:

N the second of these two exotic

books there is a description of a car
falling over a cliff during the flight
of English residents from Burma. The
doors are sealed by the crash, with the
dead bodies inside. Then the vultures
come down, and we are made to watch
them craving, insinuating their way in.

‘I think I have never read anything

quite so horrifying. Yet this was written
by. a poct ~-who has described two
ghnldren .playing under a hawthorn tree
In Maytime bloom, his prose almond-
fragrant, dusted with pollen and the

unself-conscious grace of every infant
gesture,

STORIES SOLD IN MILLIONS

Between the two dgscriptions lic_s a
range of literary CONSCIOUSNEss that is a
reflection of a nature dcgpcr than Batc;s
himself knows, and which he has still
to explore more fully. The cruelty, the
Just, in his work is always direct, fierce
and impersonal. As an element In }us
novels, that singleness of force, like
fire or drought, or the life-urge itself,
can overlay the development of per-
sonal character, and bring a sort of
desert levelness to the drama of human

contacts.

Restrained within the bounds of some
civil fabric, such as his English rural
society, which he knows so intimately
and with such detail, it has a latent
authority and propelling power com-
parable to Hardy's sense¢ of Dcstm_y
in the Wessex Novels. Thus used, it
emphasizes his character as a man,
making it crusty, idiosyncratic, dlrcctgd
in taste and appetite.  Without 1t,
his extreme sensibility and nervous
tension would have made him incapable
of building up his own universe of
people and place. He would have

remained a poetic personality, lucid

enough in verbal expression, but desul-

tory in pursuit of every momentary .

impression.
" Those critics who have grumbled
“about his work, calling it often

crude and monotonous both in theme
and treatment, must realize that they
cannot have it both ways. Without
this physical emphasis, exaggerated by
his nervous reaction from the violent
spectacle of wartime experiences, Bates
would have produced work without
sufficient salt. The fact is that much
of his genius resides in this element of
sensuousness. He thinks through the
pores of his skin, rather than cerebrally
(as he has discovered in that reference
to his being ‘' intuitive and sensuous
and not a thinking writer ™).

So did John Keats, with whom 1
would compare him frequently, because
of the very construction of his phrases.
Both poets, for indeed Bates is in
essence a poet, live in their chosen words,
every epithet a drop of their hearts’
blood, every rhythm a physical gesture.
Keats said that as a poet he could not
walch the sparrows without hopping
among them on the gravel path. Bates
is there, too, close to the ground, eager
and hungry with the feathered bullies,
no longer a human sitting in his study
pen in hand.

HIS dionysiac genius is what distin-
s guishes his work, especially when it
IS concerned with the traffic of Nature.
Npt cven the febrile sensibility of
Rlchard‘ Jefierics, heightened by disease,
can more massively present the texture
ol'. the countryside : the clouds, the
soil, the fur and foliage, the passage of
sun, moon and stars over the heavens,
the sultry combustion of rotting leaves
round. the cool bulbs of next year's
Jonquils,

_But it does more than that. It
brings to the presentation of human
nature a primitive sympathy that
at times can stage a drama almost
unbearable in its tenderness and desper-
ation. A House of Women, published

in 1936, and
of his most sy
tve novels, is rich i o0 3
strations  of hjs
SCNSUOUS . prodigality, al
of work, the doggeq . !
determination of , ., 40
carry on the l'Unning:? e
menfolk are ejther di il
The fight with leablgd:""’
the tides of €CONOmijc yar. M 4
without a let-yp, 20
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oblation into 2° rup.

: 2 2loyg
Look at this dmcripﬁg'ng‘é}'?'g oy
house where this ppire: . Wk

IS Primitiye 4

staged: ° Ve dig,

The house stood at th “a
- c . !
end of the farm-yard, cuﬁ? '
wall from the muck-heaps 4 d"
hcn-hogscs and the orchard»p.”
generations of colts and egjy

the trunks of apple and nlu N
the smoothness of saddll);-
rubbing of their soft necks, ='(“
too, like the barns and the yay &
built, the roof -beamiher‘a

knuckled up under m.i‘
tiles like the ribs of a staryeq po¥! !

stones themselves freckled wik 1o 3
patterns of green and butfercyp,
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In an age where intellect &
removed from the root of
unique mental attack ppon g gt
of life, as Bates does it (hrous.
craft-attuned senses, is somethines!
welcomed because of its sime
and its consequent strength, The
something of universal gram &
That is why Bates’s books hawk
translated into fifteen languaps &
are read and savoured by peopld
degrees of education and opinisa
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Next week’s study wi_ll_-b'é
Bentley, by Winifred Williar
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